
[image: image]


[image: image]

Contents
Title Page
Dedication
Part One
ROME, SUMMER 1947
WINTER 1948
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Part Two
SPRING 1919
MAY 1936
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Part Three
NOVEMBER 1936
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Part Four
DECEMBER 1936 TO MAY 1937
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Part Five
NEVADA, 1937–1938
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Part Six
MARCH 1948
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
About the Author
Copyright Page

Dedicated to my father,
EDUARD BOËTIUS,
the man who was at the elevator wheel of 
the Hindenburg when the catastrophe occurred
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ROME, SUMMER 1947
[image: image]
[image: image]E CLIMBED THE DEEP MARBLE STAIRS all the way to the top floor and rang the bell. The expression on her face when she opened the door was unforgettable. Most people flinched when they saw him, and then right away they looked embarrassed, because they were caught feeling something between pity and revulsion and they didn’t want their reaction to show. Not Marta. The joy in her eyes was genuine; clearly she had known him at once. This was almost a miracle, for shortly after the surgical scars on his face healed he had conducted several experiments to see whether people recognized him, always with negative results.
“How did you know who I was?” he asked.
“That wasn’t difficult. You have a special way of carrying yourself, Birger. It struck me the first time I saw you, on the gangway. You’re reserved but tempestuous, a terribly impatient man who hesitates. Daring but doubtful. Do you see what I mean?”
“You’re too observant, Marta. I could never fool you. But you probably recognized me only because my shoes need shining, as usual.”
She smiled and with an almost affectionate movement of her hand invited him into her home. Birger Lund was also observant, and so he was quick to notice that these few rooms perfectly mirrored their owner.
Marta’s apartment, situated on Via San Martino ai Monti not far from the Termini train station, occupied the top floor of a town house built on the highest ground in Rome. Some of her windows overlooked the twin domes of Santa Maria Maggiore, thrusting up from the sea of ancient, shingled, pigeon-covered roofs like the breasts of a backstroking giantess.
The walls of the apartment were in a desperate state. The plaster was blistered, stained with brown water spots and covered with makeshift patches. Expensive furniture, little Venetian cabinets, choice pictures—mostly graphics, ballerinas, nudes, together with some abstract motifs, Russian Suprematists—all stood in stark contrast to the dilapidated surroundings and formed a peculiar symbiosis with them. The condition of the walls lent the artwork and furniture a patina that increased their effect, and they, returning the favor, gave the ambient decay an interesting aura. Marta’s the same way, Lund thought. She unites contradictions that normally have a hard time living together. Her face looked older, while her slender body seemed to have grown more youthful in the ten years since they’d seen each other. The result was not a jarring contrast but a fascinating kind of harmony, as if youth and age, released from the compulsion of sequence, had peacefully combined to form a single, simultaneous beauty.
“Naturally I thought you were dead! The newspaper accounts said that you were. One of the victims, they said, so badly burned that you were the last one to be identified.”
“I was never actually identified. The whole thing was pure mathematics. The number of passengers plus the number of the crew, minus the number of survivors, minus the number of identified bodies. One name was left: Birger Lund. And a few charred bones. It was only logical to put them in a coffin and send it to my brother in Sweden. But there was a flaw in their reasoning. It wouldn’t be valid if there was someone on board who wasn’t on the official register. Some unknown passenger, some stowaway.”
“But that’s impossible, Birger! The airship was a very small world.”
“That isn’t true. Haven’t you heard the incredible story of the famous Captain Eckener on his first round trip across the Atlantic in the Graf Zeppelin? On the return flight they found a stowaway, a boy who had sneaked on board the airship. They made him earn his fare by working as a cook’s helper. Anyway, on our ill-fated trip not all the rooms were occupied, not by a long shot. I believe actual human remains were found in the area where my cabin was and buried under my name. Blackened ashes, little weightless flakes, a couple of marrowless bones. Hieroglyphs of an existence. Absolutely appropriate for me.”
“And the fictional memoirs of Queen Christina of Sweden? Your novel? What was it you called it? Wasn’t it The Rose in the Ashes?”
“Yes. A prophetic title. I’m glad, in a rather pathetic way, that the manuscript burned up with everything else.”
“Still the darling cynic, Birger. So you’ve given up your project?”
“Yes and no. Perhaps one shouldn’t try to contrive a life that was really lived. That’s blasphemy. Just deciphering my own past has been hard enough—a rather boring story, by the way.”
LATER THEY SAT by the window and drank wine in little sips. “Rome’s a city that breathes,” Marta said. “You need some time here before you start to notice. It’s like someone who’s sleeping so deeply and dreaming so sweetly that you can barely see the rise and fall of her chest. And she smiles in her sleep. You can see it happen if you get up very early and walk up the Janiculum Hill. In the first light of dawn, the city smiles. She knows she’s guarding an eternal light. She shields it with reality, like cupping a hand around it. If you want to be happy, I believe you must learn to imagine things that are more real than reality.
“Soon I’ll show you the wounds of the metropolis,” Marta continued. “The ruins. What people call ’ancient Rome.’ Everything that remains from the old face of the city—wounds, similar to yours. They’re beautiful. And they don’t heal. Not really. Instead they impose their expression on the city’s new face. What about your wounds, by the way, the psychological ones? Don’t you still think about your sons? About your wife?”
“Of course I do. No day passes without the flotsam and jetsam of memory. But I don’t want to see them. Not at any price. Everything that we have to do with one another is in the past. A bridge over a river makes no sense if one of the banks has disappeared.”
Marta laid her hand on Lund’s forearm. “So you’re still in love with death?”
“I was never in love with it. It’s ugly and boring.”
“I don’t mean yours, I mean your Swedish queen’s. Incidentally, the room in the Palazzo Corsini where Christina died is open to the public again. The ceiling frescoes are remarkable. If she saw them while she was dying, she must have thought she was in a paradise of colors.”
“Or a hell of shapes. Anyway, she would have been lying under a baldachin.”
HE WAS WEARIER than he’d been in a long time. It was a gray weariness that came not from exertions but from emptiness. His gaze fell on a bright rectangle on the wall where a picture must have hung.
Marta had followed his eyes. “Do you know what was there? A picture of you that I took with my Leica, just before you showed me the iceberg. I took it down only last night because it made me think of you too often. Was that a coincidence? Or maybe a premonition that soon I’d have to deal with another face, a strange mask? The brain behind it still harbors, no doubt, the same thoughts.”
Later he lay in the narrow bed and closed his eyes. Now the whole world was a white shadow. When Marta slipped in next to him it was as if this shadow acquired a prismatic refraction, as immaterial and beautiful as a rainbow.
THE NEXT DAY Marta began to show him Rome. “It’s not a city, it’s a spaceship you can travel through time in. Another way to imagine Rome is as a kind of millstone that turns on its axis and grinds the grain very fine, the grain of your feelings, your opinions, your hopes, and your memories. The midpoint and hub is the Colosseum. All the lines of force that hold this chaos of houses, streets, and people together radiate from that center like spokes. Once I took a walk through the city without looking up, feeling my way with my hands like a blind person, and at last I wound up there, drawn to that old pile like iron filings to a magnet. You have to approach it without any of those notions you learned in school, without false images of gladiatorial combats or bloodthirsty beasts supposedly sicced on poor Christians. Just reach out your hand and touch the stone, and you’ll feel that you’re diving into time as though into a still pool of water, boggy and cool. All those people, living out their fates, all the rulers’ mighty deeds, the tribulations of the powerless, the lovers’ pleasures, the illusions and disappointed hopes—they’ve all produced this Lethe water. Dip your hand, your arm in there, my friend, and you’ll return into your present refreshed and reborn.”
SHE BOUND HIS EYES and led him through the city. The people moved aside respectfully. Near the Colosseum she let go of his hand. And he actually did find his way alone, sensing the structure’s gravitational pull as a man with a divining rod senses a subterranean water channel. When he leaned on the massive stone wall and ran his hands over it, he felt calmer and more satisfied than he had in a long time. Marta was next to him, listening as he spoke.
“I really did die back then, ten years ago. Burnt up, and my ashes scattered to the winds. I have the crematorium behind me, purgatory, hell, however you want to put it. My second life, if it occurs, won’t have anything to do with the first. My memories of my children, my family, my wife, my brother are strangely dim and faded. Ruined frescoes of the past. I might be able to restore them, but then there’s the danger that they’d turn out grossly distorted.”
He turned down her proposal that they visit the room where Christina of Sweden died. “It’s too soon, Marta,” he said. “You know that during the last days and nights of her life she was constantly holding the hand of her friend Cardinal Azzolino. He must have been mightily afraid that death would find a way through her touch into his own body. She wanted to take him with her, I have no doubt.”
THE NEXT DAY he got sick. He had pains in his face: as though, behind his new countenance, the old one was still growing, a mask behind the mask, threatening to crack it apart. It began with a dull ache, the feeling that water was gathering behind his forehead and his cheeks. The pressure grew worse and worse. The skin of his face turned red, glowed, tautened like a balloon inflated to the bursting point. He stood in front of the mirror, holding a needle and thinking how much he’d like to stick it in that balloon. Blow the whole monster, swollen with thoughts, feelings, memories, into little wrinkled shreds. Marta called a doctor, who recommended cool compresses and strong painkillers. “You’ve got the gout,” the doctor said. “Strangely enough, however, it’s not in your foot, where it belongs. It’s in your head.”
WHEN IT DIDN’T GET BETTER, they took a train to one of the little resorts on the Pontine coast. The whitewashed village, a childhood vision made of stone, lay high up on a cliff. There were more cats than inhabitants. Fishermen mended their nets, old men for whom the war so recently ended had remained unreal.
Below the village, right on the seashore, was a hotel with only a few guests. Marta and Lund sat for hours in the large bright dining room and looked out onto the sea. Whenever anyone opened the door to the terrace, the curtains billowed like sails in the wind. Somewhere a phonograph was playing opera melodies. Marta held his hand so softly sometimes that he couldn’t tell her fingers from his own; it was as though their hands had fused into a single limb. At such moments, which for Lund had lost all their transient character, he believed that his person was dissolving like a clump of loam in water. His contours became softer, until at last they nearly disappeared, leaving behind only blurs and streaks. If I get up now and walk out the door, he thought, the wind from the sea will dry me out and I’ll be someone else. He didn’t think he could take that step yet. Only toward evening, when the sun stood low in the sky and casually threw little silver coins all over the sea, did he venture out and lay himself down in the sand. Over his burning face he spread a towel, which Marta occasionally moistened from a bottle of mineral water. “What can you actually win here?” he said loudly, gesturing toward the sea. “I find the stakes too high, all these expensive, bright reflections. Why can’t we simply get them as a free gift?” Marta smiled in her typical sphinxlike way, keeping the solution of a riddle to herself.
“Do you believe there will ever be another war?” Lund asked.
“We’re already in the middle of it,” she said. “Even though there aren’t any bombs falling, their trajectories have been mapped out for a long time now. Do you see? Over there, for example.” He carefully removed the towel from his face and followed the gesture of her outstretched arm. She pointed northward, where the sky was burning like fire in the setting sun.
There were days when he didn’t have to cool his face. He lay in a deck chair and surrendered himself unprotected to the softly drizzling rain. The air was mild and the horizon could not be seen, nor the island, whose silhouette, at once distinctive and mysterious, was visible on clear days and made them want to get a boat and visit the place. Marta sat under the beach umbrella and read to him from a book about men at sea. The language of the text was calm and composed, like that of an elderly man full of experience and distance. Lund liked the way the sentences mingled with the sound of the waves. “It’s by one of my favorite authors. He wrote this book during the war. Such a quiet work! Maybe that was the only way he could bear the violence around him. The fascists didn’t like him. They exiled him to Calabria.”
“How old was he at the time?”
“Thirty-three.”
“I think he sounds ancient, like someone smiling at life because it’s almost behind him.”
“Couldn’t it be that there are people who live backward, who start at the end? With their death?”
“Well, that would certainly be the most roundabout way of approaching your birth. It almost seems to me that I’m one of those people, lucky and unlucky at the same time.”
ONE MORNING,when he was almost completely well again, Marta said, “We should take a trip.” She stood in the doorway with a bag full of travel brochures. “What do you think about Australia or Canada? Or the Aleutian Islands? But first you have to tell me what really happened to you. Back then, after the accident. When you were dead and yet alive.”
“How can I describe it, when I don’t really understand what went on myself? Facts become meaningless when you can’t see what they have to do with anyone you know.”
“You’re dodging the question, Birger. Or should I call you by your new name, Per Olsen?”
“How do you know that?”
“I reached into your jacket and pulled out your papers. It’s so easy to see through your tricks! The forgery’s good. How did you do it?”
“There really was a Per Olsen. He was a Norwegian sailor who died in an automobile accident. The passport is genuine. He and I happened to be about the same size.”
Suddenly he fell silent, while outside a rain shower darkened the beach and wind gusts tugged at the umbrellas dotting the shore like blue mushrooms. “I’d rather not talk about that. It takes away the strength I need to get to the bottom of the thing.”
LUND GREW MORE SILENT from day to day. Marta avoided asking him about his feelings, his thoughts, or even his plans. They sat next to each other in their deck chairs. Marta read; he stared at the water. Now the days were flawless. The sky seemed reflected in the sea, and the sea in the sky. Out there, where they touched like the double image of a figure leaning on a mirror, the island was floating. Birger imagined that it turned slightly, this way and that, and the longing to visit it grew in him. Marta seemed to sense this. “We could go there,” she said. “It would only be a day trip.”
“There’s another island I’m more interested in,” Lund said. “You can’t see it from here. It lies beyond the horizon.”
Back in Rome, Lund seemed changed. He laughed a lot and spent days riding buses aimlessly around the city. Finally one morning he said, “Thanks very much, Marta, for taking care of me. Rome is truly beautiful. People are right to call it the Eternal City.”
Marta watched while he packed his suitcase. “I will go to the island,” he told her. “But alone. The other island, that is. The one beyond the horizon.”
“You want to find out what caused it? You don’t believe the official explanations?”
“Exactly. I’ve never read greater nonsense than the investigative commission’s report. Their explanations are illogical and contradictory. I suspect that they wanted to divert attention from the real cause. The report’s just a political document.”
“You’re looking for a simple explanation? An explanation that’s compatible with Lund’s Law?”
He laughed. “I can’t believe you remember that!”
“In my mind I can still clearly see the iceberg that was under us when you explained Lund’s Law to me. You used the assassination of Julius Caesar as an example! The law states, ’The greater the disaster, the simpler its cause.’ Does the law apply to relationships, too?”
He took her in his arms and held her tight. “It applies perfectly,” he said, “but in reverse. The simpler one’s feelings, the greater the disaster they lead to.”
She breathed a sigh of relief. “Then we can look forward to days filled with harmony, Birger. Because my feelings for you are pretty complicated!”
THEY WENT TO THE TRAIN STATION; it was one big work site. The building’s rigid wings, constructed under Mussolini, had the effect of prison walls, behind which the urge to freedom, as manifested in countless men and women, had been locked up. The wavy-roofed station concourse was the prison yard, where attempts to break out began.
In the station restaurant, Marta tried one last time to change his mind. “We talked a lot about love on the Hindenburg. In the smoking salon, for example, in front of a strange picture that was part of the wall decoration.”
“The smoking room! Yes, now I remember—you mean the picture of Francesco Lana’s airship. ’Love’ is certainly an inexact word. As indefinable as the feelings it stands for. When does affection become love? Maybe it’s a question of distance. Like with a cloud, you can’t tell its shape if you’re inside it. I must have been crazy back then. Maybe it had something to do with the demented airship in the picture. If I remember right, it was suspended from five hovering spheres, it was under sail like a proper ship, and its oars were giant birds’ wings. I would entrust myself to that airboat without question and ask you to come along too. But fantasy, unfortunately, is real only in fantasy.”
She clasped his hand and looked at him. “But can’t we give it a try? Maybe we could have a trial period, say a long trip around the world?”
“Marta, it won’t work. I must do what I intend to do. When you go out into the open, you lock the door behind you, do you understand? Until I provide myself with a past I can understand, I can’t have a future. And I can’t stand to think that my life has been shattered by something that was quite obviously more than just some fluke occurrence. I want to get to the bottom of this so-called accident.”
THEIR PARTING WAS CINEMATIC. When he freed himself from her embrace, it seemed to Marta that Birger Lund metamorphosed into a stranger named Per Olsen. She literally sensed him undergoing a transformation. “Will you come back?” she shouted into the cloud of steam that the locomotive was spreading over the platform. He didn’t answer. “And who will you be if you come back? Lund, or Olsen? Or maybe both?” Her voice was drowned in the hissing that accompanied the departure of the train.
PER OLSEN TRAVELED TO FRANKFURT. The German trains were filthy and overcrowded, and when he arrived at the main station, he saw how much destruction the war had caused. The spectacle that greeted his eyes was the work of some inhuman artist. Many chimneys, apparently the most stable part of every structure, were standing alone, thrusting up like monuments erected to disaster, or like the surviving columns of a city buried by volcanic ash and then dug out again. How could a return to normal life ever be possible here? The innumerable empty windows in the façades put him in mind of freshly excavated graves. Weeds were growing up everywhere amid the rubble; with terrible vitality, the green plants appeared to be taking over the former habitat of a civilization reduced to ashes.
A troupe of trapeze artists was practicing in the remains of a house. They had stretched a high wire between the ruined walls, and a man and a woman were balancing their way across it.
Toward evening, when the station square was nearly empty of people, Olsen crawled unnoticed through one of the window holes in the building that had once contained the offices of the DZR, the German Zeppelin Transport Company, and rummaged around in the debris. The building stones still smelled scorched. A large steel desk stood almost unscathed amid rampant nettles under the iron girders that hung down from the blown-out ceiling. Olsen began prying open the jammed desk drawers with a crowbar. Black ashes rose in clouds. When he switched on his flashlight, its beam lit up a shiny object. Elongated and round. An empty lipstick case. Olsen sniffed at it, imagining a weak scent of perfume.
Later he took a sleeping bag from his suitcase, rolled it out, and crept inside. Through the holes in the roof, the sky looked like a sumptuous canopy of dark blue satin embroidered with constellations of golden stars.
HE TRAVELED TO BERLIN. The city resembled a ruined termites’ nest. Everywhere people were crawling around like insects, moving this and that with their hands for no apparent reason, pushing wheelbarrows around. It was like watching tiny ants, with maniacal patience and perverse determination, hauling objects far too big for them through a jungle of grass blades. There was music coming from somewhere. A young man was playing piano on the fourth floor of a building that was missing its outer wall. It was summer, and nature, amply fertilized with ashes, was exploding amid the rubble here, too, in veritable orgies of fertility. The weed is the principle of survival, Olsen thought. A murderous principle. It kills elegance, beauty, maybe even happiness. But it’s the prerequisite for the beginning of new life.
As he went, he asked his way and noticed that the people were afflicted by a sort of collective memory loss. They recalled small details with great precision. One could say where the marmalade glasses had been stored in the bombed-out cellar, but nobody would admit remembering where the Aviation Ministry building had stood. Most people had apparently never heard the name Goering. This memory weakness appeared to be beneficial to public morale.
He spent a lot of time looking for traces. He dug into the rubble at various sites without really knowing what he was looking for. He did it simply because he needed to, like a gold digger who can’t give up his ruling passion. Once he stumbled by accident upon a singed copy of the Berliner Illustrierte Zeitung from May 20, 1937. The first page had a photograph of the newly crowned King George VI, surrounded by nobles who were paying homage to him after his coronation in Westminster Abbey in London. George VI looked like Buster Keaton playing a king. Mute and mortally sorry, hopelessness personified.
Reports of the disaster at Lakehurst appeared only on pages two and three of the magazine. That was unusual. Bold headlines had announced the story in all the foreign newspapers and magazines he’d previously seen. Was this an attempt by the Nazis to play down the topic? He turned to the next pages, where he saw pictures of bonfires with the caption WINTER IS BURNING. The subject was a spring festival where fires were lit to drive out winter. Had the burning of the airship been a fire like that, lit to drive something out?
HE GAVE UP AND BOUGHT a ticket for Hamburg. “The man who was at the elevator controls, the elevator man,” he thought aloud. “Maybe he can help me.” As he had done so often recently, he reached into his jacket pocket and took out a newspaper photograph showing the surviving members of the crew shortly after the disaster, posing as though for a class portrait. Some of the men wore suits that were too large for them, probably donated by Americans, because their own clothes had burned up with the ship. Others were dressed in khaki outfits. Only a few were wearing their uniforms. The men had average faces. You couldn’t tell by looking at them what they had gone through just hours before. They might have been taking part in a company excursion. Only one of them stood out, because of his face and the way he was standing. Olsen had found out who he was. His name was Edmund Boysen; he was twenty-seven years old at the time, a native of one of the North Sea islands. He had been a navigator on the Hindenburg, but the newspapers called him “the elevator man.” Even that was something of a riddle, because in fact an officer had no business at the elevator controls. The man’s looks were striking, like a film star’s. His masklike face appeared closed but filled with dark, inward-turned energy. His thick dark hair was sharply parted. He was wearing a uniform, and his shirt and tie made an elegant impression. His bearing was stiff, almost provocatively correct. That’s the way someone looks who has something to hide, Olsen thought. He supposed that Boysen was back in Germany by now, assuming that he had survived the war and wasn’t in prison somewhere. Olsen figured that an islander, after such an apocalypse as the recent war, would retreat to his circumscribed island world. The chances of finding him there were good.
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“WHEN YOU FIRST SEE IT, you won’t think it’s an island. It’s more like a weightless apparition with a blurry outline. It doesn’t look heavy enough to be an island—it seems to be missing that solid connection with the earth’s crust.”
With these words the man bent over the rail, spat into the water, and watched the little foamy fleck drift backward along the boat’s seaweed-covered hull until the propeller wash swallowed it.
“An island like this one’s a world in itself. The laws that prevail here are different from anywhere else. I might go so far as to say that the very sky over such an island is different. You’ll understand me after you’re there. People say that the sky above it is less far away, less deep. The sky’s like a glass bowl placed over it.”
With a sweeping movement of his arm, the man gestured toward the west, where the sky was beginning to redden. “There it is. Do you see it?”
All that Olsen could make out was a thin line between a purple cloud bank and the green iridescence of the sea, as though someone had gone over that segment of the horizon with a pencil. The boat did not make straight for this apparition. Rather it followed the curves of a shipping channel that was marked out by red barrels.
“Do many people actually live there?” Olsen asked.
“People? That’s a matter of opinion,” the other man said with a mocking smile. “According to the count, there are just a few, but once you’re on the island it’ll seem that there are too many of them.”
He spat into the water again. “We’ve started going slower—we’re only at half speed. We probably have too little water under the keel. It’s no joke to sit out here stranded and wait for high tide.”
By now Olsen could distinguish details. That thickening blackish line might be houses or trees. A lighthouse and a windmill seemed to be the tallest structures.
“How long do you want to stay?” the man asked.
“I don’t know yet. Maybe by tomorrow I’ll be ready to leave. It depends on whether I find what I’m looking for.”
“Tomorrow?” the other laughed. “There’ll be no boat tomorrow. The next one goes in three days. It’s like that in the winter. In the summer the connections are better.” He shrugged his shoulders. “If I were you I’d see about a room right away. Most of the hotels are closed in winter. Try at the Ferryman, right on the harbor. What are you looking for anyhow, at this miserable time of year? A job, maybe? You can put that idea right out of your head. They stick together as thick as thieves.”
Now Olsen too spat in the water and watched the speck of foam. They were moving faster again. “I’m looking for the elevator man,” he said. The other nodded and was silent. He apparently felt no interest in having this strange piece of information explained to him.
When Olsen looked up again, the island was suddenly enormous. Its houses, together with a long bare avenue, covered up the entire horizon. The small vessel slipped into the harbor entrance, and Olsen stared at the black, narrowing chasm between the side of the boat and the quay wall. Something bright was drifting below the surface of the water, moving its limbs to the rhythm of the sloshing waves. Tiny, splayed arms and legs. By now dusk had fallen. The man by Olsen’s side drew a flashlight from his coat and aimed its beam at the thing. “A dead rat,” he said. “It’s white. Maybe an albino. Or maybe just bleached by the salt water. Take good care of yourself.”
He poked Olsen in the ribs with his flashlight, grabbed his bag, crossed over the lowered gangway onto dry land, and disappeared among the sheds that lined the dock.
The wind had changed direction. Now it was blowing harder from the east, bringing with it something black and sooty that settled on everything, on objects as well as temperaments.
Olsen also picked up his seabag and stepped onto the gangway. At the other end of it stood a uniformed man, who took his ticket. “What is it you want here?” the man asked in a slightly unfriendly tone.
“Me?” Olsen would have much preferred not to answer the question at all, but the man had grabbed hold of the sleeve of his jacket.
“Of course you. You see anybody else around?”
“I think I’d like to stay here for a while, but I’m not sure.” The visor of the official’s uniform cap gleamed like a sickle blade. To Olsen’s astonishment, his vague declaration seemed to satisfy the man. He released Olsen’s sleeve, stepped aside, and touched his visor with his fingertips.
Olsen looked around. Drops of rain, driven by the wind, hatched the darkness under a streetlight. A gleaming wet road led along the back of the harbor to the village. Squalls blew in from the sea, tearing at the tops of the trees that flanked the road. A profusion of little hailstones danced on the pavement. The howling of the storm resembled the voice of a person rendered inarticulate by blind rage. Beyond the stone balustrade that shielded the road to the beach, Olsen saw the sea. It was black as tar. But there, where the finger of the lighthouse touched it, you could see it bare its waves’ white teeth.
The road ended in a square at the edge of the harbor. Here was a little shelter, under the lee of some high, dark buildings. Olsen dropped his seabag and rubbed his eyes, which the salt air had irritated to tears. He found himself near a house whose façade projected past those of the other buildings. Had it not been for the boards nailed over the windows and the cracks in the wall, the house, with its gables and its little tower, would have presented an almost distinguished appearance. Over the entrance a naked lightbulb swayed in the wind, as did a sign hung on rusty hooks and bearing the words The Ferryman. Olsen pressed a brass button next to the door, but nothing happened. He pressed the button again, longer this time, and listened to the shrill sound of the doorbell as it resonated from inside the house and even managed to drown out the whistling wind. Still nothing. When Olsen tried the handle, it yielded, and the door flew back as though wrenched by someone inside. But it was only the wind, which flung the door open and rudely thrust Olsen, together with his bag, into a faintly lit corridor traversed by a threadbare red rug. In an alcove stood a small lamp, its dim light shining brownly through a singed parchment shade. Next to the lamp a counter, where a sign read Reception. Olsen rang another bell, this one set into the counter, from which intertwined wires led to the baseboard. He listened. Now that he was inside, the storm raging outdoors was muffled to a monotonous lament. A shutter banged somewhere. Then he heard something else: a distant hum, rising and falling, like voices and singing and music, but distorted, incomprehensible.
It cost Olsen an effort of will to press the button. This time, however, there was no shrill ringing to be heard. He was left with no other choice but to penetrate farther into the corridor, which looked to him like a maw. The walls, covered with ghastly flowered wallpaper, seemed to move, almost imperceptibly, in a continual peristalsis, which drew him in deeper and deeper. His longing to turn back grew with each step, but the thought of the cold wet night spurred him on. At this moment the light in the hall went out. Olsen groped for the wall, which was damp and woolly, as though covered with thin, tiny strands of mold. Ahead of him was a door, and under it a narrow strip of light. Behind the door, in a steady crescendo as he approached, the sound of voices, popular tunes, laughter.
Olsen finally reached the door and knocked on it. First hesitantly, then harder. Someone bellowed, “Come on in, if you’re not my wife!”
There was a roar of laughter. “You’re not married, you idiot!”
When Olsen opened the door, the light from inside blinded him. Unable to see, he heard all the more clearly the renewed laughter and such shouts as “Who is that?” and “He sure looks funny.” Then, like exposed film in developing fluid, the white blur before Olsen’s eyes began to resolve into shapes. These flowed together until he was looking at a large room filled with tables and chairs, where people were sitting with their glasses in front of them. Bunches of wildflowers decorated the tabletops. The bright light came from the large helm, its rim and spokes adorned by numerous electric lightbulbs, that was fastened to the ceiling. Wall lamps augmented the dazzling brightness.
Most of the people were sitting around a large round table. It had no tablecloth, but in its center lay a massive brass ashtray with the words Regulars’ Table engraved on its rim. The regulars were all men, most of them red faced and stout. They were dressed in suits, though they had unbuttoned their shirt collars and loosened their ties. A few had removed their jackets and laid them over the backs of their chairs. Many were smoking; cigars, cigarillos, cigarettes littered the ashtray. Their beer glasses were full, half full, urine yellow, foaming, and tobacco smoke spewed from their mouths like a defensive screen. A woman was standing on the table. She was a blonde, with a pretty, remarkably pallid face, very blue eyes, flawless teeth. She was dancing barefoot amid the glasses, moving with doll-like stiffness to the rhythms emanating from a large radio-phonograph console, in whose illuminated innards a black record was spinning. It was apparently defective, because the same brief musical fragment was playing again and again, part of a hit song: “the red ro . . . the red ro . . . the red ro . . .” This appeared to deflect the men’s interest away from Olsen. Someone began to bawl, and the others joined in with “the red ro . . . the red ro . . . the red ro . . .”
The dancer lifted her skirt, so that her black lace garter belt, her sole undergarment, was visible. One of the men took his cigar out of his mouth and stuck the moist end between the dancer’s thighs. Everyone howled and clapped, except for Olsen, who had withdrawn to a spot near the wall. He watched from there as a second female appeared. She was armed with a dish towel, and she began beating the men with it, shouting, “You pigs! You filthy pigs!” as they laughed and dodged. Her curly hair, fiery red, was bound with a velvet ribbon, and her lips and eyes were heavily made up. She was wearing a white waitress’s apron over a black skintight dress that accentuated her figure. “Get a grip on yourself, Stella,” the dancer said. She removed the cigar, drew on it, exhaled smoke rings, and jumped down from the table. “The boys are all right, they were just having a little fun. Who can blame them, with those wives?”
“Stella, it’s your turn!” someone yelled. “Take it off! Show us your tits!” Stella threatened him with the dish towel. Then she ran from the room and slammed the door behind her.
The dancer, who was obviously the landlady as well, came up to Olsen. “This is a respectable house,” she said, “even if it doesn’t look like it sometimes. Would you by chance have some fire, young man?” She twirled the extinguished cigar between her fingers and stuck it in her mouth. Olsen patted his pockets as though he expected to hear the characteristic sound of loose matches in a matchbox. In reality, he knew his efforts were in vain. “He doesn’t have any fire, this young man,” the landlady said, stressing her double meaning. “Maybe because he was already in one.”
Olsen knew that the many operations he had undergone had not remade his face into what one might call a human countenance. He could never get used to seeing himself in the mirror, a familiar person with a stranger’s face, a mask of skin and scars. Sometimes it itched and burned so much that he wanted nothing more than to tear it off.
“Here’s a light for you, Maria.” A hairy hand snapped open a large windproof cigarette lighter and held it toward her. Maria sucked so powerfully on the cigar that her face disappeared inside a thick cloud of smoke. Meanwhile the company had fallen silent, so Maria’s voice was clearly audible when she called out, “Stella, come out here. We have a new customer, and he wants service.”
Stella appeared. This time she seemed notably calm and composed. She had apparently put her hair in order and touched up her lipstick. While she was approaching him, Olsen could see that she was an extraordinarily lovely young girl. She curtseyed and asked, “What may I bring you?”
“A beer and a schnapps,” Olsen said. Then he sat down on the empty chair that someone had drawn up to the regulars’ table. The broken record was still spinning; now it was stuck on “so swee . . . so swee . . .” Someone stood up from the table and hopped over to the music console. Although he had but one leg, he moved about with great agility, even without the crutches that he had left beside his chair. He lifted up the tonearm and laid it carefully on its rest. “The Capri fishermen aren’t what they used to be, either,” he said. Then he took a new record from the bottom compartment of the console and put it on the turntable. An up-tempo tune began, featuring trumpet, drums, clarinet, trombone. “Goddamn jungle music,” said someone next to Olsen.
Stella came and put beer and schnapps before him on the table. Olsen’s neighbor tried to pinch the waitress’s behind. She gave him a slap on the cheek. Olsen smelled her sweet, cheap perfume. The man turned to him. His face was as flat as a cake plate. Olsen stared into eyes that looked artificial, like the eyes of a trophy animal. “Are you looking for work, by any chance?” his neighbor said. Olsen shrugged his shoulders and downed his schnapps. Another man cried out in a cracked voice, “A round for everybody, on me. Stella, give us all another round, including Frankenstein Face. I can think of a good job for him—bogeyman.”
The landlady arrived with a tray full of frosted schnapps glasses. Everyone drank and slammed the empty glasses down onto the table. “All right, let’s have it,” said the man who had stood the round. “You have to understand, we’re all curious here. Whoever comes to the island in winter must have a good reason. Or he’s not quite right in the head.”
“I may see about a job, but first I want to look around a bit. I like to be near the sea in winter.”
“He wants to look around a bit, he likes the sea in winter,” the man echoed him. As Olsen sat there, sipping his beer, he managed for the first time to take a close look at his drinking buddies. At first he had presumed that they were all closely related, for there was a considerable resemblance between them. Almost all their heads were a little too large, all their necks too short, and all their bellies too fat, in spite of the hard times. Their hair was what most distinguished them from one another. Some had extremely full, thick hair, others were partially or totally bald; some had pale blond, carefully parted hair that lay on their heads like a bathing cap, while others had graying curls or greasy black strands. No, they weren’t that much alike. Among them there were even some gaunt, thin types, who nevertheless made a full-bodied impression by virtue of their manner, an out-thrust chin, a resonant voice, or through such accessories as a thick gold signet ring, a watch chain, or a particularly wide tie. Surely there was something that united all these men. And in fact, as Olsen soon learned from his neighbor, they were members of a lodge who met at the Ferryman every week to celebrate the idea of community service, as stipulated in the rules of their organization. And although they were islanders, they felt a connection to all the other club members who were celebrating at the same time all over the world, across countries, borders, and races. Was this, perhaps, more intoxicating than all the schnapps and beer?
Olsen caught himself wishing that he could be one of them, but he felt immediately ashamed of the thought and stared mutely for a while into his half-empty beer glass. He didn’t look up until he was spoken to again. “Hey, you there,” said a voice directly across the table. The speaker was a thin-lipped man with a birthmark that covered the entire left side of his face. “Are you on a holiday, or are you looking for a job? We don’t have anything against strangers, we just don’t like them.” The man laughed, showing his many gold teeth. Reaching over the table, he extended a small, cold, fishy hand to Olsen, who could not refuse to shake it. “You know,” the man went on, “there are some people living on the island who weren’t born here. They’ll never be like the real natives, no matter how long they stay. You’ve got to be born here, you see? And not only that, that’s not enough, you see? The same thing goes for your father and your grandfather, you see? I’d say that it takes at least three generations before you can be a real islander.” He lifted his glass and drank to Olsen’s health.
Uninvited, the man next to him joined in. “Karl, it takes at least four generations. You’ve only got three. You know you’re not a real islander.”
At this remark, Karl’s birthmark flamed even redder. “Emil, why don’t you just shut your trap? Your mother’s a newcomer. You’ll always be only half an islander, and that’s worse than being none at all.”
“How about you? You’re just a half, too; anyone can tell that just by looking at you. Maria, doesn’t Karl look like a half-breed redskin? You can get together with the stranger here. Both of you could be in the waxworks at the fair.”
The landlady went up to the man with the birthmark and kissed him on the spot in question. “I like Indians,” she said, “as long as they have big tomahawks.”
Whinnying laughter surged around the table. A feeling of abysmal loneliness came over Olsen. He didn’t like these people, and they probably felt the same about him. But that wasn’t the real reason for his state of mind. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that the clocks had apparently stopped here during the war. In this place, the prewar and the postwar blended together.
Olsen got up and stood by the wall with the half-full beer glass in his hand. He felt better like this. Why didn’t he ask the people about the man he was looking for?
Meanwhile the group around the table had reached the stage that they doubtlessly considered the high point of their service to the public good. All were now brothers, even their sisters, even their enemies, even strangers. Filled with aggressive sympathy, everyone clapped everyone else on the shoulder, babbled drunken nonsense, spilled beer and schnapps and nauseating goodwill. Only the landlady seemed to have remained relatively sober. She kept returning to the table with a big cloth and wiping up the spills. All at once, someone noticed Olsen standing by the wall. “You there!” he bellowed. “If you don’t come back to our table right away, you’ll have to go before the firing squad!”
As Olsen started to comply, he suddenly caught sight of the picture that hung in a dark corner of the room. He flinched and wondered if he was in his right mind. Without a doubt, that was the Jesuit Lana’s airship, the one from the Hindenburg’s smoking room! He drew closer. Of course, it could only be a copy. He recognized the details, the five vacuum balloons, the sails, the rudders like a great bird’s wings, the four windows in the hull of the ship. But there was something new. The airship’s hull was half covered by a large blue shape that resembled an umbrella. From each of its ten corners, cables ran up to the mast. The purpose was clear; in case of a crash, this device was supposed to protect the passengers from the direst of consequences. In such an emergency the umbrella would swing up above the airboat like a parachute and brake its fall.
“He’s interested in the picture, Maria,” someone called. Others added their voices until the whole table was talking at once. “Pretty goddamn curious, our monster.” “He should stick his nose in his own affairs.” Maria placed herself between the picture and Olsen. “It would be better if you sat down,” she said calmly. “As you see, the people here are sensitive about their things.”
“I’m interested in artworks of this quality,” Olsen said. “Could I by any chance buy this picture?”
“Never. It belongs here and nowhere else.”
Olsen sat down. Now the boozers’ attention was once more turned away from him, for Stella had returned. They grabbed at her, each of them trying in turn to pull her down onto his lap. The girl twisted away from them adroitly. During the general tumult, Olsen stood up and asked the landlady for a room. “We’re always closed at this season,” Maria said. “But I’ll make an exception for you. Stella, take this gentleman upstairs. The side room on the fourth floor. You know the one I mean.”
The light on the stairs was dim. To Olsen, however, it seemed that Stella’s shock of hair sent forth its own light. She went ahead of him, and he stared at her well-proportioned calves, her heart-shaped behind. He too was drunk, at once filled with wild images and drowning in a sea of sadness. Stella unlocked a room. A narrow bed with a horse blanket, a porcelain dish with an empty water jug, a chair; that was all. The missing amenities apparently included heating.
“You’d best keep your things on,” she said. But Olsen seemed not to hear her. He grabbed her shoulder and drew her closer to him, so close that the contours of her face blurred under his gaze. “Tell me who painted that picture. Is it someone from here?”
Stella let him hold on to her. “I don’t know for sure,” she whispered. “I believe it’s a woman, a painter who lives here on the island.”
When Olsen released her, Stella threw her arms around his neck, swiftly, suddenly, and kissed him. He felt her tongue, like a bumblebee trapped in his mouth. Her hair smelled like washing soap. As swiftly as she had embraced him, she took a step backward and turned to go. “It would be better for you to clear out of here,” she said. Then she left the room and hurried down the stairs, leaving behind her a little perfumed air, which Olsen fanned toward his nose.
Lying down fully clothed under a damp blanket that smelled human, he gazed at the ceiling light, glowing dimly like a beclouded moon. It was covered with dark patches, shadows left by the bodies of last summer’s dead insects. He lay like this for a while, trying to fall asleep. No words, no thoughts, no memories, no expectations. Only to let the time pass by, the seconds, minutes, hours, in which nothing happened except physical aging, pure and simple. But he was unable to switch off all the images that remained in his head. Blurred motives, dissolving lines, faded colors—and yet it was all too much; it beset him and would not let him sleep. Can a man stay alive only because he carries inside himself too much past? The burden was too heavy to throw off all at once. He thought of Marta. But even she was already only a memory that lengthened time’s pendulum and slowed its swinging. He had to find Boysen. And the woman who painted the picture. Once again Olsen felt the pain of that hell he’d lived through. It had been so great that he had extinguished himself. Almost a pleasant feeling, being burned alive, the screams of agony screams of pleasure. The feeling that you’re a heretic, perceiving your punishment as a reward. The intoxication of dying in a great torch, rising like smoke in the night, painting on the sky one final mark with as little significance as an upside-down zero.
Suddenly Olsen heard a sound. The regular breathing of a sleeping person was audible through the thin wall. Deep groans, each followed by a high-pitched hiss, as though the sleeper was violently forcing the used air out of his nostrils. It took a while before Olsen realized that what he was hearing was only the sea. The deep tones issued from the glass organ pipes of breaking waves; the high-pitched sound was produced by the water as it flooded back from the shore, hauling debris with it and ripping into the belly of the next wave. Olsen closed his eyes, saw the sea, thrashed about in it, drowned again and again, again and again rose to the surface. Then he heard something else. Moaning. Rhythmic, like the other. It penetrated the opposite wall, the one with the wallpaper. It was the sound of two human animals in the act of mating. Ardently, violently. Two lost souls, trying to shed their loneliness in a furious embrace. Olsen pulled the pillow over his head. He sank into black depths, the comforting mud bath of a sleep that soothed his painful memories at least for this one night.
 
WHEN OLSEN AWOKE, with a buzzing skull and a dry, sour mouth, everything was quiet. He stepped to the dormer window and looked outside. The storm had died down. Blue holes were rushing at high speed across the white sky. This, of course, was an illusion, for in truth it was the cloud cover, torn open in many places, that was in rapid motion. Rays of sunlight fingered through the holes in the clouds and glided over the green sea. The waves were still cresting high and foaming.
Olsen went down the creaking stairs. He saw no one. Not in the kitchen, either. He opened the icebox, found a bottle of beer and some cold meat pies, sat at the kitchen table, and ate his breakfast. Before going out, he put what he considered an adequate sum of money on the table.
 
BEHIND THE HARBOR A BROAD AVENUE stretched between the seashore and houses that gave a somewhat more uniform impression. Freshly painted wooden façades with open balconies, peaked gables, colorfully framed windows and doors. There was no one in sight, except for an old man sitting on a bench under one of the bare trees along the avenue and staring out at the sea. Olsen had never seen such a gaze; it seemed to reach out into boundless distance and probe some inner depths at the same time. Blue-tempered eyes, half-transparent mirrors, convex windows that stopped others from looking inside. Olsen drew nearer and stood before the man. He saw himself reflected in the other’s eyes, which held their position, unaltered and unadjusted. Yet Olsen felt their gaze rest on him, penetrating him as though the old man could see the horizon through Olsen’s body.
Olsen cleared his throat and said, “Good morning.” The man did not react, but a single tear spilled out of the corner of one eye and ran down his wrinkled brown cheek. Olsen sat down next to him on the bench. “Looks like the bad weather has passed over us,” he said. “The low pressure’s over the mainland now. The weather’s going to come at us from the back side.”
“Why are you trying to give the impression that you know what you’re talking about?” the old man said. He didn’t sound unfriendly.
Olsen spoke in irritation. “We have bad weather just like this where I come from, heavy thunderstorms and then a bright, clear sky as soon as they pass.”
“You’re not from here. If you were, you’d know the weather here is different from the weather on the mainland. You’re a stranger here.”
“Who are you?” Olsen asked. The old man’s last remark had frightened him; he felt as though he’d been caught in the act.
“Me,” said the man. “Me.” His thoroughly furrowed face laughed soundlessly. Then, still silent, he resumed staring as before, with tear-filled eyes, into the distance.
“Do you know someone on the island named Boysen?”
“I’m a Boysen, but so are many other people here. Boysen’s a very common island name, like Müller on the mainland.”
“I mean a Boysen who must be thirty-eight years old. A handsome man, strongly built, black hair, probably aquamarine eyes. A sailor.”
The old man nodded at each word that Olsen spoke, but said nothing more. When Olsen pulled out the newspaper photograph of the surviving members of the crew, the old man got to his feet, groaning with the effort, leaned on his cane, and hobbled into one of the little alleyways that led from the promenade to the village. Olsen considered following him but then decided to continue his aimless wandering along the avenue.
The wide road, strewn with fine grains of sand blown up from the beach, ended at a multistoried house with wooden verandas. Olsen stopped, suddenly feeling that someone was watching him. He peered at the house’s façade and saw a bright spot moving here and there behind the panes of the third-floor windows. Someone was walking back and forth, as though pacing the bridge of a ship. All at once this person stood still, opened one of the windows a little, and pushed a longish object through the narrow opening. Olsen took cover behind one of the leafless elm trees. Was someone aiming a weapon at him? On second thought, it was probably a telescope, a spyglass with a long tube, that was being pointed in his direction. His anxiety seemed ridiculous, and he stepped out from behind the shelter of the tree and waved up at whoever it was who seemed to have him under observation. The telescope was drawn back inside. Olsen saw a small hand close the window. He waited.
After a short while, a door opened. It was set in the upper part of the house, and steps on both sides of it led down to the front yard. Someone stepped outside, a child, a boy, by Olsen’s reckoning not more than eight or nine years old, a slender little fellow with straight reddish blond hair. He was wearing a beige windbreaker and brown knickerbockers, which flapped around his skinny legs. The boy came directly toward Olsen, then stopped. The intervening distance was small enough for them to understand each other without shouting, despite the roar of the surf, but too great to allow an actual meeting, let alone a handshake.
Olsen watched the boy holding his position, one leg a little ahead of the other, arms swinging back and forth as though he were still in motion. Olsen knew that any vigorous movement on his part, a challenging or dismissive look, a false word or two, would alter this unstable situation abruptly and put an end to the boy’s cautious approach. He would simply run away. So for Olsen it was a matter of doing the right thing, of saying the right thing. A sentence that might slip into the boy’s ear like a key into a lock. That would be the way to open a door into the world of this child.
“You’ve got a telescope. Do you look at the stars with it?”
“Yes,” the boy said, and his face brightened. “But I can see the mainland, too. When it’s clear you can make out the roofs of the houses behind the dike. Something’s written on one of them. You can read it.”
“Would you show it to me?”
“Maybe. But the air’s still too hazy.” The boy looked at the sky. “Maybe tomorrow,” he said.
“Don’t you have school?”
“Sure, but actually I’m sick.”
“So why aren’t you in bed?”
“My mother’s shopping. I’m going to go right back to bed and sail away.”
“Sail away? In your bed?”
“Yes, it’s a ship. An icebreaker. It’s very strong. I can break the ice all the way to the North Pole. And if the ice is too thick, I can fly over it. Sometimes my bed’s an airship.”
“What’s your name?”
The boy turned away. “I don’t have a name. I’ll get my name later. Sometime. My drawing teacher says I won’t have a name until I paint a picture and sign it.”
“What’s your drawing teacher’s name?”
“I don’t know. We all call him Poison Dwarf. But that’s not his real name. Well, see you tomorrow.” Olsen grasped the narrow hand the boy held out to him. “I might bring you the black spot sometime,” he said. “But only if you’re a traitor.” He turned and began to run away, stopping once to shout to Olsen, “Two o’clock tomorrow, by the Leaning Wall!” Then he disappeared into the house. Although Olsen waited expectantly for a while, the boy didn’t show his face at any of the veranda windows.
Olsen climbed the steps to the front door and read the names under the three doorbells. The middle one read Boysen. For a moment Olsen’s finger hovered over the button. No. Better not rush things.
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NOT WANTING TO SPEND ANOTHER NIGHT in the Ferryman, Olsen had walked farther along the promenade, past enormous cratelike hotels, all of them apparently empty. Before the war, the rooms used to be occupied even in winter, but now the shutters were closed and the doors nailed shut. No smoke rose from the chimneys. Seagull droppings were the only spots of color that garnished the deteriorating façades.
Then the houses stopped. The road, bordered on one side by low, wind-deformed pine trees and on the other by a marsh, went on for a while before it ended in a little wood. It, too, had been pruned by the storm, and the treetops bowed eastward under the perpetual west wind. In only one place was there a stand of tall deciduous trees, with crows and jackdaws perching noisily on their bare branches. Here the coast of the island bent sharply to the west. Sandbars and breakwaters betrayed, to the knowledgeable eye, the presence of strong, complex currents. A small lighthouse marked the spot. In the middle of the wood, however, there was a palatial structure with a tower and many gables. Olsen stepped over the rusty chain that was stretched across the wide entrance.
The building gave the impression of general dilapidation, which extended to the stone figures flanking the broad steps that led up to the doorway. Moss and lichen provided makeshift garments for naked gods and goddesses. Olsen worked the heavy brass dolphin-shaped knocker that was mounted on the door next to the nameplate, Martens. After some time, the door opened a crack and he could make out a face behind the safety chain. “We don’t want to buy anything, and we don’t have any cigarettes,” said a reedy female voice.
“Do you rent rooms, Mrs. Martens?” he asked quickly.
These words were equivalent to “Open sesame!” The chain disappeared, the door swung back, and Olsen stepped into a high dark hall whose walls were hung with boars’ heads, stags’ antlers, roebucks’ horns, and stuffed birds. An impressive menagerie of hunting trophies, among them a Eurasian eagle owl and a tremendous golden eagle, members of species protected by strict laws.
Mrs. Martens stood in the half-light of the room as though turned to a pillar of salt. She was wearing a long black dress with a stiff white collar, and her gray hair was pulled back into a tight bun; Olsen thought she looked like a woman in mourning. “You’re looking for a room? Are you here to convalesce?”
Olsen coughed, putting the back of his hand to his mouth. “Yes. It’s my lungs. They’ve been affected by my accident. The doctor recommended fresh sea air.”
“You can have a room, Mr. . . .”
“Olsen.”
“The room in the tower, Mr. Olsen. It was my poor husband’s favorite room. You can see a long way from up there.”
“May I ask if your husband’s dead?” Olsen tried to put sympathy into his voice.
“No. He’s alive, if you can call that living. He’s in prison. They locked him up like a wild beast. But he hadn’t done anything to anybody. He only did his duty. Like all good Germans.”
Olsen considered whether he should make a reply, perhaps some small reservation, mildly and courteously expressed, but Mrs. Martens’s triumphant smile gave him pause. “Come along, I’ll show you your room. You will find it quite to your liking. Of course, it’s simply furnished. If you want it heated, you’ll have to pay extra for the electricity. Or you can burn driftwood in the chimney, but you have to gather it yourself.”
She went ahead of him up the stairs. On the wall beside the staircase, painted in Gothic lettering, was a series of maxims; one mounted past them, line by line, all the way to the top. Olsen read the words:
The time will never return
That is granted to man on the earth
See that you use it aright
Ere it rushes away forever
He alone puts fetters on time
Who rests not in doing his duty
Eternal are the effects
Of human thought and deed
Genuine carpets, some of them moth-eaten, lay in the halls on the second floor. There were moisture stains on the walls, and dim, exhausted pictures. Hunting trophies hung everywhere here, too, along with some African souvenirs, spears and shields made of animal hides.
The tower room was large, with many little windows that afforded glimpses of the sea through the treetops. There was a black canopied bed, a chair, a marble table, a half-clouded mirror, and a commode with a porcelain washbasin and a pitcher. Queen Christina would have felt at home here, Olsen thought. “A splendid room. I’ll take it.”
“How long are you thinking of staying, Mr. Olsen?”
“That depends on how long it takes me to feel better. And also on how much work I manage to do. I’m writing a book.”
“You’re a writer?”
“That’s what I tell myself from time to time, madam.”
“What are you writing?”
“A novel about Queen Christina of Sweden.”
“Wasn’t she a solitary person, too? Someone who knew about defeats? A lost war?”
Mrs. Martens stepped to a window and seemed to gaze out at the sea. “It breaks your heart,” she said gloomily. “Our people will never recover from this disgrace. I’ll leave you to yourself now, Mr. Olsen. You can freshen up and rest for a bit. Come down in half an hour and have a cup of tea.”
 
OLSEN ARRIVED PUNCTUALLY in the smoking salon. Trophies provided the main decoration here as well, but the animals were different, all former denizens of the bizarre world of Africa: warthogs, jackals, giraffes, aardvarks, hippopotamuses, gnus, zebras. The specimens were in bad shape, with mangy coats and broken antlers. There was an elephant’s foot, hollowed out and serving as a stand for
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