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          PROLOGUE
        

      

      
        AS CONRAD SENIOR flies towards Berlin, he is thinking about thoughts; so many thoughts piled up, such a quantity of half-remembered
               knowledge, so many emotions brought up from the well to spill out: the unrolling of history - a river into which you can't
               step twice, a collection of biographies end to end, a hilltop to survey the surrounding plains and so on - but also, more
               so, the anxieties prompted by the spooling of time and the awareness of its unstoppable nature; and random thoughts — Einstein
               buying a vanilla ice cream sprinkled with chocolate when he first landed in New York - the bank's accusations, sexual encounters,
               the relation between friendship and envy (La Rochefoucauld), the aromas of bread rising, randomness, the softness of a horse's
               muzzle (excepting the fishing-line hairs), the smell of books, the deep peace of libraries, the idea of patriotism, the scent
               of Greek hillsides, the significance of landscape, the strange deceptions of painting, the persistence of religious belief,
               the races of people, the love of animals, the power of music (I can suck as much melancholy out of a song as a weasel sucks eggs), the unknowability of another's mind, the idea of progress, the ever-presence of the poor, the truths of mathematics, the language
               of policemen, the hypocrisies of small talk, the obsession with self, the sickly miasma of money, the yearning for simplification,
               states of mind, regional accents, underwear, the nature of understanding, the isolation of dictators, personal hygiene, displays
               of food in shops, attachment to a lover's topography, cross-wiring in the brain, celebrity, the truths of art, the roof of
               the world, cowardice . . .
            

      

      And the garrotting of Axel von Gottberg.

      This is one of the mysteries of consciousness, Conrad thinks, the difference between the thoughts you bid come to you and
            the ones that come anyway, sometimes as a blessing, also as a curse.
         

      For nearly three years, Conrad has been thinking about Axel von Gottberg. Von Gottberg was garrotted on the orders of Hitler
            in August 1944. He was thirty-five years old, and looked, although not in profile, like him, with thinning hair and a longish,
            northern-European face. Northern-European hair is inclined to throw in the towel early. Thoughts of von Gottberg visit him
            at any hour of the day, without warning.
         

      Actually, Conrad is aware that he is not thinking full-blown thoughts, but highlights, like the trailers at his local cinema
            complex; these thoughts are presenting themselves to him in a chaotic pageant. It is in the nature of air travel with its
            barely suppressed claustrophobia and its sexual speculation and dulled sense of movement that thoughts seem to be provoked
            to go on the exuberant march. (You can only think about thoughts, or consciousness, in metaphors.)
         

      When he thinks of Axel von Gottberg, Conrad sees him as he was at his trial. There he is, standing in a capacious suit before
            the People's Court with his hands folded in front of him. This could be to prevent the trousers falling down, as the prisoners
            are not allowed belts and appear to have been given clothes from a second-hand store. The defendants are mostly aristocratic
            and the idea is to bring them down a peg or two, to make them accountable to the ordinary people, so that they can be hanged
            in clear conscience.
         

      The film, which was commissioned by the State Film Superintendent, Hans Hinkel, to show what a fine National Socialist the
            judge Roland Freisler was, and what wretched traitors the accused were, is beautifully lit. It is as though the windows of
            the court are admitting a soft, warm light, a Dutch light, containing the texture of paint, to coat the defendant, the judge
            himself, and the upstanding members of the public, who, in contrast to the decadents on trial, are mostly uniformed. The unintended
            effect of this is to make von Gottberg look heroic. Von Gottberg speaks calmly about his career in the Foreign Service and
            politely deflects Freisler's criticism about his failure to join the Army and about his education at Oxford on a Rhodes Scholarship:
            'An English scholarship,' says Freisler. 'But candidates chosen in Germany,' says von Gottberg.
         

      Freisler's clinching remarks are that four years at Oxford and a lot of time hanging about in the Romanisches Café on the
            Kurfürstendamm are the ideal preparation for a traitor. As Freisler names this particular sink of decadence - the true voice
            of Nazism speaking against intellectuals - von Gottberg stands, balding head inclined. The scene doesn't make much linguistic
            sense because in the finished film each defendant in the trial of the 20 July 1944 plotters is edited in such a way as to
            give Freisler the last word, but still von Gottberg's calmness and composure are striking. He knows that he is facing certain
            death, because this is not a trial but a lynching: even before the court has sat, it has been announced that the defendants
            are traitors who will hang, in Hitler's own words, like cattle in the slaughterhouse. Hitler has said that this is an authentic
            German blood-revenge. He sets great store by the authentically Teutonic.
         

      
        Freisler's only job is to discredit the defendants. Like his leader, he is prone to rages. He says the word Schweinehund at one stage which, until he heard it in Freisler's mouth, Conrad thought was an invention of British and American war-films.
               And it adds to the unreality that Freisler looks as though he has been pulled in by a desperate casting director. He models
               his hand gestures on the Führer's and contorts his face dramatically. Even some Nazis are embarrassed by his behaviour, but
               Hitler says that Freisler is their Vyshinsky.
            

      

      Although the defendants' replies and interjections are edited, it is known that most of them were brave in the face of death.
            One, when asked why he joined the plot, said that he regarded Hitler as the instrument of all evil in the world. Another urged
            Freisler to get on with the hanging or he would be hanged by the Allies first. In fact Freisler is crushed by falling masonry
            a few months later when a bomb falls on the People's Court.
         

      
        Von Gottberg, in this glimpse of him, remains polite, even resigned. He has done his best to demonstrate that there is such
               a thing as a good German. Perhaps he is too composed, too controlled: he is the only defendant not immediately strung up on
               a thin cord attached to meat-hooks in Berlin-Plotzensee Prison. He is kept for interrogation for another eleven days because
               he has high-level contacts with the outside world that some Nazis believe they can use to save themselves. When Hitler hears
               of the plan to keep him alive, he falls into a screaming rage, which in German is called a Tobsuchtsanfall, and orders his immediate death. Von Gottberg is hanged and his children, a boy of three, a girl of two and a girl of nine
               months, are taken away from their mother to an orphanage where the boy dies of diphtheria. Von Gottberg's wife is imprisoned.
               Hitler calls this Sippenhaft, another ancient German custom, of revenging yourself on the relatives of the person who has done you wrong.
            

      

      Conrad finds it difficult to imagine how someone who has walked the same streets as he has, who has known the soft wet light
            of an Oxford winter, who has drunk at the Eagle and Child with E.A. Mendel — where he drank with Mendel fifty years later
            - could have ended up in front of Freisler, in a trial so unreal and so mad and so vicious that it points to something unimaginable
            about human nature. Certainly unimaginable in the low-roofed, hop-steeped Eagle and Child, which has been known to generations
            as the Bird and Baby. He is aware that his interest in von Gottberg, what Francine calls his morbid interest, owes a lot to
            the fact that von Gottberg was an Oxford man, a Rhodes Scholar, as he was. Rhodes Scholarships, despite the questionable character
            of their founder, confer a sense of destiny. Did von Gottberg believe in his destiny? Did he get the scholarship because he
            had a sense of destiny, or did getting the scholarship cause him to think he had a destiny?
         

      Conrad knows that his own destiny has not yet been made manifest. It may never be. It may anyway be no more than to be assailed
            by thoughts. He has a friend, Osric, who thinks about sports all day: his thoughts range over the selection of teams, the
            policy of coaches, the role of luck and of mental toughness. It is this friend's duty to have an opinion on sports. He doesn't,
            of course, cover all sports, but the ones he loves need his constant attention. He has a particular interest in Russian women's
            tennis, but this, Conrad thinks, is not entirely high-minded: Osric imagines himself having sex with these coltish women.
            In fact when they bend over to receive serve, and arrange their thighs nervously, it is difficult not to imagine such a thing.
            But generally as regards sport his friend is high-minded: no less than a philosopher grappling with ethical problems and problems
            of perception, he feels obliged to add his opinion to all the others that nobody listens to. In this respect at least he is
            more like a philosopher than he realises.
         

      I am troubled by the accumulation of thoughts, particularly by the half-dead aspect of them, like leaves in autumn, still
            there in outline but lacking life, Conrad thinks. In my thirty-sixth year they seem already to be piling up and I see no way
            of disposing of them.
         

      
        The stewardess brings drinks on a trolley. Stewardesses — it is believed — are sexually avid. This woman is excessively friendly,
               chirping in a high girlish voice, Bloody Mary, with Worcester sauce, yes, spicy? Nice one.

      

      
        Her features move about in pursuance of a little personal drama as she prepares his Bloody Mary: it looks as though her cheeks
               and eyes and lips are all directly attached by wires, like puppets, to the emotional centres of her brain. Maybe this trip
               to Berlin, which he can't afford, will clear away the dead material. Nice and spicy you said yes? Here we go sir. How many meaningless conversations have we had? How many pointless exchanges?
            

      

      He drinks the Bloody Mary deeply; he feels the vodka, and its advertised spiciness, warming him. He doesn't usually drink
            in the morning, but he has a sense of well-being, because he will be fulfilling some of the promise E.A. Mendel saw in him
            fifteen years ago. He will be paying back a debt, the nagging debt of being cherished by Mendel. When Mendel left him his
            papers and letters three years ago, he wanted Conrad to understand that for nearly sixty years he had felt guilty about his
            repudiation of von Gottberg, his friend, when he went back to Germany:
         

      
        
          Dear Conrad, I leave you my papers and my letters relating to Axel von Gottberg. You may be surprised; you may even wonder
                  what to do with them. It is true that you were not my most brilliant student, but I think, my dear boy, that you are the most
                  human. You know that I took a position against Axel, and you know the reasons why, but perhaps you don't know that many people
                  blamed me in some way for his death. It has been a terrible burden to live with this.
        

     
      
        
          In these papers you will find every letter he wrote to me, and copies of my replies and letters to him, as well as many other
                  papers and cuttings and so on. You will also find letters his friends wrote to me and various other references to him.
        

      

      
        
          The truth is, Axel was a man of courage and action while I was a man who loved libraries and enjoyed gossip.
        

      

      
        
          It may be that if I hadn't warned my friends in America and here about Axel's notion of himself as a world-historical figure
                  — he believed to the end that he had some sort of dialogue with Churchill — the Allies would have given more support to the
                  July plotters. And it may be that Axel would have been spared his appalling death.

      

      
        
          Did you know that a film was made not only of the trial — there's a copy of it in the Imperial War Museum - but also of the
                  hangings?
        

      

      
        
          This film was made expressly for Hitler's benefit. It is believed to be lost.
        

      

	  

      While he was alive Mendel had never once suggested that he wanted Conrad to have these papers. He knew that Conrad's years
            since leaving Oxford had not gone smoothly — so perhaps he was offering him a way of establishing himself, a post-mortem gift.
            But he had made no suggestions about how Conrad should apply his advanced human qualities to the question. Three years ago,
            when he first read the papers, Conrad saw an opportunity. This, he thought, is the sort of thing television will go for. And
            then he imagined a play, the final meeting of von Gottberg and Mendel in All Souls in 1939, just before war was declared:
            von Gottberg tries to justify himself to his friend and also he tries to explain how important it is to save Germany and Europe
            from the Nazis and the communists. Mendel is sceptical, but affectionate. Mendel's own account of this last meeting is in
            the form of three letters to friends. In each letter he gives a slightly different telling, but essentially he regards von
            Gottberg as a dangerous fantasist, with a taste for high-level intrigue, who sees himself as a man with a destiny, the agent
            of history. The idea that history has agents is deeply repugnant to Mendel. It runs contrary to everything he believes about
            personal responsibility. It lies at the heart of fascism and all other forms of totalitarianism.
         

      Conrad had a modest book contract but he has long ago spent the advance. Neither the play nor the documentary has been taken
            up despite many lunches, most of which he has had to pay for himself. And his editor at the paper — he's only freelance, not
            staff — thinks that he is wasting his time. Actually she thinks he is losing his grip, and becoming obsessed. And it is true
            that he thinks von Gottberg, at thirty-five, looks just like him. This trip to Berlin to meet an unreliable informant who
            claims to know the whereabouts of some film may be one indulgence too many for his editor. He has to produce an article on
            Berlin's boutique hotels and chic restaurants to justify it; she has given him a modest allowance in cash. And now he thinks
            of women in positions of power, and the strange coolness they cultivate as an antidote to the more womanly qualities, which
            he has always appreciated, unlike so many of his friends. The publisher's editor who gave him the advance to edit and collate
            Mendel's von Gottberg papers always asked him how he saw the marketing pitch. She had enormous success, so far unrepeated,
            with a book on dating for the over-thirties. She was terrified of being dragged down by this book into a donnish, male, old-world
            morass. She feared that she would be tainted by nose-hair and cluttered rooms and obsolete male scents. Women in positions
            of power lack the confidence to follow their own instincts, he thinks.
         

      He has often pondered the nature of the complicity between men and women, particularly in the sexual realm. It may be that
            you can't have sex with a woman boss because, in the traditional sexual grammar, women are the object. He has never had any
            employees, except for a Polish cleaner who lasted three weeks: she was like a pupa, strangely pale and unformed and unalive,
            with many sick relatives in Gdansk. Perhaps they were bleeding her dry.
         

      
        And he thinks about the Oxford streets and quads where he has walked, the cobbles of Magpie Lane - cobbles are enormously
               evocative, like the scent of forgotten objects and remembered melodies - and the crumbling Headington stone of the old colleges
               and the deeply worn steps of the Bodleian Library and the chequered floor of St Mary's and the flags of Balliol (not so old
               but weathering down nicely) and the grand stairs up to the hall, and the gate on to Christ Church Meadow (giving admission
               to a sacred landscape), and the glimpses of secret gardens of Magnolia grandiflora and aristocratic old climbing roses and, underneath his feet, miles of books, stoically waiting, and the sound of bells and
               the filtered voices of choirs, and strained piano notes flying from the Holy well Music Rooms.
            

      

      Von Gottberg went back to Germany taking the imprint of Oxford with him. And for sixty years, E.A. Mendel walked around this
            little rat-maze of stone and stained glass and richly fired brick, guilty about von Gottberg.
         

      Von Gottberg's ninety-three-year-old wife, Liselotte, and one of his children, Caroline, have received him at their country
            house, which is now given over to a religious foundation in his memory. This is the house to which they fled when the Russians
            approached. The old lady said Axel loved Oxford. The daughter, Caroline, now sixty-three, had slightly staring, apparently
            sightless eyes, the result, he guessed, of a kind of mysticism: she could see beyond the merely corporeal. As they sat in
            the garden to talk, he saw that they were both sanctified and burdened by being good Germans. When he asked about von Gottberg's
            feelings towards his Oxford friends, whether he felt he had been let down by Mendel, Lionel Wray and others, Caroline looked
            to her mother for an answer. When there was none, she spoke -Conrad remembers dandelion heads floating behind her, past the
            latticed brick of the old house — saying that there may have been this problem: my father was a German patriot, he wanted
            to save Germany from Hitler. I think that some of his Oxford friends believed he wanted glory for himself. That is my understanding.
            He wrote to us the night before he died, and we did not receive this letter although my mother was told in 1946 by a chaplain
            that what he had written was that he regretted most that he was unable to use his experience and his insights to help the
            country he loved. And when Conrad asked her, Do you think that means he believed his friends had let him down, she said, You
            should ask my mother. The old lady, who was smiling at very low wattage, said, Yes, I think he was disappointed. Yes.
         

      
        Conrad mentioned the letter to the Manchester Guardian that had so upset Mendel: Some of your husband's friends were worried about that letter. Liselotte said, When I met him in
               1975, Mr Mendel said that he now believed that Axel wrote that letter because he wanted to deceive the Nazis. And literally
               what Axel wrote was true: where he was working as a prosecutor, he saw no discrimination against Jews in 1934. But, as you
               know, he tried to withdraw the letter the day after he sent it. Mr Mendel said that as a Jew he had felt that it was impossible
               for Axel to have written that letter without compromising himself. But he wrote to Axel in 1939, saying that he would always
               regard him with the warmest affection. Everyone always loved Axel, she said. And Caroline said, I think the Oxford friends
               thought that Oxford was, how you say, the centre of the universe. My father loved Oxford, yes, but Germany came the first.
            

      

      Conrad was invited to supper in the vaulted dining room. Liselotte had gone to bed. He ate with Caroline and some solemn Christians;
            it seemed they were subdued, still stunned by the murder of Christ, the Nazis, the beastliness of the human race, their closeness
            to an authentic martyr. He slept that night under a stag's head in the local inn, the Schwarzer Bock.
         

      But he knew that families cannot be fully trusted: they manufacture their own myths. He didn't tell them that the film of
            von Gottberg being hanged, naked, might still exist.
         

    

  
    
      
        
          PART ONE
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            1 
          
        

      

      
        
          WHO ASKED YOU?
        

      

      Difficult question. Nobody and everybody. What Francine meant was why did he think he had some obligation or right to rummage
            about collecting - not a very systematic collection -ideas? She said he was like a shoplifter in a supermarket. What she meant
            too was that he lived in a chaotic state, constantly picking up ideas rightfully belonging to other people — and other contexts
            - and trying to take them home. There was a certain portion of truth in her charges. She also implied — in fact she actually
            said it that night — that he had no ideas of his own.
         

      'That's nonsense, of course,' he said, foolishly imagining he was being asked to contribute to an entertaining theoretical
            discussion. 'To understand ideas, to be interested in ideas, you have to have ideas.'
         

      'Here's an idea: why don't you get a job?'

      'I'm working on Mendel's papers.'

      'Are you?'

      'Yes, I am.'

      'And what does that work consist of?'

      'Research, reading.'

      'Oh, I see. And who is paying for this research?'

      'You know the answer. But remember, we very nearly had a TV deal. And there are still people interested.'

      'Your life so far has been a series of nearlies. I've got some hot news for you: no one is interested in E.A. Mendel. He had
            an idea in 1953 but nobody can remember what it was. That's why the publishers aren't giving you any more money and that's
            why the TV deal got nowhere and why nobody wants your film version of his story. Of course I am not in the creative world,
            but even I know what goes on at the cinema: morons eat popcorn while watching cars exploding and aliens turning into spinach.
            They don't want some bollocks about the history of ideas.'
         

      When Francine was angry she developed a kind of torrential force that could not be stopped. He watched her with admiration
            as she gathered herself. He had the feeling that he had written the script for her, but he had no hand in the delivery. Sometimes
            she started quietly, inviting him to say something provocative. At other times she wanted to deliver a peroration without
            contradiction, as though she had already run through the early charges and was now simply summing up for the benefit of the
            jury. A not very intelligent jury. He knew that she had a desire for certainty, for the incorrigible proposition. And this
            made it very hard for her to live with someone as unformed as he was. For a while she had called him the questing vole, but
            that was while she still found him amusing. Now she thought his curiosity was an excuse, a form of evasion.
         

      Her face, with its seeping medical tiredness, had a high, feverish colour now, siphoned from the depths by resentment. Her
            eyes were cloudy, the way they used to be during sex, as if her anger had produced a flash of blindness, like looking at the
            sun, and her throat was becoming pink and russet, and slightly mottled — mushroom colours and textures. The violence of her
            feelings towards him was causing this discoloration. Mushrooms have a strange and mysterious life cycle, much of it underground.
            And on the surface Francine appeared calm, although the fungal colour was becoming more intense.
         

      'Conrad, I go out every morning at seven, I return home at seven - if I'm lucky - I've been peering at samples and slides,
            I have even seen a few patients, I have grabbed ten minutes to eat a piece of microwaved pizza in the canteen, and you have
            been reading the letters and ramblings of a long-forgotten — rightly in my opinion — Oxford don, who knew just how to flatter
            you by talking of your human qualities. And, guess what, the marmalade is exactly where you left it at breakfast.'
         

      The charges were true. But his alleged human qualities seemed to Conrad to be important, if still unclear.

      Francine continued: 'I have decided to leave you. I can't live like this. I need some support.'

      At the time she surprised him with her resolve. A few months later she said that she had been seeing another man, the consultant
            who was her boss, a man very highly regarded in obstetrics. He had recruited her to his team. He was fifty-one years old,
            sixteen years older than her. That word 'seeing' troubled him. He found it hard to believe that it meant fucking. It was too
            brutal. He had hung around outside the hospital for a few days and once had seen them leaving together. (He had plenty of
            time to observe the disordered comings and goings of the patients while he was waiting.) What had surprised him was that he
            was not present in their lives. Somehow he had imagined that Francine and John would be crippled by the knowledge of him,
            that his spectral form would be visible between them, that they would be slipping away nervously, alarmed by the foolishness
            of their actions; but no, they walked happily down the front steps of the hospital in Whitechapel and linked hands as they
            turned down a side street. What hurt him most was that she appeared happy, carefree, girlish. Even her hair seemed to have
            acquired new vivacity.
         

      In another context, John might have looked to him like any other decent, utterly unremarkable English professional man, but
            here, leaving the hospital with Conrad's wife, he had princely qualities. Here, he was a man known and admired for his pioneering
            work on the incontinence in women caused by childbirth. Francine was a suitable tribute for his achievements.
         

      She tried to dress up her defection as a gift from her to Conrad:

      'I have a career, my career path is more or less fixed now, but you, you still have some growing up to do. I realised you
            didn't want to be tied in this way. I am sure you will see it for the best in time.'
         

      She always needed to tidy things up mentally, as if by naming them they were settled. It was — he thought - a scientific habit:
            taxonomy applied to the emotional life.
         

      'With my human qualities still unexplored.'

      'What?'

      'What you said about me and Mendel.'

      'Yes,' she said impatiently. 'You and your human qualities.'

      It was clear that she had come to this meeting determined to be brief and final. Her neck coloured again anxiously at the
            delay.
         

      'In medicine, we don't have enough time to investigate human qualities. We are too busy with human beings, in person.'

      'And is John leaving his wife?'

      'That's our business.'

      'Is he too old to have more children?'

      'Jesus, you can be offensive.'

      'We were going to have a child, remember?'

      'We were. But I had to delay, remember, when I got the research job and you found - what a surprise - that you weren't earning
            as much as you expected when you went freelance.'
         

      'Well, you're fine now as long as wifey doesn't take all his money.'

      
        'I'm glad you said that, because you've reminded me that underneath all that airy-fairy charm you are just a vicious little
               prick. People like you who sneer at honest endeavour and science and actually doing something for people, while reading the
               fucking Guardian and having an opinion on everything, from politics to football, to, I don't know, immigration and the Iraq War, without really
               having any in-depth knowledge of any sort, are the real worry for this country. Anyway, now you can go and explore your human
               qualities in depth and at leisure.'
            

      

      Francine asked him to leave as soon as the flat was sold - as she said, a free spirit can operate anywhere.

      
        [image: 1114115506]
      

      
        Mendel and von Gottberg had gone to Palestine for three weeks in the winter of 1933; he decided to follow in their footsteps.
               He took a loan on his credit card. He was encouraged by the fact that the surrealists advocated depaysement, the policy of uprooting yourself from your home country, to increase your sensitivity and understanding, qualities he was
               clearly in need of. Although he could only afford a week of depaysement, it seemed to him a good moment to go. The seventeen boxes of papers, which he had arranged and re-arranged and tried to catalogue,
               reproached him with his lack of progress. The problem was that he was looking at the letters for a kind of meaning, some hints
               from Mendel to him, perhaps some clues to his own destiny.
            

      

      Actually he found that it wasn't that easy to go to Israel without friends or letters of introduction. The Israeli agents
            at the airport questioned him closely about his motives and his intentions. He explained that he was going on holiday but
            that made them suspicious. He stood for half an hour with his baggage, which earlier an excitable dog had okayed, while they
            made phone calls. With reluctance they allowed him to proceed. At Tel Aviv the plane landed to some rousing folk music; there
            they questioned him again and asked him to list the people he was seeing. There was only one, a film-location manager whose
            name he had been given. The agents particularly wanted to know if he had friends on the West Bank. They wore sunglasses on
            the tops of their closely shaved heads, giving the impression that office work bored them, that they would prefer to be vigorously
            employed outside. And this, he thought, is what has happened out here in the Levant, as Mendel described it: Jews have become
            outdoorsy people.
         

      The Mediterranean, lapping the town, was unexpectedly glamorous, but Tel Aviv had a rackety, half-planted feel and he remembered
            what Mendel had written:
         

      
        
          I have realised — it was a true revelation — that I have a kinship with these strange Levantines, who are like relatives one hasn't seen for
                  twenty years. They make me uneasy, even afraid. German Jews, who are arriving by the thousand, are going mad at the disorder, seeking bus timetables. They cannot believe that the buses
                  do not depart on time, if they arrive at all. Axel finds the food oily. It is oily, but I have convinced myself that it is
                  my ancestral cuisine. I eat on bravely.

      

      Conrad took a shared taxi to Jerusalem and he found himself looking closely at the other passengers, remembering Mendel's
            description of the people as odd and fascinating. Some were backpackers from New York's suburbs, he guessed, the girls wearing
            little squares of cloth on their heads to indicate a willingness to muck in with the harvest and an eagerness to embrace the
            spiritual challenges ahead. There were English Hasids, the men strangely abstracted as though this earth, this taxi bus, these
            numerous children, these wives with the chestnut wigs and full fecundity, were in a way not fully present, unavoidably inhabiting
            the same space, but ephemeral, shadows cast by their husbands' radiance.
         

      By the time the taxi van had reached a mountain pass, he wondered how the soft pale people from North London and the eager
            backpackers saw the landscape outside, now turning from the coastal plain to a tumultuous upland littered with the painted
            shells of armoured cars, left — he discovered — as a reminder of the war of 1948. What did they see in these tortured, pumice
            rocks and grudging trees and steep, parched valleys? Did they see a land of milk and honey, a landscape that had been deep
            in the race memory all through the diaspora, or did they see, as Mendel did, an unfamiliar and unnerving otherness?
         

      Conrad himself knows that you can hold at the same time different landscapes in your head - or in your fibres - for instance,
            the broad openness of Africa and the distilled beauty of Oxford. He also finds himself seeing John and Francine conversing
            about bladders and urine samples in the lab and then, back in the little flat John has taken, he sees the warm strawberry
            rash rising up her throat as John, with the scientific and practical qualities, so different from his own which are essentially
            meaningless, removes his scrubs and reveals his highly meaningful self to his research student, who has now forgotten for
            ever that she is married to Conrad. He feels a sharp pain, as though he has in some way been erased, his very existence questioned.
            And he wonders how the lovers can reconcile the madness of sex with the scientific life. The answer - the Orthodox children
            with their insane side-locks seem to have been put here to illustrate his train of thought — is that we are not wholly rational,
            and never will be.
         

      To prepare himself for this trip and to think about something other than Francine and John in Whitechapel, he has read Amos
            Oz's autobiography. Oz's mother was never able to adapt to the landscape; goose-girls and deep resinous forests were more
            real to her than Arab shepherds and olive trees. In Jerusalem with the blinding white rocks and the thin soil, she felt lost:
            eventually she killed herself, leaving the eleven-year-old Amos. And maybe this is what Mendel meant when he described the
            country as strange and his kinship with the people who had been Levantised as unsettling, even frightening.
         

      And Conrad sees Mendel, small and plump, with the tall, thin von Gottberg, approaching Jerusalem and he wonders exactly what
            thoughts assaulted them, because Jerusalem is a city like no other, a city that attracts the irrational and the mystic and
            the fanatic, as if there are certain loci on this earth that exhale some of the vapours of human longing that have been breathed
            on them over the millennia. Once Conrad heard wild bees in a cleft in a rock in Africa, and the fanning of the wings and the
            diligent murmuring suggested some message, like the intimations of music, which came from beyond the rational. Jerusalem is
            the world capital of the irrational, with longing and loss and despairing hope to boot.
         

      And into this place - they arrive on donkeys from Transjordan — come Elya Mendel and Axel von Gottberg. Even on a donkey it
            is clear that von Gottberg is born to ride. Whereas Mendel has only once ridden - coincidentally on a donkey - on the beach
            in Bournemouth. In the photograph of the event, the donkey wears a straw hat and the infant Mendel is holding an ice cream.
            He wears a sailor top and small black spectacles, so that he looks like a bee, a Jewish bee. Mendel tells friends gleefully
            that on the outskirts of Jerusalem they were stoned by Orthodox Jews. Von Gottberg's feet, in calfskin boots, are almost trailing
            in the powdery dust.
         

      Outside the King David Hotel where they are staying, a photographer captures them. Mendel is smiling, a smile that Conrad
            recognises across sixty years. It's as though a smile is ageless, or perhaps eternal, independent of the decay and collapse
            of the surrounding features. Von Gottberg has his arm around Mendel's shoulder: some way behind them is the stone fagade of
            the hotel, and behind that a glimpse of the Old City. In this photograph they look as though they have been posed for Nazi
            propaganda, the tall, athletic, aristocratic Count Axel von Gottberg, of Pleskow, and the smaller, softer Elya Mendel, of
            Hampstead, who could be thought by the ill-disposed, from his complicit smile, to have cabalistic knowledge. Conrad knows
            that look, intensely curious, half-amused, expecting something entertaining to happen, as happy to hear gossip as a new idea.
            Conrad is staying in the old Petra Hotel, not far away, but he ventures into the King David to get the fabled view of the
            Old City from the terrace.
         

      The Old City glows in the late-afternoon light. It is not obviously a Jewish city: he can see churches and the Dome of the
            Rock and beyond that the cemeteries rising above the Garden of Gethsemane and up the Mount of Olives. The walls are mainly
            Ottoman with some Crusader sections, but the stones were quarried near by and re-used after every conquest, so that this city
            -viewed from above the swimming pool from which the voices of children are rising - is as no other city he has ever seen,
            semaphoring significance. And this is the pattern: ideas and creeds are now represented by unheeding stones as the ends of
            human longing. For two thousand years - longer if you count the Mesopotamian diaspora - the Jews have held this landscape
            in their minds. But over there, pulsing, is the golden Dome of the Rock, where the Prophet Mohammed ascended on a horse for
            his Night Ride to Mecca, and beyond that on a hill is the spot where Jesus ascended into heaven, and then beyond that the
            hills of the Judaean Desert, which seem to have a separate illumination, so that they are pale and bleached, with the dark
            shapes of clouds - the clouds themselves are not visible - moving swiftly like airships over the landscape.
         

      And Conrad thinks that here in the Holy Land Mendel and von Gottberg may already have been aware of some sort of historical
            juncture in the relationship between Germans and Jews. On the one hand the aggrieved and resentful Germans were being offered
            a Faustian deal by Hitler and on the other the rawly human but vulnerable Jews were arriving here in their confused thousands,
            on the move again. But they could not have had more than an inkling of the nightmare that was to come.
         

      Von Gottberg's letters show that he was always keen for Mendel's approval: Mendel was the same age as von Gottberg, but seems
            to have arrived, like an egg, fully formed into the world and, strangely for a young man, to have come equipped with a serenity
            and wisdom. Conrad wonders if von Gottberg resented, at a deep Germanic level, Mendel's urbanity and his protean - Jewish
            - qualities. Von Gottberg's family had lived in the same pile for six hundred years, while Mendel's had arrived in England
            via Riga and St Petersburg only nineteen years earlier.
         

      As Conrad walks down to the Jaffa Gate and into the Old City, he finds himself under siege. He is entering a city out of an
            orientalist's sketchbook, with spice stalls and pushcarts and shops selling nuts and feral vegetables and parched herbs and
            chunks of meat; Bedouin women sit gloomily with isolated tomatoes spread on cloths, and then a group of Orthodox priests passes,
            plump from the devotion of crones, and young boys rush about with beaten-copper trays of tea and Palestinians are sitting
            at a table attached to a hookah, and now some Jews in fedoras with threads of the tallith underneath their overcoats come
            sightlessly by, and Arab children are buying candyfloss in colours that do not exist in nature, and then Conrad enters a long
            tunnel of tiny cave-shops selling jewellery and souvenirs and he stops for a mint tea in a courtyard that leads off the teeming
            street. He sees Mendel and von Gottberg here, Mendel eagerly listening out for traces of Aramaic and Russian and von Gottberg
            trying to estimate what point in history this overwhelmingly aromatic and exotic place has reached and Mendel fascinated by
            the sense he has -or is acquiring - that human objectives can easily be in conflict. As if to prove the point, German Jews
            are sniffing vegetables fastidiously, resisting Levantisation from inside their Bavarian jackets and loden coats. Conrad sips
            his mint tea - a large bunch of mint thrust into the pot - and wonders what it was like to be here without the knowledge of
            what was to come. The knowledge that has made us.
         

      Mendel and von Gottberg stop at the Lutheran Erloserkirche. Although von Gottberg has given up active Christianity, he is
            a believer in Christian values. Mendel, although a non-believer, is a Zionist and believes in the preservation of Jewish cultural
            values. It's strange, Conrad thinks sitting here, near the church, now accepting some pistachios and some more tea, that belief
            in the existence or non-existence of God is no impediment to friendship and understanding.
         

      The young Palestinians wear cheap trainers; their hair is geometrically cut. He wonders if they ever have distinctly secular
            thoughts. And he wonders if on this trip the two friends talked about Jews in Europe, because already in Germany Jews are
            under notice. On a personal level, as he knows, human beings - for example, he and Francine - can have irreconcilable differences.
            He thinks about having Francine back, if she asks, but he knows it would be impossible because he cannot imagine forgiving
            her, not so much for kicking him out, but for allowing her body to be a receptacle for someone else's semen. How can he explain
            that in rational terms? He can't. And he can't even explain to himself, as an atheist, why this idea of the transfer of human
            substance, this sacrament, should be so painful to him.
         

      He feels cold now as the sun goes down. The Old City seems to be closing down too: as the shopkeepers pack up, the bare electric
            light bulbs strung out along walls are beginning to shine bright. The sky above the courtyard is the colour of dark crustaceans,
            a pigment with a mineral content, elemental specks of colour not fully ground in. Tomorrow he will follow von Gottberg and
            Mendel along the Via Dolorosa to Golgotha to see where Christ died and the madness began.
         

      The Arab owner of the Café tells him that his brother lives in London. These days everyone in the whole world has a brother
            living in London. And Conrad has had this kind of conversation many times. It always leads to misapprehensions and pointless
            exchanges of information, which become increasingly stilted.
         

      'You know Hackney?'

      'Yes.'

      'My brother say is very bad.'

      'It is a poor part.'

      'Many Jews.'

      The protocols of Zion will be next, or the theory that Mossad bombed the Twin Towers.

      'Thank you for the tea.'

      'Wilcome to Jerusalem. I born here.'

      'Thank you. I was born in Cape Town.'

      'Israelis take my home.'

      'I am very sorry.'

      'You wilcome. No pay.'

      In his hurry, he turns the wrong way and is lost. Where, a few alleys away, all was movement and bustle, he is now in almost
            empty lanes stalked by cats. An Arab child stares at him. From a dim doorway a woman calls the child; he hopes this is not
            a response to seeing him. He wonders how he appears in his khakis and T-shirt. Perhaps he looks sinister. These jumbled alleys
            and turnings and stairways have no obvious plan. He passes a small Café, half of it below street-level, where a group of young
            men is watching a football game on television. The field is so green he thinks the football must be taking place in Germany
            or Scandinavia. The verdure in this chalky, bone-coloured place looks lurid and unreal. A goose-girl would happily lead her
            gaggle of geese across it. He comes out of an alley into a square, and there ahead of him is an Armenian church. From the
            church he hears someone chanting, perhaps a priest. He puts his head inside the heavily brocaded doorway, into the scented
            and lamplit vestibule. A man, perhaps a verger, directs him towards the Jaffa Gate. God bless you, he says, as Conrad walks
            out past the church under an arch, the stone strung with electric wires which also drape doorways and blind balconies.
         

      Can we know anybody else? Other minds? Can I know von Gottberg and Mendel, or even Francine? Does John already know her better
            than I do? Or maybe we find what we want in other people, and so we never know them.
         

      
        
          Who asked you? she said. He could have quoted Eliot:
            

      

      
        
          We shall not cease from exploration 
        

        
          And the end of all our exploring 
        

        
          Will be to arrive where we started 
        

        
          And know the place for the first time.
        

      

      Although he has a talent for quotation, he didn't quote Eliot in reply because he doesn't believe its implied meaning, which
            Eliot probably picked up from Buddhism, that life has patterns according to which we must try to harmonise ourselves. Life
            has no purpose: that is its stark beauty. That's one lesson he learned from Mendel. Here, as he walks, he hears all sorts
            of prayers and imprecations rising, those who are dispatching them evidently unaware that nobody is listening.
         

      Sitting high in the Ottoman crenellations above the Jaffa Gate he sees the casual outline of two Israeli soldiers against
            the crustacean sky. If life has no meaning then this city, with its tumultuous longing and bitterness, is a monument to the
            power of delusion. And this delusion also has a kind of beauty; and he remembers what George Grosz wrote, that the commanders
            in the field paint in blood.
         

      The imams are calling as he walks back, and from a mezzanine room, somehow awkwardly stranded by ancient architectural upheavals
            - these old buildings and stones are jumbled and reordered after thousands of years of recycling - he hears wild, muscular-Jewish
            music, and then he sees the shadows on the wall of men dancing. The shadows at least are hurling themselves about in a madcap
            way, as though the harvest had been good or they were moonstruck or - more likely - expecting the Messiah at any minute.
         

      His room is small and sparsely furnished, with a view of a courtyard. Actually it's less of a view than a meniscus, a little
            sliver of wall and some stone paving down below, glazed by the passage of feet. He likes strange, unknown rooms. They give
            him a low charge of excitement.
         

      
        Mendel wrote to a friend that von Gottberg was a great dancer. He had known the inside of every nightclub on Kurfürstendamm:
               I am, as you know, a very poor dancer. Axel was dancing with the wives of the British officials. What a flutter in the dovecotes.
                  And it was this flutter in the dovecotes that was to change both of their lives for ever. Unlike Conrad, Mendel and von Gottberg
               had come with introductions; they had met with everyone from Zionists to Orthodox prelates and British officers. Mendel writes
               that he would have been glad to meet the Grand Mufti, if he were prepared to speak to Jews.
            

      

      Conrad cannot sleep. He lies pleasurably in the mean bed and thinks, tries to think, more measured thoughts about Francine.
            He understands her contempt for him. His grandmother's house in Cape Town had flypaper in the kitchen; many of the little
            shops in the Old City have it, hanging down over the strange cuts of meat or the sticky pastries. He remembers as a child
            waiting to see a fly landing on the paper: and this is how Francine sees him, waiting idly for some minor sensation, while
            she goes out on the world's business. And it is true that helping women deliver their babies as she does, sometimes having
            to slice them open just above the pubis, is activity of an entirely different order. Once upon a time they had discussed films
            and books and ideas; she had been charmed by his inchoate eagerness. What charmed her then now seems infantile to her. The
            scientific life has got to her, as though all those chemicals and miserable people and - let's face it - death, have somehow
            driven her into the arms of the superior class who deal with the real world, who have the power of life and death and who
            know folly and self-indulgence when they see it. Francine cannot bear to see people chomping their way to the grave, slurping
            sweet drinks or puffing on cigarettes or dipping into buckets of popcorn: in her estimation he is really just a high-minded
            version of these slobs who exculpate themselves from the consequences of their own folly in torrents of banality. And this
            is one of the reasons he loved Mendel, because Mendel never ceased from exploration. And Conrad sees now, in this cell just
            outside the resonant walls of the Old City of Jerusalem, that what happened to von Gottberg and Mendel must be explored even
            though he cannot justify it to Francine — God knows he has tried - and it may be that the only reason is that he owes a debt
            of love to Mendel, who recognised his human qualities, and gave him a surprising legacy.
         

      He sees more clearly now. In the morning I will begin to put this story in order, as Mendel wanted. He sees Mendel's creased
            smile, and he sees von Gottberg standing before Freisler, his hands crossed in front of him, ready to be sacrificed.
         

      And von Gottberg was almost exactly the age I am now.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            2 
          
        

      

      MENDEL AND VON Gottberg are standing outside the boundary of the Dome of the Rock, which they know as the Mosque of Omar.
            The dome is gleaming. It is too bright for this climate, a great gold cupola high above Jerusalem winking and conducting heat
            and radiating it out over the Old City, like the RKO Radio Pictures trademark.
         

      The faithful are gathering for prayer and the muezzin are calling. It's a sound that stitches together the Muslim world, a
            defiant, plaintive, poetic call. They stand under the shade of a cypress as the worshippers arrive and wash themselves at
            the tiled basins into which water gushes from giant bronze spigots. Water and paradise are closely associated. The faithful
            drift into the mosque, its magnificence and space and colour the simulacrum of paradise. Down below, in an alleyway, Jews
            are praying in front of the Western Wall; their heads nod and dip and nod again. They are not worshipping the giant blocks
            of stone in front of them as it appears, but they are inspired to piety by the remains of Herod's temple. It is their direct
            line to their real and imagined past.
         

      
        'Down below,' says Mendel, 'they are plotting how to get up here into the pound seats. You believe in destiny, Axel, don't you? That is their destiny.'
            

      

      They often discuss the purposes of history. To Mendel's amusement, von Gottberg sees patterns in history.

      As they leave the haram, von Gottberg stops and holds Mendel's arm.

      'Elya, I am going back to Germany.'

      'Don't leave us.'

      'I have to go.'

      'Why?'

      'My country is sick.'

      'Can I ask why you, especially, have to go?'

      'It's my country. Somebody has to take care of it.'

      Mendel thinks that his friend sets too much store by his own destiny.

      They walk out of the Old City down towards the Kidron Valley. Mendel walks surprisingly quickly, efficiently but not gracefully.
            He and von Gottberg have often talked on Addison's Walk in the spring, deep in fritillaries, scilla and windflowers, and in
            the autumn brushing through leaves and the spiralling, helicoptering seed pods from the limes. Perhaps it reminds von Gottberg
            of Unter den Linden.
         

      Von Gottberg has cherished his talks with Mendel, more than anything at Oxford. They have argued about the nature of ideas;
            Mendel has begun to tire of philosophy, but loves the history of ideas. He doesn't see - he is wilfully blind - the forces
            behind history and philosophy. Sometimes in Oxford von Gottberg has detected a certain loneliness in his friend. He loves
            the company of women, but he is a virgin. Von Gottberg knows that Mendel observes his easy successes with women and so he
            plays them down and sometimes he withholds information from him.
         

      As they walk down the dusty track into the Kidron Valley, they are, in their Oxford fashion, discussing philosophy. Under
            their feet are flints and stones the colour of bones; some of them may be bones. There are tombs here cut into the rock. The
            biggest, Absalom's tomb, has a hole high up on its face, as though a mortar shell has gone right through the rock.
         

      Mendel says that Jerusalem is a place of irrationality. Von Gottberg thinks that Jerusalem is just a stage in man's journey
            to self-consciousness.
         

      
        'Ah, the Geist. Hegel always pops up when you are at a loss to explain.'
            

      

      'You should remember what Hegel said: "The actual is rational."

      'Meaningless. Absolutely meaningless. Sonorous nonsense.'

      They love high-minded walking.

      At Absalom's tomb, in fact the tomb of a member of one of the Hasmonean priestly families at the time of Christ, they buy
            some bread from a Bedouin, who heats it on a brazier (it is very cold, although there is some sun on the high ground) and
            the Bedouin gives them a twist of paper with coarse salt in it. The bread is sprinkled with a dried herb, perhaps oregano.
            Mendel says that this bread has been baked since the time of David, and the herbs come from the mountainsides. He takes pleasure
            in this continuity.
         

      'Count von Gottberg and Mr Mendel.'

      
        Two young women are coming down a track towards them. One is Elizabeth Partridge, the wife of a second secretary at the High
               Commission. It seems to Mendel that she is not here by chance. She introduces the second woman who is wearing a silk scarf
               wound around her neck and over her head.
            

      

      'This is my cousin, Rosamund Bower, Mr Mendel.'

      'Elya, please. This is the land of the muscular Jew. In fact a wholly new breed of informal Jew, who likes outdoor activity.
            Absolutely delighted to see you in daylight.'
         

      'You were deep in discussion,' says Elizabeth. 'Interesting, I hope?'

      'Yes, Axel was trying to tell me that I misunderstand the nature of human ends.'

      'And do you?'

      'Not always.'

      'Does he, Axel?'

      'It's hard to say, because nobody can agree on human ends.'

      'Too clever for me, I'm afraid. I'm rather simple,' she says, laughing girlishly in the direction of von Gottberg.

      Mendel notices her small, childish teeth, which are strangely lascivious. He has never before thought of teeth as part of
            the sexual weaponry. The second woman who he has at first decided is the less attractive, the alibi type, he sees now has
            a dark, rather serious look, which suggests a rich inner life. Her lips appear to be naturally outlined in some mineral substance.
            She leads Mendel towards some caves.
         

      'I think it is amazing that these tombs are carved out of solid rock.'

      'Yes,' she says, 'the tomb with the hole in the top, Absalom's tomb, has that hole because it was completely buried over the
            centuries and grave robbers got in from the top.'
         

      'I wonder how long it took to carve out. But of course time, and any idea of its short supply, probably hadn't occurred to
            the Hasmoneans.'
         

      'Do you always talk so profoundly?'

      'Believe me, I'm far more superficial than I appear. It's just a habit you cultivate in my line of work. What's yours?'

      'I was at Oxford for a year, in fact I used to see you always surrounded by acolytes. Now I am trying to write a novel.'

      'What sort of novel are you writing?'

      'I'm a great admirer of Virginia Woolf.'

      'Marvellous writer. I've met her.'

      'Did you like her?'

      'She frightened me. She sent me a postcard afterwards, saying any time I was in London I should knock on her little grey front
            door and she would let me enter.'
         

      'Rather risque.'

      'Yes, I thought so.'

      'And did you knock on her front door?'

      'No, I was too nervous. Far too nervous. We met last night briefly, but I didn't catch your name a few minutes ago, I'm afraid.
            Rosalind?'
         

      'Rosamund.'

      'Why were you following us?'

      'Well, we're not actually following you. It's just that your friend Axel arranged last night to meet Elizabeth here and she
            thought I should come to protect her. Is he very voracious?'
         

      'I think he is. Surrounded by servants all his life and milkmaids, of course.'

      'Is he a Nazi?'

      'Good God, I hope not. No, he's far too intelligent for that.'

      'Oh look, they're wandering off.'

      They follow the other two at a distance in the direction of the small village that stands above the valley. All around are
            graves, slabs of stone, some neglected, one or two with small piles of rocks on them.
         

      'What are you doing here?' he asks.

      'Oh, Elizabeth and I are cousins, as she said. She is a little bored here, I think, so she invited me to stay. She and Roddy
            have an old Turkish house, very solid. I was in Italy trying to write my novel, so I came by steamer to Haifa. Do you know
            I heard about you all the time in Oxford, but we never met.'
         

      'More's the pity.'

      'You're supposed to be brilliant. Dazzle me.'

      'Am I supposed to be brilliant? To tell you the truth I talk far too much, but only the credulous are taken in. Will you tell
            me about your novel?'
         

      'Are you interested or being polite?'

      'I'm deeply interested.'

      And she sees that he is. He smiles but it is not patronising or cynical. His eyes, behind his glasses, are very dark, the
            irises abnormally large. As they walk up through the olive trees where goats are foraging in their irrepressible, intelligent
            way, she tells him that it is the story of one young woman watching as her lover is taken from her by a friend.
         

      'Has this happened to you, or is that too direct a question?'

      'They always say write what you know.'

      She is no older than him, but he has seen that life can quickly produce wariness; the blitheness of extreme youth has gone,
            but still she has a kind of directness he finds attractive. At Oxford he soon discovered that he was drawn to these intelligent,
            upper-class girls. She stares down the dry wadi, in the direction of the Dead Sea.
         

      'I am over it now, I think. The book is my therapy.'

      'I met Dr Freud once, a very strange man.'

      'Gosh, you have met everybody. Why is he strange?'

      'Sorry, I tend to blurt things out when I am excited. After five minutes he proclaimed, "I see you are not a snob."

      'Why?'

      'I don't know. Perhaps he has psychic powers. Please tell me more about your book.'

      'I'm finding it very hard to write because I am not sure if the life that interests me will interest other people.'

      'May I read it? Do you have it here?'

      'I've only got a few chapters typed. In my bag. I carry them everywhere. It comforts me.'

      'Will you let me read them?'

      'I would be honoured, actually, if you would.'

      The village, Silwan, is very simple. These Arab villages appear to be slowly falling down, roughly at the same speed as other
            parts of them are being built. A mosque, with a pencil-slim minaret, stands in the middle of the dusty, crumbling houses with
            cool dark interiors. They have tea and coffee in a courtyard served under a cypress tree out of the cold wind. Elizabeth is
            wearing a straw hat, tied around the crown with a huge floppy pink bow: the brim spreads extravagantly on one side and hangs
            over her eyes, so that when she talks to von Gottberg she has to raise her face slightly, which, Mendel sees, is done in a
            consciously provocative way. Both the women have shining waved hair, and their eyes are made up to look wide and expectant.
         

      'Shall we leave them?' Mendel asks.

      'All right. Elizabeth, let's meet up again at the King David for a cocktail. We'll meet you at six or so. Elya is going to
            teach me how to speak everyday Hasmonean.'
         

      'Toodle-oo,' Elizabeth says, and turns back to von Gottberg. They hear his extraordinary laugh suddenly breaking to the surface.

      'In Russia there is a saying that you sometimes feel like the fifth wheel on the wagon,' says Mendel when they are at a distance.

      'Yes, I am afraid my cousin is not happy with Roddy. He is rather earnest and works all the time.'

      'And Axel is providing a little diversion?'

      'Yes. She hopes so anyway. Where shall we go?'

      'Let's walk up through the Jewish cemetery. And then to the Garden of Gethsemane,' he adds.

      'No need to be ecumenical. I'm half Jewish, although I was never brought up with any Jewish faith. Or indeed any faith. When
            you are here, do you long to see where Jesus walked or where Solomon's temple stood, or to climb King David's tower?
         

      'Nothing to do with King David, of course.'

      'Do you see a Jewish homeland?'

      'Yes, I think Jews must have a homeland. We Jews.'

      She rests her hand on his forearm.

      'Elya, can we go back to the hotel now? I have the manuscript and I want you to read it. I won't be able to rest until I hear
            your opinion.'
         

      In the bar of the hotel she orders a Tom Collins.

      'Would you like one?'

      'I've never had one.'

      'You don't know what you are missing.'

      She removes her small hat, which is clinging to the side of her head, and shakes her dark, waved hair, as if expecting clouds
            of dust to emerge, as from a beaten carpet. Her hair is centre-parted, the waves tumbling in an orderly fashion to just above
            her collar. Mendel feels quite drunk after his first deep draught.
         

      'Can you read the manuscript in your room?' she asks.

      'Of course.'

      He feels suddenly bereft, and stands up.

      'Shall I meet you down here?' he asks.

      'Don't be silly. I'm coming too.'

      The lift, one of the earliest in Jerusalem, is piloted by a robed servant, perhaps a Sudanese. A Nubian. Rosamund and he stand
            some way apart; lifts sometimes produce this awkwardness about proximity. His room is on the sixth floor. The operator uses
            a brass handle to bring the lift to rest.
         

      'It's a little cluttered, I'm afraid.'

      In the short time he has been here he has collected pamphlets and maps and books and a Roman head and a small carpet, rolled
            up. After clearing a space they sit in the two padded and studded chairs, which have fanciful Ottoman legs, splayed outwards.
            She pulls the manuscript from her bag.
         

      'Here we are.'

      She stands and goes to the window.

      Outside, the Old City is glowing. The light in Jerusalem has a desert quality, adamantine in the day, but softening and golden
            in the evening.
         

      'God it's a marvellous sight. I'll order from the bar. What would you like? I'm going to have another Tom Collins.'

      'So am I,' says Mendel, giggling. 'When in Rome . . .'

      Once he has started to read, he looks up only to smile until a waiter in a white uniform with a red sash over his shoulder
            appears.
         

      'Wonderful,' says Mendel, but she doesn't know if he is talking about his second Tom Collins, which he drains excitedly, or
            her novel.
         

      'Do you mind if I have a shower? I'm dusty.'

      'No please, go right ahead. This is very, very good, moving, this opening scene of the break-up. You are a marvellous writer.'

      He can hear the shower — the showerhead is enormous, as big as a French sunflower drooping at sunset. The sound of the water
            on the marble, by way of her body, distracts him. She is in his bathroom, just through there, naked.
         

      She comes out in a bathrobe with a white towel around her head.

      'Elya, I wonder, are you the sort of man who needs a woman to ask him a direct question? I think you are, so let me ask it:
            would you like to make love to me?'
         

      At twenty-four, he is finally naked with a woman. Their lovemaking is not awkward, as he had feared his first sexual experience
            would be. She anticipates his uncertainties.
         

      'Oh Elya, you are so beautiful.'

      He knows he is not beautiful, but he finds her tone and the way she speaks to him intoxicatingly strange, as though she is
            from another place, one where he has never been, one which has its own language. He finds as they make love that he has passed
            through into a world that was always there, but behind a screen, indicated to him only by rodent scratching or the calls of
            small, unseen nocturnal animals.
         

      When he comes, far too quickly of course, he weeps with joy as she breathes Tom Collins into his ear.

      'You probably thought I was providing cover for Elizabeth.'

      And the idea that she has set out to seduce him makes him feel doubly esteemed. They lie in bed and eat green-and-mother-of-pearl
            pistachios as the softening sun leaves the ancient walls in shadow, but lingeringly embraces the Dome of the Rock, the Mosque
            of Omar, like a favourite child before sleep.
         

      He wonders if she feels the same sense of being blessed as he has next to her. She can't, but still he feels that he has never
            been happier and that this moment has somehow resolved — perhaps as Axel's thesis and antithesis is resolved — many of the
            contradictions in his life.
         

      'Now read on, Elya.'

      
        He reads aloud now and she is thrilled by his understanding and his extraordinary, liquid, exotic cadences, which make her
               book seem more human, richer, than she could have hoped. He reads, thrilled by the feel of her thigh against his. He worries
               that he is too plump or too hairy, but he soon loses himself in the book. She has an extraordinary, comic grasp of social
               relations and tensions, as well as a sardonic wit. The heroine, Claudia, has a bold approach to life: It's not only our fate, but our duty to lose our innocence.

      

      'Do you believe that?' Mendel asks her.

      'I don't think I'm talking about sexual innocence. More that we should not be under any illusions.'

      'As Joseph Butler said, things are what they are. Why should we wish to be deceived?'

      'Exactly. Whoever Joseph Butler is, or was.'

      He knows that they will make love again soon and he feels that he is living in a moment that can never return. He reads:



      
        
          'Do you have feelings Claudia?' Esmond asked.
        

        
          'Of course I have feelings. Do you?'
        

        
          'Yes I do. Of course I do, but they are not important to me. I try to be more decent, more civil than I feel. That is how
                  I get by.'
        



      

      'Do you have feelings, Elya?'

      'I do.'

      'Do you have feelings for me?'

      'That's a strange question under the circumstances.'

      'You wept, but perhaps you wept because you had lost your innocence. We hanker after innocence.'

      He puts the book down and turns to look at her. He is still wearing his glasses, which he fears loom rather large now that
            he is naked.
         

      'I have the most extraordinary feelings for you. Quite astonishing, even frightening. I feel blessed.'

      He can't get over the fact that he is lying next to this young woman, that her breasts are now touching his chest, that he
            met her only yesterday, that she says he is beautiful.
         

      'Were you very hurt?' he asks.

      'I was terribly hurt. Rationally I knew he was highly unsuitable, but that didn't stop me loving him. Do you think women sometimes
            embrace hurt?'
         

      'I don't know enough about women, to tell the truth. So far I've always been considered rather safe in a taxi.'

      'No longer, Elya. Those days are behind you.'

      She slides on top of him: it is almost unbearably sensual to feel her body on his. She sits up, astride him. She utters tiny
            shrieks and her eyes seem to cloud over. He feels exalted although he has a nagging sense that his life and his emotions have
            been too quickly and easily subverted.
         

      
        Down in the bar they meet Elizabeth and Axel, both a little tight.

      

      'Elya was reading my book. Sorry we're late.'

      Axel is leaning back on his seat, in a lordly way, at his ease.

      'They are cousins, you know,' he says.

      Elya wonders if he imagines that this is drawing them closer. He sees that Elizabeth and Axel and Rosamund are complicit.
            Perhaps they think it is amusing that he should be drawn into this menage. All the things he had never experienced, until
            an hour ago - Rosamund wiping herself with a hotel towel, dressing again with such insouciance, dabbing scent behind her ears
            and hooking up her brassiere deftly and re-attaching her stockings — these things to them are routine. He feels hurt, as if
            he is being patronised, but as he has never been able to strike an attitude for long he soon gives in to this warm, physical
            well-being, while still going over the precious details, both the magical and the practical, of their love-making. At the
            end of the lounge an Egyptian band starts to play 'Happy Feet', and Rosamund immediately jumps up and leads Axel on to the
            dance floor.
         

      'Are your feet happy?' Elizabeth asks him. She looks at him in that over-the-shoulder fashion; her lips are deep red and shiny.

      'Cheering up.'

      'Shall we give it a whirl?'

      'I don't really dance, I must warn you.'

      'Just hop about enthusiastically. That's the secret.'

      The band gives the song a certain Middle Eastern plangency; he doesn't care how foolish he looks as he tries to follow Elizabeth.
            She holds him quite firmly; of course he has danced before, but now he too is in on the secret: dancing is a sort of surrender
            to the sensual, to the clear message that music is life, and life is love and sex and longing, strangely and incomprehensibly
            distilled. And he sees that there are various forms of understanding that are not susceptible to strict logic, but which still
            have very real effects.
         

      
        Rosamund and Axel appear next to them suddenly, and she blows him a kiss. Axel leans over to him, affecting a heavy German
               accent. 'Zeitgeist. Good, nein. 

      

      An army officer cuts in and he finds himself dancing with the officer's wife. She is bright and cheerful, like the small birds
            in cages attached to the walls in the Old City, incessantly flitting and chirping dutifully.
         

      'Lovely girl, Elizabeth. And what do you do?'

      'I teach at Oxford.'

      'Oh gosh, you must be jolly clever.'

      'Not really. I am like a monkey, I learn tricks easily. Are you enjoying living here?'

      'Nobody likes us, not the Arabs and certainly not the Jews, which makes life a little trying.'

      'Yes, I have relatives here who seem to think it's all my fault.'

      Jolly argumentative, aren't they, don't you find? They argue like billy-oh about almost anything.'

      
        'It's an old Jewish tradition. It's the Midrash: life must be constantly examined.'
            

      

      'Gosh, jolly interesting. Actually, I try to keep out of politics. Richard says it's best.'

      'I'm sure he's right.'

      'I know that Hitler is being beastly to the Jews, but Richard thinks that Hitler is right about the communists. They're the
            real problem, he says.'
         

      Later the four of them leave the hotel and go off to a house in the Old City and smoke hashish. It's almost dawn when Elizabeth
            and Rosamund leave to go home. Roddy will be waiting. Axel hugs Mendel briefly and says, 'Lovely, lovely girls.'
         

      When Elya lies on his bed again, he can smell Rosamund's perfume faintly and, he imagines, the more mysterious scents of her
            body. He thinks of his mother at home in Hampstead sewing intently as his father reads the newspaper.
         

      
        
          Dear Mama. Tonight I lost my virginity and smoked hashish for the first time.
        

      

      She would be happy: she thinks her own life is too ordered.

      
        And he thinks about what Axel said to him as they inhaled the hashish: I must go back, Elya, dear friend. Please understand.

      

    

  


End of sample
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