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Similarities with persons living or dead are coincidental.

The actions of historical figures are in part public knowledge, and in part invented.






Author’s Note

Many of the situations, historical events and catastrophes of the twentieth century that feature in this book will be familiar to readers. But not all. Some may cause astonishment and head-shaking, and seem so very like the material of a novel that you may take them to be pure invention.

Although sometimes that may be true, only a small proportion of the events and political affairs described here are wholly invented. And very few of the people who appear in this book (even the maddest of them) never lived.

But the actors depicted here and their actions belong to the book’s fictional world. Outside it, things may have happened as described, or they may not.





There are no secrets that time does not reveal.

JEAN RACINE
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I

The Red Apple




1

Sometimes he places his hands on my shoulders and looks sadly into my face. He tells me in the simplest words how sorry he is for what happened, and for what is probably still to come.

But he has no idea what happened.

And even less of what is still to come.

He’s a genuine hippy, in his early thirties, I would guess, with long blond curly hair, when he’s lying to the right of me. But when he shuffles past the left-hand side of my bed (to stare down from the window at the babies on the floor below) then I see – and I marvel at it afresh every time – that above his ear they have shaved a perfectly round, mother-of-pearl-coloured patch the size of a saucer into his Botticelli haircut. At its centre gleams a titanium screw, the thread of which ends somewhere under his skull and prevents it from falling apart.

The Hippy has troubles of his own.

He has been lying there – for weeks, now – beside me, more Orient than Occident, lying there without any impatience, a threadbare rug with traces of Indian influence.

Be at one with the universe, he says.

Be at one with yourself.

That’s his mantra.

But when, from time to time, the Hippy is jolted out of his being-at-one, it’s by the babies who doze downstairs.

And of course, I mustn’t forget the fits.

The orderlies will wheel him out at the least sign of an eruption. And when he comes back, he’s unconscious for hours. Then they fit a catheter onto his screw, which is actually a kind of pressure valve. One of these beeping devices starts up. And to prevent any damage to his head, excess fluid is pumped out of his skull through the catheter and into a plastic beaker.

The plastic beaker is the property of the night nurse. Her name is Gerda. Her beaker has a handle and a pattern of black Mickey Mouse heads on a red background. When the fluid reaches the third Mickey Mouse, the night nurse tiptoes into our room and carefully pours it into a large thermos flask, without spilling a drop. She taps the four or five other skull fractures on the ward in the same way. She looks into the plastic beakers and is happy.

But when she does that, her mouth is not attractive.

Later, she smuggles the thermos flask out of the hospital. The liquor is used to feed Night Nurse Gerda’s house plants. They must be terrifically fruitful. There are photos of her winter garden on the pinboard in the nurses’ station. It’s a jungle of plants both useful and ornamental, you have to take your hat off to her, with vines and forget-me-nots growing in between. All of them huge and green. A baroque glory, just as Night Nurse Gerda herself is a baroque glory, all exuberance and expansiveness, which is her temperament, too.

It’s no wonder, then, that Night Nurse Gerda once brought the Hippy a home-grown, tennis-ball-yellow tomato that she had nurtured with his brain fluid. He ate it with pleasure and pride and, typically for him, tried to give me some as well.

He is a wonderful person, I’m sure, just as you imagine hippies to be. He uses the informal ‘du’ with almost everyone – even me. It doesn’t trouble him in the least if people don’t respond in kind. He doesn’t use titles in the conventional sense, and won’t address people as ‘Herr’ or ‘Frau’, or anything else. If he really must, he will call them ‘compañero’. The senior consultant is ‘chief compañero’. Conventional courtesy means nothing to him. He also takes a very different view of names from you or me. He believes everyone should be named after their dominant characteristics, as they are in Papua New Guinea, where over the course of a lifetime a person will acquire three, four or more names that sometimes contradict one another. Or so the Hippy tells me. He lived there for quite some time. And in Australia, too, where he prospected for diamonds. Later he left that line of work and took jobs in a kindergarten and at Munich-Riem Airport. He robbed the Rolling Stones’ luggage there last year, and still has a pair of cufflinks belonging to them.

Of course, I didn’t know what the Rolling Stones were.

I do now, however, because he sang me one of their songs. He would have been snapped up straight away all those years ago when St Petri was looking for singers – do you remember? – because half the cathedral choir had been shot dead by the Bolsheviks (first and foremost the basses, of course).

He can’t comprehend the fact that he is sharing a room with someone who was born in the Russian Empire. I can scarcely comprehend it myself.

Some time ago, when I was transferred here from the intensive care unit, he asked me to give him a name based on my first impression of him. I recalled a visit to the Prado, where I once copied Francisco Goya’s portrait of the degenerate Spanish royal family, who had also been blond and frail. That was what I said to him.

He thinks ‘Bourbons’ means several glasses of whisky.

His name is Mörle. Sebastian Mörle. I am to call him Basti if I can’t think of anything more fitting.

I am Konstantin Solm, I told him. And just one day later, I added (with complete indifference, a smoke ring from my peace pipe) that a lot of people call me Koja.

The Hippy replied that I wasn’t a Koja for him. And that Konstantin Solm wasn’t me at all.

Rusty nails.

Coldness.

Distance.

That’s what I was.

But also a wonderful person.

He does make me laugh when he says things like this. Ten times a day he whispers what a wonderful person I am, in his Chiemgau accent with its Bavarian burr, although he finds me ‘proper posh’ and takes exception to my manner of speaking. It’s too Baltic for him, I think, not crude enough, and better suited to a more expensive single room – in which, of course, I wouldn’t say anything at all. Perhaps that’s why they put me in a two-bed room. To loosen my tongue. That might be it.

But I don’t talk. The Hippy is the one who’s always pouring his heart out. My age doesn’t put him off talking to me, and unfortunately most of what he says is rather facile. I am the repository for his very few worries. He calls the ward room, with homely affection, ‘our pad’. He gives effusive thanks to the universe for every dish of cold milksop they feed him when he’s had a fit. And he has no reservations about the fact that I was in the war. He never asks what I did. In all creatures, including me, he sees intimations of the World Peace that is to come. Ever since he found out that I once drank champagne with David Ben-Gurion (and even sipped from his glass), he has shared my standpoint on the Israel question in general and on Golda Meir in particular, at least on her first name, which is truly charming. On this, we agree.

However, he is disappointed by my attitude towards marijuana (which, in my view, would be an even lovelier first name for this intoxicating prime minister).

Without drugs, the Hippy feels incomplete.

He has therefore given Night Nurse Gerda a tip-off, cleverly organized, on where to obtain cannabis plants. And they have come to an arrangement.

Sometimes she brings in photos of the seedlings; photos which, of course, she can’t pin up in the nurses’ station. And sometimes she brings not just the photos, but a whole plant, which has shot up in no time. Then the Hippy offers me the resinous, multi-leaved opiate, grown in flowerpots in suburban Schwabing and fed with his cerebrospinal fluid, which I naturally decline, along with all the extracts from it.

‘You know hash?’

‘I know hash.’

‘You know hash, compañero?’

I never answer questions that are asked more than once, and so after a while the Hippy says, ‘Fancy a guy like you knowing hash!’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s like me knowing Kaiser Wilhelm.’

A few days ago the Hippy and Night Nurse Gerda chewed some leaves together, almost ceremonially. It was two o’clock in the morning. Her heavy body swayed back and forth on his bed as she sat shoulder to shoulder with the Bourbon-like Hippy, and the squeaking sound kept me awake.

All the same, I must say: things could have been worse. Much worse. He could have been one of those crazy types who set fire to Frankfurt department stores and go on Vietnam protests and are anti everything. My shock-headed roommate isn’t anti anything. Because being anti impairs being at one. He believes in goodness. Not in superiority, as ideologues do. But in goodness. Like Mahatma Gandhi.

His interest in my goodness isn’t feigned, you can see that in all kinds of details. When I have visitors, for instance (he almost never has visitors), he listens wide-eyed to what is being said, even shuffling closer, like a pet, as if he’s part of my story just because he happens to be in the next bed. I believe it’s a hippy tradition to accept whatever beach fate washes you up on.

The Hippy simply can’t believe his ears.

As soon as my visitor has gone, he asks me to explain everything, his eyes filled with impulsive emotion, a sentiment that is both broad and deep. He believes I deserve his sympathy for the projectile that I am carrying around inside me. It’s under my skull, lodged in my cerebral cortex, that protoplasmic mass made up of countless millions of neurons. A medium calibre, 7.65 millimetre bullet; sometimes when I close my eyes I think I catch a glimpse of it. It bobs like a ship’s hull in the ocean of my thoughts and memories. Doesn’t sink. Doesn’t hurt. Can’t be salvaged.

Inoperable, the young registrar says. He’s Greek, incidentally, and a little googly-eyed (as they say in Chiemgau). Be thankful it’s 1974, Herr Solm. Three years ago, we wouldn’t have been able to get the inflammation of the cerebral membrane under control.

Dr Papadopoulos is kind to me because he thinks I’m sad.

I must inform you, Ev, that I really have become a sad person. I think I am always sad, but not in a conscious way: great sadness has nothing to do with one’s day-to-day condition, it doesn’t cloud my mood; it lies miles below the surface, which means I always have the same cheerful demeanour, and I understand that you can’t write to me, I do understand that. But I have to write to you, even though I’ll probably never hear from you again, and at this moment, as I set down these words, I’m sure no one can see your silence in me.

I am all right, in any case.

I can talk, albeit rather slowly. At best, I just seem pensive. I can sit upright and am eating more sweet things than I used to. Pure sugar is my favourite, compressed into those little crystalline cubes that rumble like a storm over my inoperable shipwreck when I crunch them between my teeth. The bullet seems to have sent my taste receptors haywire. My left eye has lost four dioptres, but the right eye is fine, and I can read perfectly well, although I can no longer manage without glasses. Hardly surprising for a man in his mid-sixties. Unfortunately, I do need a crutch to walk and it takes me three minutes to get to the lavatory. Sometimes I talk about you, Ev. And when I talk about you, the Hippy forgets the babies screaming on the next floor down. But only for a brief moment – I never say more than necessary.

Whenever his condition permits, the young man wraps himself in his old, threadbare dressing gown. He pushes his feet into a pair of slippers that give him very little purchase on the floor, and shuffles downstairs to the maternity ward. And there he pumps his heart full of the nameless life that bubbles out into the world day after day. Sometimes he tries to take me with him. But it wouldn’t do anything for me. He loves looking into the bright terrariums where the maggot-babies lie with their shining halos of trust, love and hope. Most of the time he does nothing more than sit in the corridors, watching pregnant women puff and pant, and explaining his titanium screw to fathers who are interested in technology. Now and then he steals a few of the birth announcements pinned to the walls and brings them back up to our ‘pad’. Then he either shows me the photographs of the mothers’ faces, which he says remind him of orgies in the South of France – or he marvels at the babies’ names.

‘Max. How can you call a boy like that Max. How is that little lad supposed to become an individual? Doesn’t he look fierce? Just look at that expression, like he’s lying in wait. I’d call him “Wary”. Don’t you think?’

You can imagine how difficult it is for me to maintain my cheerful demeanour at such moments. How much my great sadness does affect my day-to-day condition after all. How close Anna feels. How present. Grief clasps me in her little fist.

The Hippy doesn’t have any children. That pains him. And I don’t say a word about what it’s like to have had children. He doesn’t think you can ‘have’ children at all. Or cufflinks. Things seek you out. Not the other way round.

If only we had named Anna ‘Wary’.

The Hippy respects my sadness. The visits have enabled him to work some things out. Especially the visits from police officers. A few of the firm have been, as well. Even after all this time, there are still some trivial matters they want to ask me about. I thought people would let things lie.

But that’s not how it is.

You haven’t shown your face even once, Ev. I understand. No phone call. No letter. I understand. Who is it who knows the sound of your breathing now? Who lays his face on your body, on your collarbone, who counts your ribs, like I once did, do you remember? Do you remember, Ev? And now I come to the reason I am writing to you, the awful reason I have started this long letter.

Here it comes.

Because one day, as my bullet-dulled mind was busy wading around in old do-you-remembers, Hubsi suddenly appeared in the room.

You don’t believe me.

At first I thought it was a memory that had materialized in front of me. That happens, sometimes. But it really was him, filling the whole doorframe in his bulky, wet trench coat. Water dripped from his hat, and it was only the small puddle forming on the floor beneath him that made me realize it was raining outside.

Since Hub was merely a silent, damp silhouette framed by the passepartout of the doorway, the Hippy sat up in bed and – using the informal ‘du’ – asked him in friendly tones, ‘Who are you looking for, compañero?’

You can’t call Hubsi compañero. That is a thing of impossibility. You can’t even call him Hubsi.

So he stuck his hands into his coat pockets – his hand, I mean. He only has one hand now, of course. I keep forgetting that. He didn’t shift his weight towards us even a centimetre. He is still a proficient user of body language, a language the whole world understands. And he doesn’t know how else to express himself, either.

‘Koja,’ he hissed, ‘I’m sure you can’t help the fact that you’re sharing a room with such a person.’ It was the voice that gave his presence the necessary depth and menace. ‘But please make it clear to this long-haired ruffian what will happen to the pathetic remains of his pigtails if he says ‘du’ to me one more time.’

I turned to my baffled roommate and told him what he needed to know about Hub and the intimate ‘du’, and their relationship to one another.

‘That’s your brother?’ In his shock, the Hippy forgot himself for a moment and used the polite form of address.

‘Hubert Solm,’ I nodded. ‘Do not under any circumstances call him Hubsi.’

‘No, no. I’ll call him sir!’

Then we are alone, Sir Hub and me. We scuttle out into the hallway like two mutilated insects, towards a window as tall as we are. On the other side, silver threads of sleet form a curtain, turning the outside world into a blur like one of those modern carwashes. I don’t take his remaining left arm, how could I, it has a hat and briefcase clamped under it. With my crutch, it takes forever to reach the billowing cold front of the window. Before it stands a small Formica table with some strawflowers on it. And a basket of hospital apples.

We sit down.

An amputee and a man with a bullet in his head. Together, our age amounts to over one hundred and thirty years. We have four legs, three arms and one woman. (It isn’t just the fleeting nature of your existence that a hospital shows you, but the daily progress of the same; in dancehalls, for example, you don’t notice how quickly you are deteriorating.)

Hub has been treated well, but he has come to visit now because his prison sentence is about to start. He still doesn’t speak, and I don’t know what to say, either. He swore he never wanted to see me again, but now he is seeing me, and he doesn’t appear to like what he sees.

‘I’m sorry about what happened to you,’ he mutters.

‘Just tell me what you want.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he repeats.

‘Then why don’t you look like you’re the least bit sorry?’

‘Your slate has been wiped clean now.’

‘My slate has been wiped clean?’

‘Don’t twist my words.’

He hasn’t changed a bit. He is coarse and self-righteous, a fossil of himself, from his petrified skull to the soles of his feet.

‘All right,’ he adds. ‘You aren’t twisting my words. But I know you will. You’re going to twist them.’

‘Fine,’ I say.

‘You’ve already won your victory, anyway.’

‘Won? Look at me. Your friends shot me in the head.’

‘They aren’t my friends. They’re your friends. And they’re putting me behind bars, as well.’

Outside: drumming, thundering, burbling water; inside my head, silent halls stuffed with artworks – that museum in Syracuse, do you remember? The wonderful, violet peak of Etna, high above it all.

‘How is Ev?’ he says after a while, as if he can read my mind.

‘She hasn’t been to see me.’

‘She will. She’s won, too.’

‘Did you come here to talk about winning?’

‘I’ve always protected you, Koja. You were under my wing.’

‘In your hands.’

‘Under my wing. That’s what it means to be family.’

He smiles, in that cold, gloomy way he has.

‘But now it’s all dirty. I’m dirty. You are. Our honour. Everything.’

‘Our honour. Don’t make me laugh. What honour do we have?’

‘Loyalty.’

‘Stop it.’

‘Our honour is called loyalty. Isn’t it?’

‘You surely can’t have come here to talk about the SS.’

‘Do you remember that time we sat down with Heydrich in his office? Right at the beginning? He had a first-rate understanding of people. He could sniff out penetrating minds and strength of character.’

‘Character, Hubsi?’

‘Yes. Not really necessary in our profession, of course. But still. He told me later that he’d chosen you for your intelligence, not your character.’

‘Evidently with you it was the other way round.’

His face keeps all emotion well below the surface. He refuses to take offence; not even his lips react. Despite the rain they are drying out, unmoving, like beached sea reptiles. He has grown old, old and grey, older and greyer than his sixty-nine years. But when he gets up, I see that he can still move as though he’s in an arena. He bends down to his small, sodden briefcase, opens it with great dexterity (for a person with one arm) and pulls out a rust-brown A4 envelope. He places it carefully on the table in front of me and sits back down.

He sighs, his gaze falling on the envelope.

‘Ev needs to know,’ he says.

What does Ev need to know, Your Unbearableness, stop trying to be so interesting, stop sitting there like you did aged twelve with a frog in your lap, showing me how to inflate it.

I listen to the endless rain, at the same time still hearing the silence of Syracuse, which must be twenty years back now, ah, it was so lovely, and finally he says, ‘I didn’t show any of this to the court. It’s no concern of theirs. But Ev needs to know.’

I haven’t looked in the envelope, but I now know what it contains. And without a second thought, I take one of these red hospital apples out of the fruit bowl in front of me, an Edelborsdorfer, I think, some kind of Reinette in any case.

‘Don’t you dare,’ Hubsi whispers, almost tenderly.

For those few seconds when I am rubbing the Reinette’s shiny red skin, I can’t help but think of you, Ev. I see you not as you were in Syracuse, but the way I saw you when we were children, a very thin little girl from the distant past, your sabre-toothed-tiger teeth biting into everything you set your sights on, including of course (like Snow White) the apple that was our family’s Holy Grail. And once, biting into my arm, because I had caught you and was trying to tie you up: you were the robber and I was the policeman – and when, almost passing out from the pain, with you piercing my flesh like a moray eel, I told you not to bite so hard, you let go and said, with a laugh, But I’m a robber, and robbers can do whatever they like, and anyway your skin tastes funny, you should wash more often.

‘Put that down,’ my brother murmurs.

I don’t put the apple down; I bite into it with the strength of a sabre-toothed tiger, and as I do I feel all the events and moments that make up my personal history come rushing down on me like the rain outside, like the rain of a real life, that is. My brother snatches the piece of fruit from my hand and hurls it away angrily, towards the vending machine, I think – my God – while uttering curses that relate to my impermissible consumption, and I don’t know how long I have been sitting there, looking into the black slits of his hate-filled eyes, when the Hippy appears beside us and hands me back the bitten apple.

‘What is this gentleman doing to you?’

I just shake my head violently – although of course I’m not allowed to shake it violently – unable to see anything through the curtain of my tears, and take a second bite out of the bruised fruit flesh.

‘One more bite!’ Hub threatens me.

‘But why shouldn’t your brother have an apple?’ the Hippy wonders, and Hub barks that it’s none of his business.

The Hippy refuses to back down. ‘He needs vitamins.’

‘Get out, quick march, back to your room!’

‘This here is a place for wonderful people – so it might be best if you leave.’

Given that the Hippy isn’t anti anything, he is worryingly anti Hub.

‘Are you trying to say,’ Hub asks scornfully, ‘that I am not a wonderful person?’

‘I am trying to say that you should go now, or something terrible will happen.’

‘Oh yes? What terrible thing might that be?’

‘I’ll call Night Nurse Gerda.’

In the silence that descends, all you can hear are my jaws grinding, for I am gradually demolishing the whole damned apple, and my brother’s rage swells with every bite.

‘Listen to me, you little pansy,’ Hub says to the Hippy. ‘You need to have a think about the word “wonderful”. A long, hard think about what the word “wonderful” has to do with people like this man here!’

‘Your brother has good karma.’

‘Karma? What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘And maybe I should think about the word “pansy” instead.’

‘If by karma you mean the soul, the immortal soul suffused with the Holy Spirit: this man doesn’t have one. He has no heart. He’s a monster!’

‘You really need to chill out, compañero!’

‘Please, Basti, stay out of this,’ I mutter anxiously, my mouth full, as my brother’s fingers begin to twitch, even the ones that were blown off.

The Hippy has had enough; he does the breathing exercise that will allow him to break off all contact with Hub. He learned it in an ashram, where they also taught him to make bread out of stones. He closes his eyes, stands up straight and spreads his arms.

Hub stares at me, open-mouthed.

‘Go ahead and show this lobotomized idiot the brown envelope. Show him just how “wonderful” you are.’

‘Basti, please go back to the room. I’ll be there in a minute, all right?’

‘Oh yes, change the subject! You’re changing the subject so you won’t have to tell him you betrayed everything and everyone.’

The Hippy lowers his arms. ‘And who exactly is my compañero supposed to have betrayed?’

‘Yes, go on Koja, tell us: who did you betray?’

‘The whole world.’

‘The whole world?’

‘In other words, everything and everyone.’

‘I knew it!’

‘What?’

‘You’re twisting them! You’re twisting my words!’

‘No, I’m just repeating your bloody words. I’m just telling you what you want to hear. The whole world is suffering because of me! Satisfied?’

‘Yes, sarcasm is the only weapon you have left. But we fought for freedom and against the ultimate evil. We fought for the rights of an idiot like this to follow his Buddha and poison our children with drugs.’

‘You are insulting, sir,’ the Hippy objects.

‘I speak the truth. That’s all. I’ve only ever spoken the truth, and that’s why I’m going to prison. You, Koja,’ he says, turning to me, ‘you lied and betrayed and sold out, and now the only thing people like this can see is your blank slate. You should be left to rot for it. You even betrayed Grandpaping.’

‘That I did not do.’

‘You betrayed nineteen-five.’

‘I did not.’

‘Annus mirabilis!’

‘No!’

‘You dare to scoff an apple in front of me, you bastard!’

‘Stop it!’

‘And you even betrayed your whore.’

He is so close to my face that I manage to strike him on the chin with my crutch – with a suddenness you might not expect from a cripple. It makes a crackling noise, quite soft, actually, like someone crushing dried flowers. He shouldn’t have brought you into it. Not like that. He stumbles backwards, trips over the chair, throws his arm out, but not in the right direction, topples like a tree, hits the ground and stays lying crookedly by the glass pane, bent into an S-shape, rain falling at his back.

‘Night Nurse,’ I hear the Hippy’s voice crying, but before it can add, ‘Gerda!’ Hub is back on his feet. He gives his arm a little shake, like an elephant shaking its trunk, and launches himself at me. I see the Hippy move into his path, his gestures urging non-violence, and then his head flies back, his beautiful Dürer head with the pallor of the 1498 oil portrait, and I think there’s no way the titanium screw can survive this, and suddenly people appear – though they might have been there before, just waiting for a definitive signal, and in this place what could be more definitive than a patient with a brain injury shouting for help?
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Although I find it easy to recognize her in the old photos – I just look for my own profile in hers, since we both have the same slightly unfortunate Roman nose that leans a little to the right – I can’t imagine my mother as a young woman.

But she was still very young, and had already brought pathos to our family, when she came up with the red apple ceremony.

It was all because of nineteen-five and the teetering Russian Empire in which we grew up. My mother always said annus mirabilis. That’s what nineteen-five was for her, and we never called it nineteen-o-five, because only Reich Germans said that. Time was always an organic thing for Mama, a thing with a will and an aim of its own, which could be good or evil, almost like a person. And in the eleventh year of the reign of His Most Awkward Majesty Tsar Nicholas II, any kind of order our homeland had known went up in smoke. Russia burned, from St Petersburg all the way to the most distant provinces.

The picturesque Baltics, my parents’ home, were also torched by the revolutionaries. The Hippy doesn’t know what the Baltics are or were, and I say: just imagine a watery Claude Lorrain sky – fine, you won’t have heard of the painter, so let’s not make it too complicated – a beautiful blue sky. Beneath it, a miniature edition of Canada, on the Baltic Sea, with endless wheat fields and large farms in the process of being abandoned by their fearful ranchers, who are fleeing in caleches and Sunday carriages, chased by the Vietcong. That’s exactly what it felt like at the time. The rebellion was in full swing. The German estates all lay fallow. The Russian troops were off in Japan, busy losing an unlosable war. Latvian peasants marauded through the defenceless provinces, allying themselves with the poorest of the poor, surging onto land that belonged to the nobility, felling the trees, mowing their hay, storming the abandoned German manor houses and leaving heaps of dung on and under the oriental rugs.

Unlike the other pastors in his region, my grandfather, who was always known as Grandpaping, couldn’t make the decision to flee. He would never have deserted the community entrusted to him by God – for then he would have been deserting God himself. This Grandpaping, Hubert Konstantin Solm (Huko to those who dared) is said to have been working happily in his fruit garden one warm August evening when a troop of bellowing scythe-wielders came marching towards him across the meadow.

This was a familiar sight. For months, his church had been afflicted with demonstrators from Riga almost every weekend. The strangers often forced their way into the house of God carrying red flags, drums and axes, and belted out ‘The Internationale’ in front of the altar. My Grandpaping would thank them for the lovely song and carry on quite impassively with his service. The Latvian peasants loved him because he could preach in their language and drove about the frothing provinces in his bone-shaking carriage and pair, refusing to let worldly imponderables keep him from his burying and mourning, comforting and admonishing, or from the obligatory come-again-soon tot of firewater.

Once, he calmly removed one of the revolutionaries’ edicts from the church door and pinned it to the door of the pigsty; that was where it belonged, he said.

Grandpaping’s portrait, done by my father two years before these events, used to hang above our dining table. It was a sombre picture in pastels of an old man with bizarre side-whiskers. The balding head – framed by this snow-white chin curtain – was topped with a little pastor’s cap. His features: the pale, arrogant ice-water eyes, the broad cheekbones and the half-open, almost sensual mouth beneath his clean-shaven upper lip, reminded me of the way Moses was depicted on page 54 of our Schnorr von Carolsfeld Bible: serious, brutish and ready to bring Jericho’s walls tumbling down at a moment’s notice.

Beside the portrait hung the little sword that Grandpaping himself had forged and always wore under his cassock when he ascended the pulpit. He didn’t want them to take him alive (for ‘take’ he said ‘kriech’, in the East-Prussian-Yiddish dialect of my homeland), and he once brandished this rusty home-made article at the revolutionaries when they threatened to test their axes on the crucifix, as you might ward off vampires with whittled birch stakes.

Grandpaping would certainly not have hesitated to ram the blade, coram populo, into his own neck if anyone got too close to him or to the crucified Christ. But a pastor’s blood in the font wouldn’t have been a good advertisement for the revolution at that point, particularly as Grandpaping would have made a bella figura as a martyr, of that I am certain. It was from him that I inherited my dramatic talent, though I have always lacked the defiant courage, the lonely loftiness, envers et contre tout, that has remained so prevalent in our family and to this day still causes endless misfortune.

Grandpaping’s precaution – preaching the word of God with a sword in his belt – was both grotesque and sensible. A revolver in his belt would of course have been even more grotesque, and even more sensible.

But when Grandpaping was standing in the violet glow of his garden on that aforementioned summer evening, beside and beneath the fruit trees, and saw the mob swarming towards him like a plague of mosquitoes, he had no weapon to hand but a basket of freshly picked red apples. Svaigiaboli they are called in Latvian, what a lovely word.

Perhaps the situation might have ended differently if my grandfather had used that word, or some other from this rich, wonderful language that knows no swear words, since ‘black snake’ is the worst thing you can say to another person in Latvian. If my grandfather had stayed quiet, humble and modest, if he had acceded to the delegation’s demands (which sounded almost like polite requests) with a show of humility – or at least, in the Latvian manner of speaking, accepted them as his inevitable fate, then who knows, perhaps everything might have been different.

But that was something his temperament did not permit.

He chose German, hissing out psalms that sounded like curses. And when the leader, spattered with the most improper parts of the Lutheran Gospels, lost his patience and demanded with a tiny pinch of surliness that Hubert Konstantin Solm give him the key to the sacristy, nekavējoties! nekavējoties!, the old man hurled an apple at him, a red autumn Calville, from three metres away. Which was really an astonishingly silly thing to do. But the lad ducked. The red autumn Calville flew past him and hit the girl standing behind him in the face, like a stone, breaking her little snubbed fifteen-year-old nose. Blood spurted onto her pinafore, or perhaps it was just the pink juice from the mashed fruit flesh.

All the same, one delicate girl’s scream later they laid hands on him.

They kicked down Grandpaping’s front door, and before his eyes they gathered up the pictures and sculptures of Jesus, the Bohemian crystal and the good English china, as well as the death masks of his two late wives from the parlour, and smashed them all to smithereens. Then they pushed the family grand piano, on which my father had first encountered Mozart and Chopin as a little boy, out onto the veranda and demolished it, sharing out the ivory keys among themselves. Once the considerable store of Bordeaux that had been discovered in our wine cellar had reduced everyone to gurgling hallelujahs, they devised a sodīšana for Huko, a very special sodīšana, which was to be less honourable than the ancient Roman suicide that his little sword might have effected.

At that time, my parents were living in Riga, in the heart of the art nouveau quarter. On Albertstraße, a brand-new street that was an operetta of architecture, entirely unique in Europe, Papa had rented an aria of a studio. The city’s few military units were concentrated quite close by, to the west of the city pasture – most of them belonging to the listless infantry. This meant that the city, but especially Albertstraße, which was otherwise guarded only by French butlers and English pugs, was considered relatively safe despite the seething revolution.

Papa gave shelter to the relatives who had fled the countryside. Only Grandpaping demurred. He stayed where he was in Neugut, in the region of Courland, stubborn as his fruit trees and the only German for miles around. Papa sent letters with humorous illustrations, then telegrams that were at first cajoling and eventually desperate, delivered by world-weary postilions, begging Grandpaping to see sense and up sticks as soon as possible. But sense, as I have learned, cannot be got by begging, because fashion cannot be got by begging.

The fashion for cowardice, Grandpaping wrote back.

And so the old man not only ignored all calls for demission; he also assumed pastoral care of five other abandoned congregations in the area. The deserting shepherds of these flocks, having slunk back to their families in Riga, came to my father at regular intervals, pale with shame, to ask if all was well with Huko. Though asking if all was ill would have been nearer the mark, since this was, to put it mildly, something for which they ardently hoped.

When one of these hypocritical priests eventually told Papa that ‘alas, alas, my dearrr man’, a train had been derailed very close to his father’s parsonage, the telephone masts chopped down and – ‘you know, I hheeard it first hhand’ – the police station attacked, Papa had the carriage brought round. He had resolved to go himself and fetch his stubborn father from where the uprisings were taking place, a mere fifty versts away.

But in the end my mother forbade it. Or rather, her condition forbade it. That summer she was nine months pregnant, and Mama’s swelling body was quite a sight when she laid it across the street. Her husband, of course, did not dare storm such a barricade.

It was not that Mama would have felt defenceless without Papa; no, she was worried that without her supervision on such a dangerous journey he might get into terrible trouble. He was – and I suspect this was a side-effect of his artistic talent – a veritable magnet for debacles, fiascos, catastrophes and extraordinary complications (of which Mama herself was certainly the most extraordinary) – although ultimately he was still a man favoured by fortune, which is in no way a contradiction.

Every day, Mama took her globe of a belly on a walk to the market, past the public rallies held by the socialists, spooky, oil-flecked figures whose eyes wiped her and her spawn off the face of the earth: Anna Marie Sybille Delphine Baroness von Schilling was born into the aristocracy, not just a lady but a m’lady who came into her dominion as an infant on a floating, moated castle near Reval. She was certainly no stranger to fear, though she was not accustomed to showing it. She could get extremely cross when people didn’t know how to behave. But I never saw her in a state of panic. Panic simply was not proper.

She saw the Russian Revolution of nineteen-five as a lapse of human decency. She had the same degree of respect for radical political views as she had for rape or child murder. And so even as a foetus my brother was imprinted with his mother’s rage against communist overthrows, which no hippy movement in the world will ever dispel, my dear pacifist roommate.

I know how interested you are in births of all kinds. But the notable thing about my brother’s birth was that it happened in the midst of chaos and hysteria. It was really more of an emanation than a birth, since it took place on the same evening and even at the same hour that our grandfather was lost to this world. Buddhists like you would call such a thing reincarnation, and perhaps as my brother was pushed along the birth canal he really did feel the torment of his luminous Grandpaping, who was just then awaiting his fate, half a day’s ride away.

They kept the German preacher locked up in his own church for two hours so that he could watch from the sacristy, champing with rage, as the parsonage that had survived four generations went up in flames. Then they meted out a punishment reserved for the priesthood, which requires nothing more than a nearby pond, an empty potato sack and an expectant audience. All these were present, and so they fetched the roaring Huko from his church, cut off his beard and forced him to eat the red autumn Calville with which he had committed his outrage. In contempt, he spat the raspberry-coloured flesh – a pomological curiosity – at the red flag which had been planted on his land and was now fluttering just a couple of feet away.

Then his hands were tied, and they pulled the sack over his head and bound it to his ankles. Finally a local farrier, who would be hanged for it a year later, lifted the helpless, struggling bundle into the air and threw it into the parsonage pond. The Latvian onlookers applauded as the absence of divine intervention became starkly evident. Particularly unexpected were the high-pitched screams that could be heard from the floundering sack, which continued for some time: the drowning process kept being interrupted so that no one would miss anything.

It was only the next morning that the body was recovered.

My grandfather’s Russian housekeeper Anna Ivanovna, with whom he had lived (occasioning much gossip) since the death of his second wife, took off her outer clothes, swam across to him in the dawn light and pulled the dead man, on whom apparently a frog was sitting, back to the bank by his bare foot, which was protruding from the water. Later she became our Mary Poppins and our childhood governess, and she told us how the villagers gathered silently around the wet, jute-wrapped body as people might around a stranded whale, and wept bitterly over it. For half a century, Hubert Konstantin Solm had presided over baptisms and weddings, births and deaths, the first prayer and the last rites in his village. Even to those who had hollered for it the previous evening, his fate was an incomprehensible thing.

For my brother and me, his end marked the beginning, the Archimedean point of our world. Nothing that would happen in later years can be judged or even contemplated without the apple thrown in rage, the house in flames, the red flag spat upon and the corpse drying beside the pond.

The whole world changed for my parents, becoming an Armageddon of pain and guilt. Even when my father was close to death (tolerating the life around him, but unable to participate in it), he was still reproaching himself for that long-ago omission; you could see it in his eyes.

There was really no choice but to give my brother the best of all names: that of the grandfather so magnificently reincarnated in him.

Hubert.

I was given the second best.

Konstantin.

And in this way, our relationship was fixed for a long time.

Which is not to say that he was first and I was second. Let me rephrase that: he was the first and I the last; he the good luck and I the bad; he cosseted by fortune and I struck down by fate; he loved by Mama and I dropped on the marble floor by her three days after my birth (leaving me with a slightly damaged hip that is not making my current learning-to-walk-again situation any easier). No, it’s nothing, I’m just moaning or being silly. But one thing is true: the stars were aligned quite differently for Hubert and Konstantin, even when they were still Hubsi and Koja. I was born neither on the day of my grandfather’s death, nor on his birthday. It was not a Sunday, a holiday, or a day that had some significance for my family. I was not even an August or December Solm like two thirds of my relations, who came into the world almost exclusively in these two months.

When we were small, my brother always needled me about the meaningless timing of my arrival in the world. Yes, we even came to blows once, and I lost of course, four years weaker than he was.

And yet there was not the least reason to be glad at having been born in the annus mirabilis, that holy terror of a year. Is it really a desirable thing to celebrate your birthday on the day when, as soon as the presents have been opened, everyone has to go to the graveyard and weep bitter tears? Every second year it was also the day of the martyrs’ memorial service in St Petri, for all the priests of Latvia’s Lutheran Church who died at the hands of the Bolsheviks. Hub had to stand at the front by the altar for hours holding a fat white candle that symbolized the light of Grandpaping’s life.

When I was once allowed to take over this honour, I accidentally blew out the flame, then got a desperate fit of the giggles because the bishop had a love bite on his neck, at least according to Baron Hase (known to us for obvious reasons as Spotty Hase), who was standing beside me with his candle, quaking with hiccups. No, I never really wished I’d been born on such a day.

I was actually very glad that my inevitable anniversary belonged to me alone: it was the ninth of November when a storm caused my mother’s waters to break two weeks early and I became her second son. On the calendar, the ninth of November was a very insignificant day, quite suited to my needs. Grey. Underestimated. Open to interpretation.

That did not change until nineteen-eighteen. In the final months of a year that was so significant for Europe’s fortunes, Riga was already (or perhaps one should say: still) occupied by the Reichswehr, and was in effect no longer Russian territory. In the evening, as we were running sack races – sack-racing was another thing strictly prohibited on Hubsi’s birthday because of its dreadful potato-sack associations, and we could hardly go swimming on such a day, either – as we were hopping around the living room like kangaroos, then, Papa’s cousin who worked for the Rigaer Rundschau dropped by, having raced over to tell us that Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany had abdicated early that morning and a republic had been declared in Berlin. Hubsi latched on to this straight away: ‘A great man died on my birthday,’ he whispered to me as we lay in our beds. ‘But a whole country kicked the bucket on yours.’

I wept a great deal, for by this time we were committed Germans. We had long since stopped loving Russia. After the Revolution was defeated, from nineteen-six onwards, Mama and Papa had gone back to living a very grand life. My early memories are of overloaded interiors, rooms stuffed full of cushions, a silver Russian samovar, with which I once only half accidentally scalded our cocker spaniel Puppi – one of my many mishaps. We were coddled by three serving Annas: Kibbi-Anna (our nursery maid), Kocka-Anna (a fat cook), and our beloved Anna Ivanovna. She was always singing the praises of our Grandpaping, the tragic saint with whom it was said she’d had a dissolute arrangement, though Mama was furious whenever Papa hinted at this, with a wink that said it wasn’t really all that bad.

Mama did think it was bad – but then, she thirsted for panegyric, for ceremonial glorification. And so the red autumn Calville became the family sacrament, the magnum mysterium of my early childhood. Mama instructed Anna Ivanovna that we were to treat the red autumn Calville as the Catholics treat their host. My father, however, refused to eat the body of Grandpaping, and did not appreciate Mama’s papist leanings (though of course I certainly don’t mean to, how shall I put it, denigrate the beliefs of your Chiemgau home, my dear Hippy).

There was a set ritual for the way we sons had to consume an apple – no, each and every apple we ate. It would be cut down the middle, and while this cut was being made it was important that we stood in absolute, respectful silence, thinking very hard about Grandpaping – for which reason I often used to cry as a small child when the apartment smelled of baked apples. Afterwards, the two halves were ceremoniously handed to Hubsi and me. We were never allowed to throw away the core; we had to polish off every last bit, including the stalk and all the little pips that tasted of marzipan, in honour and remembrance of Grandpaping. Before we were allowed to bite into the apple, we had to cross ourselves, although Mama wouldn’t let us call it ‘crossing ourselves’ (Protestants don’t cross themselves, they make the sign of the cross). At the bottom of her heart, Mama was a good Lutheran, but she had her superstitious side just as Luther did; he believed you could chase away the devil by farting. We were not allowed to tell Papa, but before the eating of the apple she made us murmur, ‘Hosanna in the highest’, which in later years was reduced to nothing more than a garbled ‘Anna’, much to Anna Ivanovna’s delight.

One crucial precondition for the sacred repast was high moral  integrity; any fibbing, stealing, waywardness or dilly-dallying would lose you your apple privileges. Mama was unyielding on this matter.

Since the red autumn Calville ritual was carried over not only to every kind of apple known to man, but also to the products made out of them, we had to treat apple cake, apple compote, apple juice, cider, and even the apple-scented hand soap that Mama so loved to buy with the same religious reverence. We even had to make the sign of the cross before our first Calvados. As Mama felt an affinity with the French cultural milieu, she initially considered giving the same ceremonial treatment to potatoes, which of course are pommes de terre, and were also known as ‘earth apples’ in our Baltic German. This consecration would have made potato soup, roast potatoes, the then unknown pommes frites, croquettes and of course potato pancakes (with sacrosanct apple compote) into liturgical fare as well. It would also have elevated potato-starch products like ethanol or paper to the status of devotional objects. To take the process to its logical conclusion, every newspaper would contain a bit of red autumn Calville.

Papa found it all terribly fanciful and told Mama she was merely using this semi-Catholic circus to try to compensate for the guilt she felt at having thwarted Grandpaping’s rescue so theatrically.

Doors were often slammed.

But then, we had plenty of them.

All the same, for Hubsi and me the apple always remained the symbol of our unwavering intimacy. When we finally became inseparable – he the strong, dauntless hero of my childhood, who always managed to rescue me; I his rather chubby Sancho Panza – we got into the habit, after winning a playground fight or dancing with girls at a school rub, of slaying an apple together, as we called it. The apple of honour and loyalty and of time and eternity.

Anna Ivanovna encouraged us in everything that kept Grandpaping in the collective memory. From the way she looked at us, I could tell that she had loved him very much; she searched for him in our features. She moulded us with her dramatic disposition, her large bosom and her laughter. She really did laugh as loudly as a muzhik, and used the formal mode of address with the droshky drivers for some unfathomable reason, which no one else in the whole of Riga did. Even thirty years later, when she was on her deathbed, we still had to call her Mademoiselle: she spoke excellent French.

But most importantly, she taught us Russian, for we were to be prepared for careers at the Tsar’s court, following in the footsteps of Mama’s ancestors, who had made names for themselves in St Petersburg as admirals, generals and illustrious diplomats.

Mama’s father was not commemorated in our household as Grandpaping was, with apples, or even with reverence, in fact not at all. He had made the error of falling victim to fish poisoning just a few months after Mama’s birth, on his first (and last) visit to the Orient – together with his wife Clementine (née von Üxküll), my grandmother, who didn’t even like fish, but had tasted his spoiled Nile perch out of misplaced loyalty to her husband. Their daughter (my mamushka), left behind in Reval at six months old and fed by a Latvian wet nurse, was brought up by her grandfather, whom we all called Opapabaron (though Great-opapabaron would have been more accurate).

Opapabaron, whose real name was Friedrich Baron von Schilling, had been born during the Napoleonic wars and had circumnavigated the globe several times as an admiral. The stories he told my mother, his granddaughter, of gliding blissfully along under sails swelled by the warm trade winds, had been so vivid that she in turn was able to conjure up for us the glow of the sea, the swarms of flying fish, an attacking sperm whale, contrary storms and waves as high as mountains – and for a long time Hubsi and I thought that she herself was an admiral (she behaved like one, too).

Opapabaron had brought back all manner of souvenirs from his voyages as a ship’s captain and explorer: the scalp of a Tlingit chief, for example, which was kept in our good drawer along with other precious things, and felt like a bicycle inner tube on the side without the hair. Or a shred of skin from a brontosaurus, which he had found at the foot of a volcano in icy Kamchatka and which hung on the wall beside Grandpaping’s sword.

There were two animal species that had shaped Opapabaron’s fate: he had the mammoths to thank for dying in Siberia, where their cadavers were preserved for ten thousand years under layers of snow (which is why he received the imperial commission to hack them out of the permafrost in search of their ivory). And sea otters took him and his wife Anna (née von Montferrant), who was ten years his junior, to Alaska, where as governor he was tasked with securing millions of sea otter pelts for the Russian crown and protecting them from Indian raids. He was quickly promoted to admiral and became a close political adviser to the Tsar, though his advising consisted first and foremost of playing bridge with His Majesty.

Mama knew the Romanovs too, of course.

At the age of ten, she was walking in the park of Tsarskoye Selo with her grandfather when they bumped into the Tsar and Tsarina. She was introduced to them by the now shrunken-headed Opapabaron, made a nice curtsy as her heart beat wildly, and received an invitation to come and delight the princesses with her unusual liveliness. Mama had kept a snow-white Arctic fox muff from that time, a very impractical winter fur for young ladies, useful only for putting one’s hands in from either side and standing around with nothing to do. To increase its elegance, the animal’s head and paws had been left on the pelt, so that from above the corpse of an Arctic fox seemed to look at you rather reproachfully with its dull eyes. We always used the muff as the big bad wolf in our puppet theatre, though it had been a gift to my mother from Xenia, the Tsar’s daughter, who was her own age and had spent two days playing with her in Gatchina Palace during the winter of eighteen eighty-five.

It is quite astonishing that Mama was able to wrest permission from the proudly aristocratic Opapabaron to marry a bourgeois drifter and have-not like my father, who had nothing better to do than become a painter, much to the disappointment of both my quasi-grandfathers. While one thought it wasn’t a proper job, the other didn’t consider anything a proper job (because normal people had huge tracts of land and captain’s licences, not jobs). Opapabaron was horrified. Grandpaping went so far as to consider disinheriting my father. To his mind, Papa had been born primarily to take over his father’s ministry and with it the saffron-yellow village church where four generations of my family had preached on a hereditary lease since the time of Catherine the Great. The Solms were the Windsors of the Baltic German clergy, one might say.

And yet my papa, Theo Johannes Ottokar Solm, who had a life ready-made for him in the remotest parts of rural Latvia and was Grandpaping’s contribution to shaping the world according to God’s wishes, refused to be guided by these wishes. He had his own: a desire for artistic expression, for instance. The desire for a variety of sexual adventures (which was to be more than fulfilled on his painting trips to the Mediterranean). The desire for psychographic experiences. For happenstance. Beauty. And, for lack of any tyrannical qualities, a strong desire not to become a pastor.

Although I might be giving the impression here that Papa was particularly strong-willed, that was never really the case. He was only able to desire things, not will them into being. All the same, he saw the death of his mother (Huko’s first wife) from meningitis as an opportunity to escape to Berlin on his modest inheritance, despite his father’s fury, and to study painting at the Academy of Arts there. Having passed his diploma with the highest honours, he instructed two members of the Hohenzollern dynasty in life drawing (first getting a waft of imperial favour as he knelt before them, then a little bohemian air as he knelt before others) and finally, following trips to Rome and Florence to further his education, returning to the Baltics and Gut Stackelberg, where he became my mother’s very worldly drawing teacher.

Mama quickly fell in love with his serenity and his easy manner. She worshipped his posture, which was very proud and upright as the result of a spinal injury from a riding accident in his youth. She was infatuated with his age – he was twelve years her senior – perhaps also with his charming, irresistible and often entertaining indecisiveness, most certainly with his artistic talent, which was prodigious, even by a European standard, and not least, of course, with his occasional soft, velvet-black periods of depression.

Without question, he could have achieved more in the art world. But Faustian striving was foreign to him, and the poverty that went hand in hand with the quest for personal expression held no attraction. Under constant pressure from both my quasi-grandfathers to justify himself, he longed for social recognition first and foremost. And so he finally settled on portrait painting, the least rewarding genre artistically and the most rewarding financially, as well as the most socially acceptable. I, too, would one day learn to love it. And through her contacts, Mama persuaded half the nobility of the Russian provinces on the Baltic Sea to sit for him.

But that was all over in nineteen-eighteen, which was no annus mirabilis; it was an annus horribilis.

I still have a clear memory of that October day when a short-statured count came into my father’s studio. He went straight to his half-finished portrait which, because Papa always left the hair until last, still looked bald and defenceless, cut it off the stretcher with a little knife, rolled up the canvas and, with the words, ‘Ey’m afraid we haff to flee, deear boy,’ hurried back out past my deathly-pale father, leaving behind just a fraction of the agreed price. The aristocracy no longer needed distractions; they needed passage on a ship. The Tsar had been executed by firing squad. Blue-bloodedness was a deadly disease and Germany, which had annexed the Baltics, looked like it was about to lose the war.

In Moscow, Lenin had taken power and his armies were making inroads into our blessed little country – though believe me, I don’t intend to bore you with general knowledge. One thing must be said, however: the trauma we had felt in nineteen-five seemed to be repeating itself. Now, though, it was many times more potent.

For as the last of the occupying German troops withdrew on New Year’s Day nineteen-nineteen, and the Bolsheviks marched on Riga with a huge bow wave of refugees and terrible rumours surging ahead of them, Papa spent a long time standing in the living room in front of the pastel of our drowned Grandpaping, slapping himself on the forehead again and again and finally deciding to put a bullet there – but not before he had put bullets in the neatly combed heads of his two sons.

Mama was not there; she had joined the desperate crowds fleeing on the few available British steamers, whose crews were already stoking their boilers in the harbour. Using all his savings and despite her protests and fits of weeping, Papa had managed to secure her an iniquitously expensive diplomatic ticket and an even more expensive British exit visa. She was the daughter of a baron, and could not be allowed to fall into the hands of the Reds. Yes, the atmosphere was something like it was last week in Saigon. We watched it on the news, downstairs in the television room, do you remember, my dear young friend? Those people trembling with fear as they packed their suitcases, with the Vietcong at the gates, and the newspapers can say what they like, everyone knows the city is about to fall. That’s how my parents felt on New Year’s Day nineteen-nineteen, when they had to say goodbye, because the Lord may have parted the Red Sea for Moses, but he did not part the Baltic for Theo Solm.

Papa wrote Mama a letter of farewell (which was a fruitless exercise, strictly speaking, in the absence of any way to post it), had a final shave, checked his gun and called us into his studio. He beckoned my big brother to him first, and Hub glowed so fiercely in the light of the January sun shining across the rooftops, a golden meteor, at once there in the room and burning itself out somewhere in the universe, that my father sank into a chair, his courage gone.

‘What are you doing with the pistol, Papa?’ Hubsi asked.

‘I don’t want them to take us, darling boy.’

He said ‘kriechen’, just as Grandpaping once had.

‘Cher Papa, Koja is still so little.’

My father looked over at me. I really was still so little, I had just turned nine, a boy with a slight limp who loved to play with puppets, and I set Mama’s muff, the wolf, down on the floor.

‘Come here, Koja, go to Papa and hold his hand.’

Even then, my brother had great power over me, and at that moment he looked wonderful, serious and smiling at once, like an adult, while my father was a mere dragonfly. I stumbled eagerly over to hold his hand, so that he wouldn’t fly away on the quivering dragonfly wings that were his eyelids.

‘What’s all this in aid of?’ Papa asked sullenly, irritated by the unmanliness of my behaviour.

‘I think he has an Attic influence on other people,’ my brother explained cryptically (probably meaning the Periclean age), and I watched Papa, already under my Attic influence, gradually crumple. He pressed his thumb and forefinger against the dragonfly wings over his eyes as he amended his plan, deciding to carry out only the final part, the third (if you count in bullets).

He had never been a manly man, not nearly so manly as Mama, and a few years later he dressed up in women’s clothes in his studio – to make sure his feminine side would not fall short, either, as he told Hubsi after the latter opened the door when he’d been told not to and caught Papa in a chiffon dress. But that time Papa was in a different mood, with no intention of killing himself.

‘You must look after him, Hubsi,’ Papa said, pushing my hand aside gently with the barrel of the pistol, cocking it and preparing himself.

‘But, Papa, aren’t you going to look after us?’ my brother asked softly.

We could hear people shouting and screaming outside, the Bolsheviks were only fifty kilometres from the city limits now, the British ships were blowing their horns in the harbour, and as so often happened, Papa couldn’t decide. He pressed the loaded and cocked pistol into Hubsi’s hand and walked away to paint a hyacinth.

Ultimately, my mother’s return took us back to square one.

She was overcome by a terrible fit of anxiety (the kind of anxiety that caused her to hit a sailor in the face as he was taking her below decks, much to his astonishment), managed at the last second to leave the steamer that would save her, and ran through the seething, wailing, weeping crowds that stank of fear and time, back to her doom, to her children whom she simply could not leave, but above all to her husband, who had an overactive imagination, quod erat demonstrandum.

A few days later, Hubsi and I were out with a sledge, hoping to scavenge some cabbages that we’d heard about from a cellar somewhere, when we ran into a gang of Red cavalrymen. They came from the direction of the racecourse, an ice-grey bank of cloud looming over them, beneath which they trotted towards us on their shaggy little steeds, their weapons the only thing that identified them as soldiers. One grey pony had a rolled-up rug slung over its back, but as it came swaying towards us the rug was revealed to be a corpse wrapped in a green tarpaulin, identifiable only by a pair of dangling boots. One of the boots was torn open, and I saw blood trickling out onto the snow, drawing a thin line that froze instantly.

One of the riders grinned and waved at us, and I raised my hand in return, a reflex for which my brother punished me with a week of contemptuous silence.

The death mill began to grind that same day. In the blink of an eye, Mama and Papa and Hubsi and I, and Anna Ivanovna and almost all our friends and acquaintances became satanic vermin, insects to be wiped off the face of the earth.

Baron Hase, the mischievous Spotty Hase, was one of the first to prove this, when he made an overly loud joke at school – not about the Bishop’s love bite this time, but about the visage of our comrade headmaster. The authorities decided to spare the fourteen-and-a-half-year-old this unedifying sight in future by considerately executing him. Revolutionary tribunals were working hard, firing squads too, proscription lists were going around, and it seemed only a matter of time before they knocked on our door.

Papa almost fainted when, on top of this, Mama forced him to hide some of her aristocratic relatives in the apartment – the ones for whom arrest warrants had been issued – while they grew their beards in order to pass through the front unrecognized. Beards take time. If anyone finds them here, said Papa, then finita la commedia.

The Cheka had set up their office in nearby Schützenstraße, and in its cellar resourceful Mongols flayed the skin of imprisoned aristocrats from their wrists down to the nail of their little finger, a unique feature of these interrogations.

Hunger was then added to the immediate terror, as the food supply lines had broken down. Every day I saw snow-covered human bundles lying on the streets and in entryways, starved or freshly frozen, fingers clutching at their final dreams. An extremely cold winter swept through the country. In order to survive, Papa claimed to be a medical orderly, though he couldn’t stand the sight of blood. He was permitted to work for a doctor friend of his in a Red Army field hospital, where he fainted all the time, but still brought home a few roubles now and then. Otherwise we lived off stolen potatoes and potato peelings, and Mama was very glad that the consumption of potatoes did not require any ceremonial offices in honour of Grandpaping.

When our neighbours were arrested
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