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Introduction: At the Door

An earlier book of walks ended at a door it chose not to open.

That book was called Koinonia, and what it found, over many mornings and against considerable resistance from one of its walkers, can be said in a few lines here, because this book will earn it again from the beginning and a reader who starts at this door will lack nothing. It found that beneath every shared world, beneath every culture, creed, language, and institution, there lies something much thinner and much harder than any of them: the bare fact that persons can address one another and can be held to answer for what they say and do. It called that fact the floor, to keep it distinct from everything richer, and it drew from it one law, which the present book inherits the way one inherits a tool worn to the shape of an older hand: the field constitutes, and only persons answer. We are made through and through by commons we did not choose. Nothing we are made by ever takes our place when the answering comes due.

The door that book left shut is the obvious one, and both walkers knew it was there, and both had reasons to leave it alone for a while. Beneath the floor, what? Every age has had its answer ready: nature, the gods, the order of things, the certain self, the march of history. Some ground, in every case; some deepest thing that holds the rest up and does not itself need holding. The present book opens the door, and its title tells you honestly what was found on the other side, so there is no use being coy about it here. Beneath the floor there is no ground. There never was one. The two words on the cover are a finding, not a mood, and the difference between those two things is the whole book.

I will say nothing here about what follows from the finding. That is the walk, and it cannot be summarised without being lost, for reasons the next few pages will make plain. I will only post the one notice a reader deserves at a door like this: the book you are holding was not written in despair, and does not end where its title seems to point. Whether the place it does end is real is not mine to promise. It is yours to see, or not, and the whole method of the book hangs on that difference, so let me now say what the method is.

This is a book of figures, not of proofs. Two old friends walk, in a harbour town in the south and in some other places the years take them, and they look at things: a fenced excavation, a market quarrel, a museum case, a cemetery notice board, an evening street. Everything the book claims, it attempts to show, and everything it attempts to show is the kind of thing anyone can see, in some form, in some town of their own. Nothing rests on erudition, on authority, or on trust in me. Where a figure fails to show what is claimed of it, the claim fails with it, and is owed no afterlife.

For the same reason, no thinker is named in the body of this book. This is not disrespect, and it is not a disguise for debts, which are heavy, and which are paid, by name and as debts, in the pages after the walks end; the reader who wants the names will find a section called Debts at the back, written in plain prose, and is asked to trust until then that the silence is discipline and not theft. The discipline has a simple reason. A figure propped by a credential is no longer doing its work. If the trench convinces, it must convince as a trench. If it does not, no name in the world should be allowed to rescue it, and I have tried to build nothing in these pages that a name would be needed to rescue.

Each walk ends with a short passage in italics, in which the results of the day are named once, plainly, after the seeing and never before it. These are resting points, and a ledger, and a courtesy to the reader who wants to check what a chapter believes it has earned. A reader in a hurry will discover that the italics can be read on their own, and will thereby come to own the conclusions of arguments he has not had, a form of inheritance this book has quite a lot to say about, none of it encouraging.

Mostly the book is dialogue. Now and then it rests, and gathers what the figures have shown into a few pages of plain consolidation, without scenery. And it should be said once, here, so that no one mistakes it for an oversight: the book’s materials are humble on purpose. Markets, boatyards, graves, feasts, lamps, figs. A philosophy that needed grander evidence than an ordinary town affords would already have failed the examination this book means to sit, and the reader who finds the material beneath the questions has understood the wager of the whole undertaking. So let me state the wager exactly, because it is the book’s honesty, and I would rather post it at the door than have it discovered later and mistaken for a trick.

A proof, if it is sound, survives your disagreement; that is what proofs are for, and it is their kind of strength. This book has none of that strength, by its own choice. A showing has no existence beyond its readers’ seeing. If you go where a figure points, to the fence, the stall, the case, the notice board, and you look with patience and good faith and see nothing, then the book has no further claim on you of any kind. There is no bad faith for me to allege, no deeper blindness to diagnose in you, no tribunal that will one day find for me. The book simply dies, for you, entirely, and you owe it nothing further, not even regret. I have written, knowingly, the only kind of book that its own audience can kill. This exposure is not modesty and it is not rhetoric. It is the book’s central principle applied to itself, in advance, at the door: I can build an occasion of seeing. Only you answer for what is seen. Nothing above either of us will break the tie, because, as the title says, there is nothing above either of us, and the whole of what follows is an attempt to discover what two honest people can still owe each other in exactly that weather.

One more discipline, and then the practical matters. Nothing in this book is new, and the book would be refuting itself if it were. Its claims are as old as funerals and figs. Where a phrase is coined, it names a thing that was already there, the way one names an animal that has been in the yard all along; where a thought seems fresh, it is the arrangement that is fresh, and arrangement is the only thing here I will answer for as mine. The rest was handed to me, by the living and the dead, by teachers I sat with and writers I never met and languages I did not make, and the accounting of all that is in the Debts, but the principle belongs at the door: the author of a book like this owns nothing of what shines in it, and everything of the showing, including every place where the pointing hand blocks the view.

The practical matters are these. The island is real, and is named: the walks cross Cyprus, and the towns are the towns, and the fence, the walls, the crossings, and the notice boards may all be visited, and I hope they will be. The persons are not real. The two walkers are figures, and the people they meet are invented, or composed until no one living stands behind them; the reader from these towns is asked not to go looking, and may be assured that whatever was borrowed from life is only what life everywhere contains. And the island’s hardest places, which the walks do not avoid, are entered in these pages as a guest enters, indebted to both houses, convinced that where this island has been most wounded is also where it teaches most gently, and that a book about what holds people together had no business being written anywhere else.

Read the walks in order; the later ones spend what the earlier ones earn. Read them slowly, if the book deserves it of you; it was written at walking pace, and I have noticed that it resists any other. And when it is finished, it is meant to be portable. Every town has these walks. Your own town stands on a town, somewhere; it has a market where obligation runs along the stalls without anyone fetching it from above; it has a hill of kept and unkept stones, a street the evening walks for no destination, a door with a chronicle on its lintel. The figures in this book are not this island’s property, and the book will have succeeded, by the only measure it accepts, on the morning a reader looks up from it in some entirely different country and recognises, out his own window, the walk he is being invited to take.

The gate is at a fence in Larnaca, and it is open, and the morning is good.


Movement I — Larnaca


1. The Excavation

They had not walked together in six years. There had been letters, and then fewer letters, in the way of men who trust a friendship enough to neglect it. Now Guglielmo lived in a town on a southern coast, and Fridrik had come down to see him, and they met in the morning by the harbour without ceremony, as if the last walk had ended the evening before.

“You’re greyer,” said Fridrik.

“You’re slower,” said Guglielmo. “We match.”

They took the street that runs inland from the water. It was early enough that the cafés were still setting out their chairs, and the oleanders had been watered, and the town smelled of salt and dust and coffee. Fridrik talked about his journey and Guglielmo let him. It is one of the offices of an old friendship that a man may say unimportant things for half an hour and be listened to as if they mattered, because the listening is not about the things.

Then the street opened, and Fridrik stopped.

In the middle of the town, where by rights there should have been a square, there was a hole. It was perhaps sixty metres long, fenced with wire mesh, and it went down. Not far, at first glance. Then the eye adjusted and found the depth in stages, the way the ear finds the parts in music: below the asphalt lip, courses of pale fitted stone, broad and level as paving; beyond them, lower, walls meeting walls in a plan too large to read from any one standing place, room opening off room with the thresholds still set; against the far side, heavier blocks in longer courses, a rampart’s weight of them, and a rebuilt platform whose slabs did not quite agree with one another, older stones reset in a newer order; here and there, in the cut faces, a dark lens like a smudged line under a sentence; and at the bottom, in the deepest trench, earth. Brown, packed, unremarkable earth, with a ranging rod lying across it and a bucket.

“What was here?” Fridrik asked.

“Everything, at one time or another,” said Guglielmo. “Kition. The old city — one of its openings; the town is stitched over several of them. They’ve been digging here for longer than we’ve known each other. I live just there.” He nodded at a balcony above the fence, where washing hung. “I have my coffee over three thousand years.”

Fridrik put his hands on the wire and looked for a long time.

“Explain the layers to me,” he said. “No — wait. Let me spend my ignorance first, while it’s worth something. The pale slabs: a church floor, I’d have said. Some chapel with the pews taken out.”

“Everyone reads them so, and everyone is wrong by two thousand years. Temple. Ashlar, cut soft and laid level and weathered pale. And the heavier courses behind them, that you would swear were the same work — city wall. The temples were built against the rampart, out of the same stone, and from this fence not even the diggers could tell you at a glance where the goddess’s house ends and the town’s defence begins. I have stood at this fence more mornings than I can count and I still read wall for temple on the cloudy ones.”

“Whose temple?”

“The Phoenicians kept it last, and kept it for Astarte — the great goddess; a broken pot from the courtyard says her name, which is more than any older floor will say. Because it was a temple long before the Phoenicians beached here. They built her house on and out of a sanctuary already old — the same walls, trimmed and reset. Five temples, the plans say, and workshops wedged between the holy walls and the rampart: they worked copper against the temple’s north wall, under the goddess’s window, and the smoke was part of the rent. And that platform, there, where the slabs disagree —” he pointed “— is the one piece of the story your naked eye can have. An earthquake dropped it, and they rebuilt it out of its own wreckage, and some of the blocks they reset have ships scratched into them — keels, rigging, drawn by men leaning against a finished wall. The drawings went back in sideways and upside down. A wall becomes a quarry, a quarry becomes a wall. Nobody here ever stood on anything that was not already somebody’s ruin.”

“And the dark line in the cut — like a sentence someone underlined?”

“A hearth, mostly. It burned and was refloored, and burned and was refloored, ash and clay and ash and clay, for two hundred years of renewals. There are burnt seasons in this ground, more than one — a fire the diggers put around seven hundred, a hard destruction two or three centuries before that, the earthquake between — but not the thing you may have read about, the single great ash sealing a whole world at one stroke. Not here. Here it is many small endings, generations apart, each one built straight back over. This place would not stay dead. That is its entire biography.”

“You say the layers as if you were reading a page.”

“Because I am, and you should know it. You are not looking down a shaft through six cities, one pressed under the next like plates. You are looking mostly across: walls in plan, rooms off rooms, one sanctuary’s several lifetimes spread out flat. The stacking is real — floor over floor over floor; the diggers count them like tree rings — but it is read, out of sections and sherds and forty years of drawings, checked against stone at a thousand points. Stand here innocent and the eye gives you a field of walls. I am handing you the vertical the way it was handed to me: as a reading. Not less true for that. But know which of your organs is doing the seeing.”

“You said it would not stay dead. Not once? Three thousand years is a long time never to stop.”

“Once, the books gave it a death. A hundred and fifty years of silence around the year one thousand before the carpenter — an abandonment, the harbour silting shut, the whole quarter down for six generations. It stood in the reports for half a lifetime; I read it there myself. Then two ceramicists re-read the potsherds and the silence closed: the type of pot whose absence was the silence may never have been a type at all, and the town’s one death may be a fault line in a catalogue. They are still quarrelling. Understand what kind of fact that is, Fridrik: whether this city ever died is at present a property of a typology. You keep archives. I thought you should see, on the first morning, what the ground under a fact looks like.”

“That,” said Fridrik slowly, “is either the best or the worst thing you have ever told me, and I will need the week to decide which.”

“And at the bottom of the reading?”

“The trench. Earth.”

“And below the earth?”

“More earth. Then they stop.”

“Why do they stop?”

“Because nothing of ours comes up anymore. The lowest floor here is thirteen centuries before the carpenter, and beneath it the earth gave up no earlier human trace. The old reports wrote sterile on the sections — virgin soil — and the honest ones have stopped writing it, because a shovel proves an absence of finds, not an absence of feet. Mind the wording, then: not, no one ever stood there; only, whoever stood there left nothing that keeps. The bottom of the trench is not the bottom of anything. It is only where dwelling stops leaving evidence of itself.”

Fridrik was quiet for a while. A cat walked along the top of the far fence, dropped into the excavation without hesitation, and picked its way across the temple floor as across any floor.

“I came here expecting a square,” Fridrik said at last, “and I confess the hole disturbs me more than it should. Let me say why, and you’ll tell me if I’m being foolish. When I stand in a street, I stand on the ground. That’s not something I think; it’s underneath what I think. And this hole is showing me that what I would have called the ground, here, is a street over a temple over an earlier temple over the shadow of a rampart over — earth that is only called earliest because the diggers got tired.”

“They didn’t get tired. There was nothing further.”

“That’s worse. I wanted them to be tired.” He laughed a little, without much pleasure. “Here is my question, then, and it is a child’s question, so answer it like a child’s question. Where is the ground?”

“Which ground do you want?”

“The one everything else rests on.”

“The Phoenician floor rested on the Bronze Age floor — the same stones, trimmed and reset. That floor rested on an earlier one, and the lowest rested on the earth of its day, which as you now see was not the beginning of anything, only the surface of its day. Every layer you’re looking at was, for the people who walked on it, the ground. None of them was the ground you’re asking for.”

“Then go below the layers. The earth itself.”

“The earth of the trench rests on deeper earth. The deeper earth rests on rock, they tell me, and the rock on hotter rock, and so on down to whatever the books say this decade. I don’t dispute any of it. But notice what you’re doing. Each time I hand you a rester, you ask what it rests on. You are not asking for a deep thing. You are asking for a thing of a special kind: a rester that doesn’t rest. And the trench cannot show you one, and neither can the books, because each thing they reach is reached as a thing, and a thing has an under.”

“So the ground is missing.”

“Careful. Missing is what ought to be there and isn’t. The tenth stair is missing if the staircase was built with ten and one was taken out. Was the world built with a ground and did someone take it out?”

“You’re playing with me.”

“A little. But answer.”

Fridrik watched the cat, which had found a warm slab and folded itself onto it.

“No,” he said slowly. “If I’m honest, no one ever showed me the ground. I have never once stood on it. I have stood on floors, streets, decks, fields. The ground — the one I mean — I have never seen it, touched it, or been shown it by anyone else. I have only ever demanded it.”

“Then let us at least describe your demand honestly. It is not a report of something lost. It is a requirement you bring with you, that beneath the resting there be a rester of the special kind. The trench doesn’t refuse your demand. The trench simply has nothing to do with it. Shovels reach things, and your demand is not for a thing.”

“Say I grant this. Say I grant that the ground, in my sense, has never been anything but the demand for it.” Fridrik turned from the fence and faced him, and his voice changed; the play went out of it. “Then everything floats, Guglielmo. If the last layer isn’t held, no layer is held. You have quietly made the whole town fall, and the two of us with it, and you stand there looking pleased.”

“Look at the town.”

“I am looking at it.”

“Has it fallen?”

The chairs were out at the cafés now. A waiter was wiping the tables with the sort of thoroughness that is habit rather than zeal. Somewhere above them a woman was arguing amiably with someone inside an apartment. The washing on Guglielmo’s balcony moved a little in the wind off the sea.

“That’s rhetoric,” said Fridrik. “The town stands. I can see that it stands. My point is that on your account it has no right to.”

“No. Your point is better than that, and I want you to keep it, because we will need it for a long time. Your point is: I believed something was doing an office. The office of holding-up-from-beneath, performed by the ground. You have shown me that nothing performs this office. Very well: then either the town needs no such office, or something else has been doing the holding all along, under a different description. Which is it? Don’t answer from your vertigo. Answer from the trench.”

Fridrik turned back to the wire. He was silent for a long time, and when he spoke he spoke slowly, like a man reading something at a distance.

“The trench is tidy,” he said.

“Go on.”

“The edges are cut clean and there is plastic sheeting rolled at the top, for rain, I suppose. The walls have little numbered labels beside them. There’s a hut at the far end and a man in it. There was a bucket and a rod laid at the bottom, not dropped, laid. Someone sweeps in there. This hole is older than our friendship — the diggers first cut it a lifetime ago, and the digging came in seasons, and the seasons ended before either of us was grey, and the writing-up has outlived some of the men who dug — and it looks like it was opened gently yesterday.”

“And the temple floor?”

“What of it?”

“It served a thousand years, give or take. Do you suppose it lasted a thousand years?”

“Evidently it did.”

“It didn’t last a single winter. Water gets under slabs in one winter. It was relaid, relevelled, patched, swept, drained, roofed and reroofed, by people whose names no one wrote down, for a thousand years — that is not my rhetoric; it is the count of its floors, ring under ring — and then that stopped, and then it was a layer. The same for the workshops and the same for the rampart and the same for the street you are standing on, which the town repaved the year before last. Nothing here has ever once held itself up. You asked what has been doing the holding. You are looking at it. It is being done in that hut, and it was being done on every floor in this hole while each floor was still a ground.”

“You’re telling me the town stands because it is kept.”

“I’m telling you nothing. The trench is telling you. I only asked you to read it.”

Fridrik took this in the way he took all large things, by finding a smaller thing to resist.

“The keeping stands on something too,” he said. “The watchman stands on the ground when he sweeps.”

“He stands on a floor that other keeping keeps. You won’t get beneath it that way. Keeping doesn’t rest on a ground; keeping is what there is instead of the office you invented. Down, down, down, you wanted to go, and the answer was never down.”

The sun had come around and the excavation had lost its morning flatness; the layers threw thin shadows now and could be told apart at a glance. Fridrik looked at the deep fitted courses of the temple platform, and then at the street’s asphalt edge where the fence met it, and something in his face changed.

“May I say something strange?” he said.

“Those are the only things worth saying before lunch.”

“Standing here, I feel the street differently than I did an hour ago. An hour ago the street was simply the top of the world. Now it feels like a lid. There are graves down there — don’t tell me there aren’t.”

“Not in this hole. This hole is temples; the dead kept their own quarters. But under the town — everywhere. Two streets from my barber the sewer men put an excavator through the roof of a tomb; the works stopped, the archaeologists came, the tomb was emptied and drawn and filled with clean sand, and the road was paved back over it, and the buses run across it now on schedule. The chests came up out of this town’s ground for so many years, in such numbers — larnakes, the old word, a coffin-box — that the town may have taken its name from them. Larnaca. On that old account, you are standing in a city called Sarcophagus, Fridrik, and it is a cheerful place, and both of those facts are true at once, and hold that too.”

“And the small ones?” It was not clear he had meant to ask it.

“The small ones were not given graves at all, in the deep town. A child dead in its first days went into a jar, and the jar went under the house floor, or in against the city wall — the inner face, at the foot of the rampart, where the stone is thickest. That wall.” He nodded at the heavy courses across the excavation. “At the sister site by the museum they found one under a floor: a jar, and in the jar what a jar that size holds. The town has always kept its smallest dead closest to whatever it trusted most. Walk past a rampart in this country and know what else it was for.”

Fridrik looked at the wall for a while and did not say anything about it.

“So the town is drinking its coffee on the roof of its dead — not around this hole; everywhere. And the strange thing I want to say is this: the surface suddenly looks made. Not the buildings; I always knew the buildings were made. The surface itself. The pavement, the oleanders, the whole sweet upper face of the place, arranged over the deep like a garment over something that couldn’t be looked at otherwise. And everyone is on the garment, all day, every day, and the garment is so well woven that until you cut a window in it, like this one, no one remembers what it’s drawn over.”

“Who wove it?”

“Everyone. No one. The people who paved and planted and built. It’s rewoven constantly; you said so yourself, the street is two years old.” He stopped. “That’s what disturbed me, then. Not the depth. The discovery that the top is a fabric. I wanted the surface to be the outside of a solid. It is the outside of nothing. It is a woven thing with the deep beneath it, and the deep is where everyone who wove it went.”

Guglielmo said nothing for a moment. Then: “Keep that. Don’t polish it, just keep it. You have seen today the two things this whole book of walks will be about, and you have seen them, which is worth more than being told them. But now say the thing you have been circling since you called yourself foolish. Because the trench didn’t put that unease in you. You brought it, the way you brought the demand.”

Fridrik smiled, caught.

“You know me too well. Yes. Here it is.” He gathered himself. “I can live with the stones. Truly. If the stones need no foundation, if masonry is keeping all the way down, so be it; I will find it beautiful by Thursday. But it was never the stones I wanted grounded. It was this.” He moved a hand back and forth between the two of them, and then out, at the waiter, at the arguing woman, at the town. “What is between us. What is between any of them. I always supposed that under the bond there was a ground: call it nature, call it an order of things, call it a decree from somewhere, I kept the account vague because it was doing its work best when vague. Something that holds men to each other whether or not they feel like being held. Now you stand there, pleased with your trench, and you take it away. And if nothing grounds what is between us, Guglielmo, then it is arbitrary. Then it holds only while it happens to hold. Then nothing holds me to you on the day I tire of you, and nothing held any of them, ever, and everything I have loved between people was hanging over your trench the whole time and I was not told.”

He was not playing now at all.

Guglielmo took his time.

“I won’t answer that today,” he said. “It’s the question, and it deserves better than an afternoon. But before we eat, I’ll point at one thing, and you tell me if I’m pointing honestly. Six years, Fridrik. No letters worth the name for the last two. No decree required you to get on that boat, no nature compelled me to the harbour this morning, and if there is an order of things it has never once written to either of us. By your account just now, what is between us should have quietly fallen into the trench years ago, having nothing under it. This morning we met and it was as if we had walked yesterday. You said so on the pier.”

“I did.”

“Then observe, only observe: it held. Not because it rested on something. Nothing you can name was beneath it, and you have just been shown you cannot even name a beneath. It held the way the temple floor held. Somebody relaid it, winter after winter, without being required to. Two somebodies.” He shrugged, almost apologetic. “You want to know what holds the bond up if there is no ground. Perhaps begin by suspecting the words. You have seen this morning that holding up was never done from below, not even for floors. Why did you assume it must be done from below for friends?”

Fridrik looked down into the excavation again: at the tidy trench, at the labels, at the platform of reset slabs with its ships lying sideways in the courses, at the earth at the bottom that was only earth.

“Tomorrow,” he said, “we walk early, and you will not be allowed to change the subject.”

“Same hour, then?”

“Same hour.”

“If we take it up,” said Guglielmo, “it will be the same hour.”

In the evening the watchman came out of his hut and lit the lamp that hangs over the deep end of the trench, as he does every evening, so that no one falls in the dark into the town below the town.



After the seeing, the result named once. The demand for a ground meets nothing, in the earth or in the argument: each rester rests, and the rester of the special kind, the one that would not rest, has never been stood on, touched, or shown; it exists only as the demand for it, and the demand is not a discovery but a habit brought to the world. What stands has never once stood by such an office: floor after floor, the standing was keeping, done by hands, renewed against every winter, and it did not stop being keeping when the keepers’ names were lost. The upper face of the world is woven, daily, over a deep in which the weavers themselves are buried in their turn. And the bond between persons, for whose sake the ground was demanded in the first place, has never yet been seen to rest on one, and has been observed, at least once, to hold. Whether its groundlessness is its ruin or its freedom is the question of this book. Call what the trench showed, provisionally and without sorrow, the no-ground: not a missing ground, since nothing owed us one, but the absence of the office, and the beginning of an inheritance.


2. The Alibi

Fridrik was at the harbour before the agreed hour, which was his way of continuing an argument. When Guglielmo arrived he found him pacing the pier with his hands behind his back, rehearsing something.

“You slept badly,” said Guglielmo.

“I slept excellently. I woke at four and worked.” He fell in beside his friend and they took the long way, past the boats. “I have conceded you the stones. I concede the floors, the layers, the whole town; let it all be keeping, I’ll never look at pavement the same way again and I suppose I should thank you. But in the night I understood why none of that touches my real question, and I ask you to hear the whole position before you start pointing at things.”

“Agreed.”

“Yesterday I asked what holds the bond up, and you mocked the direction of my question. Holding up, from below, as if a friendship were masonry. Very well: I withdraw the masonry. Here is the question without it.” He stopped walking, which he always did at the important places, as though thought and motion drew on the same account. “When you fail me, Guglielmo — and you have, and I you, this is forty years we’re speaking of — something happens that is not merely my disappointment. I don’t just feel injured, the way I’d feel cold in a draught. I hold it against you. And in holding it against you I appeal, past your preferences and past mine, to something neither of us legislated. You ought not to have done it. Not: I wish you hadn’t. Ought. Now, an ought that neither party issued must come from beyond both parties. Call it what you like — an order, a law, a nature. I no longer picture it under our feet. I picture it above our heads. And my night’s conclusion is this: your trench can’t touch it, because no one ever claimed the ought was buried. It was always above. You’ve excavated downward and declared victory over a thing that lives in the other direction.”

Guglielmo walked on a few steps, considering.

“That’s the best you’ve ever put it,” he said. “Overnight the ground has moved from under our feet to over our heads. Same office, new address. I won’t argue with the position.”

“You won’t?”

“No. I’ll propose something better. You say the ought lives above and comes down into our dealings. If that’s true, we should be able to watch it come down. People deal with each other all morning in this town. Let’s go and observe when the above actually enters what they say. Not what philosophers say people say. What people say.”

“Observe. Your favourite trick.”

“It’s the only trick. Come, the market is at its best before nine.”

The market ran along two narrow streets behind the church, under awnings that turned the light the colour of the fruit. They found a place to stand near a stall heaped with figs and flat peaches, kept by a broad old man who was arguing with a customer, a woman of about his age, in the manner of people who have argued daily for decades.

“Listen,” said Guglielmo.

The argument was about weight. The woman held that last week’s kilo had been light. The seller held that his scale was honest and his heart broken by the accusation. It went several rounds, with theatre on both sides, and settled in the way such things settle: he added two figs to the bag without comment, and she paid without counting her change.

“Now tell me what you heard,” said Guglielmo. “She accused him. That’s your ought at work, isn’t it? He ought not to short-weigh her. Where did she send the appeal? Did she call anything down from above?”

Fridrik reviewed it. “No. She said — what was it — after thirty years, Stavros. To me you do this. That was the whole indictment.”

“After thirty years. To me. And his defence was the same court: have I ever, he said, have I once. Neither of them reached past the other. The whole tribunal sat between the two of them: what they’ve been to each other, what each is owed within that, what it would mean, between these two, for a kilo to come up light. The ought was there, you’re right, and it had teeth; you saw him pay the fine, two figs. But it never came down from anywhere. It ran along the bond itself, from face to face.”

“One pair of old hagglers.”

“Then we keep listening.”

They kept listening. It was a good market for it. A boy was sent back down the street to return an overpayment his mother had spotted in the change, and what she said to him was: we don’t do that — no order of the cosmos, just a we, small and absolutely binding. Two fishermen divided a mixed catch at the edge of the quay with an economy of grunts, and when one pushed the better box towards the other, what he said was: your engine, this month — the ought riding on what each knew of the other’s troubles. A café owner extended credit with a shrug that had whole years of a man’s reliability priced into it. Obligation was everywhere, Fridrik had to admit; the morning was thick with it; men and women bound and released each other in every exchange. And nothing came down from above. Every appeal ran sideways, along the relation, in the second person: you know me, have I ever, after thirty years, we don’t do that.

“It proves less than you think,” Fridrik said, but he said it slowly. “These are the easy cases. The bond is warm and the stakes are figs. The above isn’t needed while the between is healthy. It’s needed at the breach — when someone wants out, when the warm appeals fail. That’s when men reach higher.”

“Good,” said Guglielmo. “Then let’s find you a breach.”

They found it, as one always can, at a window. Behind the market, in the street of offices, there was a shipping agency, and at its counter a young woman was pleading about papers. Her situation emerged in fragments through the glass door: a document from one authority that the other authority would not recognise, a date that had lapsed while she gathered what the first date required. Behind the counter a man neither cruel nor kind was performing the motions of regret.

“It’s not me, signora,” they heard him say. “If it were up to me. But the regulation is clear. My hands are tied. That’s how the system works; I don’t make the rules.”

The woman said something they couldn’t hear.

“I understand,” said the man, “but there’s nothing I can do. It’s not me.”

They walked on before the end of it, because the end of it was already audible in the middle.

“There,” said Guglielmo quietly. “You wanted to see the above enter. It entered. Tell me the moment.”

Fridrik didn’t answer at once. When he did, his voice had the flatness of a man reading off an instrument whose reading he dislikes.

“It entered when he wanted to stop answering her.”

“Say it all.”

“The whole morning, wherever a bond was being held — the figs, the boy with the change, the fishermen — nobody so much as glanced upward. The appeals ran along the between, and they bound, hard. The first time anyone summoned the above — the regulation, the system, the rules I don’t make — was that man at that counter, and he summoned it exactly at the moment of refusing her, and its entire work in his mouth was to make the refusal not his. It’s not me, he kept saying. It’s not me. He called the above down not to hold an obligation up but to lower himself out of one.” He stopped in the street. “Guglielmo. The ground is where people go to stop answering.”

“You found it. I didn’t tell you.”

“Give me the objection, then, because I can feel it and I’d rather say it myself than have you enjoy saying it.” He gathered it. “Abuse doesn’t abolish use. The clerk hides behind the regulation; perhaps the regulation is real all the same. Rules do bind. There are documents, dates, authorities; the woman herself was trying to comply with them, which is a kind of tribute. You can’t get from ‘the above is invoked by cowards’ to ‘there is no above.’”

“No, you can’t, and I won’t. So look once more, closely, at what the regulation would be like if it bound cleanly. Suppose the same man had said: signora, the rule requires me to refuse you, and I am going to refuse you, and I think in your case the rule works an injustice, and here is the name of the office that can override me, and here is what I would write if I were you, and I am sorry that it falls to me. Is the rule any less a rule in that mouth?”

“More of one, if anything.”

“More of one. The refusal still happens; the date is still lapsed; the binding force loses nothing. What’s gone is only the vanishing. In the first mouth the man disappears behind the rule and the rule is made to do the answering, which it cannot do; rules have never answered anyone; try putting a question to one. In the second mouth the man stays at the counter, inside the refusal, answerable for his part of it, and the rule is simply what he answers with. So run the subtraction, Fridrik, it’s your method from the trench. Take the above away entirely — as a separate binding power, over our heads, issuing oughts of its own. What do you lose from the second mouth?”

Fridrik ran it. “Nothing. Everything that mouth does is done between the man and the woman. The rule figures in it as — as something like the fishermen’s arrangement, grown old and written down. A kept agreement, kept so long and by so many that no one alive remembers keeping it into existence.”

“We’ll walk to that another day; you’ve just seen further than today needs. Now take the above away from the first mouth. What does it lose?”

“Everything. The first mouth is nothing but the above. Take away ‘it’s not me, it’s the system,’ and what remains is: I refuse you, signora — and he would have to stand in that, and he’d rather die. The above was doing all the work, and all the work it was doing was hiding him.” He looked back down the street towards the agency, though it was out of sight. “So when the ground goes into your trench, the bonds don’t follow it down. The bonds never used it. What falls is the hiding place.”

They came out at the top of the market street. The morning had filled; the awnings were bright and loud.

“Now I’ll answer yesterday’s question,” said Guglielmo, “as much of it as can be answered by subtraction. You said: if nothing grounds what is between us, then nothing holds you to me on the day you tire of me. Look at what the morning showed. The holding was never done by a ground — not in the warm cases, where nobody consulted one, and not in the cold case either, where it was consulted only as an exit. Bonds are held the way the temple floor was held: by the parties, against every winter, for as long as they hold them. That is the frightening half, and I won’t soften it: no order of things will hold me to you if I let go. Nothing above us underwrites us. There is no insurance and there never was; yesterday you learned the premiums were never being collected.

“But now the other half, and this is why I asked you to come to the market instead of answering you on the pier. When the above goes, it takes nothing from the bond — and it takes everything from the exits. Every ‘it’s not me’ loses its footing at once. That’s how things are; men are wolves; the rules are the rules; history required it; the system decided — each of those is the clerk’s counter, built larger. If nothing stands over us, then no one can resign in favour of what stands over us. On the day I fail you, Fridrik, there will be nowhere for me to point. It was I who failed you; the office I might have blamed does not exist; the case is heard where it has always really been heard, between the two of us, and I stand in it alone. You called that terrifying yesterday, or you would have. Call it terrifying. But notice what kind of world it makes: one in which the whole weight of what men do to each other lands, without remainder, on the men who do it. You feared the no-ground would loosen every bond. Walk back through the morning: it never touched the bonds. It strips the men. Of exits, not of each other.”

Fridrik was quiet for a long way. They passed the church, and the excavation, where the morning shift was down in the trench with brushes, and the cat from yesterday was asleep on the warm ashlar as on any floor.

“Years ago,” Fridrik said finally, “on the old walks, we found a law and you made me say it aloud until I stopped resisting it. The field constitutes; only persons answer. I resisted it because I heard it as a demotion — of the field, of everything large and old that makes us. This morning we came at the same law from the other side, and I heard something in it I didn’t hear then. Only persons answer — I took that for a limit, almost a poverty. It’s the whole dignity. There is nothing above us to do our answering for us. There never was. Every answer ever given was given by someone.”

“And every refusal.”

“And every refusal.” He took a breath. “You said the bond is held the way the floor was held. Then I have a question for tomorrow, and it’s not a child’s question. Floors outlive their keepers. The temple floor was kept by forty generations, and the keeping passed from hand to hand, and the hands are all down in your trench now, and yet something reached us. If bonds are kept and not grounded, what is it that passes from hand to hand? What did the dead hand us, if it wasn’t a ground?”

“Tomorrow, then.”

“Same hour.”

“If we take it up.”

At the fig stall, as they passed, the broad old man was setting aside a paper bag for the woman of the thirty years, because he had promised her the first of the black figs, and it was the day, and she had not yet come.



After the seeing, the result named once. Obligation, watched in the act, lives entirely in the facing: its appeals run along the bond, in the second person, and bind there with full force; nothing was ever observed to come down. The above enters speech from one direction only — at the breach, in the mouth of the one who is leaving, where its whole work is to make the leaving not his. It is fetched, not stood under; and what it is fetched for is absolution. Therefore the no-ground, carried over from the trench to the bond, subtracts nothing from the holding, which never used a ground, and subtracts everything from the exits, which were made of one. This is the first freedom of the no-ground, and it is a hard freedom: with nothing above us, no one can resign in favour of what stands over us; what men do to each other lands on the men who do it, without remainder. The old law returns from its other side — only persons answer — heard now not as a poverty but as the whole dignity. Call the fetched above by its right name: the alibi. And keep the question the day ended on, for it opens everything ahead: if bonds are kept and not grounded, what passes from hand to hand, and what did the dead hand us, if it was not a ground?


3. The Bequest

The third morning came in grey, with a wind off the water and the first spots of rain, and when they passed the excavation the watchman and a boy were hauling plastic sheeting over the deep end, working fast, saying nothing, in the manner of men who have done a thing together two hundred times. Guglielmo did not point it out and Fridrik did not need him to.

“I tried to answer my own question in the night,” Fridrik said. “You’ll be proud of me: I did it your way. I didn’t reason; I took an inventory. What have the dead actually handed me? So I began with my father, because there the handing was notarised and I could check the list.” He counted on his fingers. “A watch. Certain debts, which surprised no one. A house in the north, which I sold within the year because I couldn’t heat it. That is what the will said, and the will was executed to the letter, and do you know, Guglielmo, standing at your fence in the rain I find that the will contained nothing. Nothing of what I have from him. I have his way of pausing before he answered a question — you’ve suffered it for forty years. I have his trick of reading with a pencil and arguing in the margins. I have a temper I recognise in my worst moments as his, arriving in me like a tenant with old keys. None of it was in the will. And here is what kept me up: none of it could have been. ‘I bequeath to my son my way of pausing before answering’ is not a sentence a notary can execute. Why not? The notary can move a house across the world with a sentence. Why can’t he move a pause?”

“What can the notary move?”

“Things. Sums. Titles. Whatever can be owned, he can reassign.”

“And the pause?”

“Was never owned. My father didn’t have it the way he had the watch. He did it. And now I do it.” He stopped, hearing himself. “It wasn’t transferred to me. I took it up.”

“Hold that, exactly as you said it. Don’t improve it. And come this way, out of the wind; I want to show you where they build the boats.”

The yard was at the far arm of the harbour, past the fuel dock: a gravel apron, a long open shed, a hull up on stocks with its ribs bare, pale wood against the grey sky like something anatomical. Under the shed an old man was working a plank with a long plane, and a young woman, twenty perhaps, was fitting a rib into its notch a few metres away. The rain ticked on the roof. It was warm in there with the smell of shavings.

They stood where the yard tolerates strangers who stand quietly.

The old man finished his plank, sighted along it, and carried it to where the young woman worked. She had the rib seated and was fastening it. He watched her, holding the plank, saying nothing, for perhaps a minute. Then he set the plank down, reached over her shoulder, and moved her hand — not the rib, her hand — a few degrees on the tool. He said something short. She redid the last fastening with her hand at the new angle. He picked up his plank and went back to his bench.

“Tell me what just passed between them,” said Guglielmo.

“He corrected her grip.”

“That’s what happened. What passed?”

Fridrik watched her work, the new angle already dissolving into her ordinary motion, already hers.

“Not the rib,” he said slowly. “The rib was already hers; he never touched it. Not even the grip, exactly, as a fact about this fastening. What passed was — the grip for every fastening she’ll ever make. He gave her a correction she will spend on boats that don’t exist. Boats he will never see. That’s what he’s doing under this roof, isn’t it. He isn’t building that hull. He’s building the builder.”

“Now do the notary’s test on it. Could it be assigned? Suppose he loves her and she is his granddaughter and he wants above everything for her to have the craft. Can he leave it to her?”

“He can leave her the yard. The tools. The moulds up in the rafters there, the patterns lifted off his best hull hanging on the wall. The order book, the good name, the debts, which would surprise no one.” Fridrik smiled briefly. “The craft, no. There is no sentence for it. The craft can only be done in front of her and taken up by her, hand over hand, at the cost of years. If he died tonight, the will could give her everything in this shed and it would give her nothing of what he gave her just now in four seconds.”

“One more mark, then, and it’s the strangest one, so look carefully. When your father’s watch came to you, where was the watch?”

“With me. That’s what coming to me means.”

“And no longer with him. The watch is the ordinary case: what is handed is subtracted from the hand. Now, the correction we just watched. He gave it to her. Has he lost it?”

Fridrik laughed, once, in genuine surprise. “No. He planes no worse for it. He could give it to forty apprentices and keep it whole.” He worked at it. “Because it was never a possession, so the giving isn’t a transfer. She doesn’t receive it; she — enacts it, and now there are two enactments where there was one. What kind of thing is more for being given away?”

“You tell me. You’ve been circling its name since the fence.”

“A possibility.” He said it carefully, like a man setting a plank. “What the dead hand us is possibility. Not things — things go by will, and are subtracted, and can be sold within the year because the heir can’t heat them. What actually comes down is the ability to do what has never yet been done: say new sentences, build unbuilt boats, pause before answering questions my father never heard. Possibility is the only thing that crosses.” He looked at Guglielmo. “That’s why no testament ever contained the real bequest. A testament assigns, and assignment requires possession, and possibility is never possessed, only exercised. So it cannot be assigned to anyone. Which means —” he stopped.

“Say it.”

“It means the real inheritance has no designated heir. Ever. The watch had my name on it. The pause has no name on it. It waits for whoever takes it up. If I hadn’t, no clause anywhere would have been violated. The true bequest is testament-less — not because the dead were careless, but by its nature. Nothing that matters is left to anyone. It is left. Full stop.”

The rain thickened on the roof. The young woman set the next rib alone, and the old man, without looking up from his bench, said one word, and she checked something, and it was evidently right, because nothing more was said.

“Now I’ll make trouble for you,” said Guglielmo, “because you’ve earned it. If possibility just flows down from hand to hand, forever renewable, never subtracted by the giving — then death has been demoted to an inconvenience. The dead live on in what they handed us; you can hear that sentence at any funeral, and it’s usually said to make the coffin lighter. Is that where we’ve arrived? Because if so, we’ve arrived somewhere false, and I’d rather go back out in the rain.”

Fridrik considered it, and his face, which had been bright with the work of the morning, settled.

“No,” he said. “And I know it’s no because of something two doors down from my hotel. There’s a shed there — you’ll know it — green doors, half off its hinges. I looked in yesterday while I was walking off our market. There’s a boat in there under dust, a lovely thing even filthy, and a wall of tools, and moulds like his,” he nodded at the rafters, “and nobody. The café owner told me: the builder died, the son went north, it’s been fifteen years, the town keeps meaning to do something with it.”

“I know the shed. I knew the builder, a little.”

“Then answer me this, because it’s the trouble you just tried to make, standing right there with its green doors open. Every actuality that man owned is intact. Tools, moulds, the boat itself as a full-scale specimen of the art. If possibility lived in things, that shed is possibility’s warehouse and the town is rich. Can anyone build his boats?”

“No one. There was a way he had with the garboard — I’m told; I can’t judge these things — that men came from other islands to study, and studied, and went home unable. It needed his yard and his years. The moulds are up there in his shed like the shells of it.”

“So a possibility died. Not when he died — you said men studied it while he lived and couldn’t carry it; it was already only barely holdable. It died at some point after, quietly, when the last hands that might have taken it up turned to other work. And notice, Guglielmo — you wanted trouble, here is the trouble — that death had no funeral. The man’s death had bells, a procession, the whole town; the café owner still speaks of it. The second death, the death of what he could do, arrived later, dateless, and no one stood in the rain for it, because there was no day on which it happened and nothing to bury. The things were all still there. The things are the last to know.”

Guglielmo was quiet for a moment, out of respect for how far his friend had gone alone.

“Then we can say the whole of it,” he said, “and the rain can have us. The dead do not hand us a ground; they never had one to hand — what they had is what these two have,” and he tipped his head towards the shed, the old man and the young woman working in their pool of lamplight against the grey, “kept bonds and exercised abilities, held for a lifetime and then held out. What crosses from them to us is possibility, and only possibility: it goes without testament, waits without a named heir, and is not subtracted by the giving. But it crosses only into hands. It has no warehouse. It cannot wait in tools, in moulds, in books, in that green shed, except as a corpse waits — the traces keep, and the traces are not it. If no hand takes it up, it dies its second death, the dateless one, the one with no funeral, and after that the things it leaves behind can be dusted and displayed and mean exactly nothing. So the town below the town, in my trench: layers of actualities, every one of them the residue of possibilities that were, each in its day, taken up morning after morning — and then, one morning each, not.”

“Which is all the dying a world needs to do,” said Fridrik. “No catastrophe required. Just mornings on which no one takes it up.”

They stood a while and watched the boat that was being built, because after the green shed it was a good thing to watch: the young woman fitting the next rib, the old man’s plane going with the long sound that is like breathing, possibility crossing in front of them at its ordinary walking pace, in corrections and single words, unsubtracted, unassigned, unaware of itself.

“Tomorrow,” Fridrik said as they turned their collars up, “I want to go where they keep things. The town museum — there is one? Don’t smile. You heard what I said in the shed: the things are the last to know. I said it and I believe it and it disturbs me, because I have spent my life among kept things, loving them, and you have a fence around three thousand years of them and drink your coffee there. If possibility dies out of things, what exactly are we keeping when we keep them? And why does it feel — I’ll say it and you won’t laugh — why does it feel like piety?”

“Same hour.”

“If we take it up,” said Fridrik, and for the first time he said it not as their joke but as the finding it had turned out to be, all along, in the small print of a promise between two old men: that there is no tomorrow but the taken-up kind, for boats, for tongues, for friendships, for towns; that the dead hand us the possibility of it and cannot hand us more; and that somewhere between the handing and the taking there is a gap no testament bridges, across which everything that reaches us must be carried, and can fail to be.



After the seeing, the result named once. What the dead hand us is not a ground and not, in the decisive cases, things: it is possibility — the ability to do what has never yet been done — and possibility is the only thing that crosses from them to us. It crosses without testament, because it cannot be assigned: assignment moves possessions, and possibility is never possessed, only exercised; the true bequest therefore has no designated heir and waits for whoever takes it up. It is not subtracted by the giving: handed to forty, it is whole in each. But it lives nowhere except in the taking-up: it has no warehouse; tools, moulds, texts, and sheds hold only its traces, and when the last hands turn away it dies a second death — dateless, unmarked, without a funeral — after which the intact things mean nothing, being the last to know. A common, then, persists the only way anything of this kind persists: as repetition, morning after morning of being taken up; and a world needs no catastrophe to end, only mornings on which no one takes it up. Tomorrow, for everything built and spoken and loved, is not a date but a retrieval.


4. The Museum

The rain had washed the town and gone, and the fourth morning had the clean light that follows, in which even the wire fence around the excavation looked briefly like part of an intention. The museum stood a few streets back from the water: a low building with a courtyard of broken column drums, on one of which the cat from the excavation lay folded, having evidently reviewed the town’s warm surfaces and ranked them.

Fridrik had his purse out before the door. The woman at the desk — keys at her belt, the face of someone who has explained this twice already that morning — told him there was nothing to pay.

“Nothing to pay,” he repeated in the foyer, putting the purse away with something like offence. “Then what am I in this building? I have bought nothing. I am not a customer. I have simply been let in.”

“Let in. By a department, by the town, by the taxes of the men at the fig stall — and before all of them by repeated decisions to carry these things across this town rather than lose them. A room in the church of Saint Lazarus; the castle, after the war; this building, when it was new; and a few years ago the exhibition taken apart and made again. Three homes and one rebuilding. Not one of those passages happened by itself. At each, living people decided there would still be a collection on the other side. The museum is not the thing that does the keeping. It is itself a kept thing.”

The attendant followed at a tactful distance, appearing at the door of a room half a minute after them, and finding something to straighten whenever they turned.

Stone gave way to clay, and clay to metal. At the end of the wing the case was not a rich one: a bronze bowl, blades, small tools, a few objects the size of a thumb — and beside them, given a mount and a label and the same steady light, dark misshapen lumps he took at first for badly corroded work.

“Slag,” he read from the panel. “Waste.”

“From the making. Not a ruined bowl. What was left when the useful part had gone elsewhere.”

“And it is the waste that looks indestructible.”

“It had one advantage over the bronze. Nobody wanted it again.”

Fridrik looked along the case, and something in him turned over. “There is so little. You told me at the fence that this island was copper, that the whole eastern sea came here for it. And what the case can show me of all that metal is a bowl, some blades, and a piece of the rubbish. Where did it go?”

“Into the furnaces. Bronze is too good: a blade becomes a vessel, a vessel a fitting, the fitting something else. Stone can be recut, or burnt for lime; bronze goes back to being metal in an afternoon. Durability is not the same as remaining this object. The bronze that remained among human hands came down only where wanting it did not end in melting it.”

Fridrik stood a long time before the two survivals under the one lamp.

“Then there are two ways of reaching us,” he said slowly, “and I have confused them all my life. The slag escaped ancient reuse by falling outside desire; later hands dug it up, labelled it and set it here, but the furnace had no second use for it. Bronze is otherwise. A coveted, meltable, portable thing that remains among human hands does not survive like a rock in a river. It is kept. That need not be this bowl’s biography — I know nothing of where it slept — but it is the law for bronze that stayed within human reach. Somewhere such a thing was hidden when soldiers came; somewhere it was not sold to the founder in a bad winter, when it was worth more as metal than as a bowl: a hundred hand-overs, any one of them going the other way, and there is no case, no us.” He looked round the quiet room almost as if he expected to see them. “The wonder I have had from old things since I was a boy — I never knew what it was made of. It is not merely the age. It comes off the thing like a wind, the might-not-have-been of its being here at all; and I have just found out what the wind of improbability is made of. It is them.”

“Do not make a moral of the slag, though. It was not wiser than the bronze. It merely fell outside desire.”

“No. It is the bronze that carries the argument — and now be careful with me, because I am walking into your old trap. For a month, on other walks, we distrusted the anonymous: the no-one who chatters in everyone, the nameless mouth that answers for nothing. And here I stand, moved to my boots by a nameless crowd. Same namelessness?”

“You tell me.”

“Opposites. The chatter is nameless because nobody ever stood behind it: reach for the speaker and there was never anyone there. These are nameless because someone stood behind every hand-over — somebody refused the furnace, somebody carried, somebody remembered — and the names wore off afterwards.” He glanced at the excavation photographs beside the case: men in a trench, faces turned from the camera. “The first namelessness is an empty room with voices. The second is a full room with the faces turned away. Each answered for what he held in his own years, and losing the names changes nothing about that. It changes only what I can do about it. I cannot find them, and I cannot send anything back along the chain. I can’t thank them.”

“Hold it. It comes back.”

In the second wing a tall stone shape stood against the wall, covered in the small regular wedges of writing. Fridrik crossed to it with the quickened attention old inscriptions always drew from him, read the label, and stepped back.

“Plaster cast.”

“Yes.”

“The original was found here.”

“At Kition, in 1845. It is in Berlin now.”

Fridrik went close again. “Every mark is here. And none of the stone. They have told me so on the label, in two languages, at the height of my eye.” He stood back. “Then what am I before? I could read the form from plaster as well as stone, but the cast has none of the original stone’s hand-overs. It has its own shorter history: it had to be made, and carried here, and kept since. If the original stood beside it I should have two objects, certainly, and I should also have —” He stopped. “No. You are waiting for me to spend too much.”

“You can spend it another day. Not today’s.”

“Not today’s,” said Fridrik, narrowing his eyes at him, and stored it where he stored things. “Then give me today’s, and let it be the writing. That is Akkadian, in cuneiform. I have read this inscription in a book, in transliteration, and knew what it said before I came into the room — which means I have never once read it.”

“Most of us cannot. A specialist can. The museum joins the marks to that living practice and offers you the result without pretending the label is the inscription. But the two halves are kept differently. The cast is kept by buildings, mounts and records. The reading is kept in living heads and nowhere else, each taught by another mortal. One half can wait unattended in a case; the other lives from teacher to pupil or not at all.”

Fridrik’s face changed, and Guglielmo, who had brought him a long way for it, said nothing at all.

“Then the building keeps one half,” Fridrik said at last, “and it does not know which half is dying. Let that chain of teaching miss a link — not the stone: the chain — and every wedge can remain exactly where it is while the answer to it disappears. Perfectly kept and perfectly silent.” He put a hand on the case rim. “It would happen on no particular morning. Dateless. No funeral. The object could remain stable, the label still hang beneath it, and a second death have occurred. This building has no instrument that would register it, because nothing material in the case need change. The things are the last to know.”

“It is. And it is not a fantasy of ours. This island wrote for centuries in a script called Cypro-Minoan, and it remains undeciphered. The marks persist; whatever speech they carried does not presently answer us.”

Along the wall a printed plan ran beneath decorated vessels and small objects: KITION AREA II FLOORS I–IV.

“Our trench,” said Fridrik.

“Our trench read. At the fence the vertical was not a sight but a reading. There it is: Floors I to IV, the crossings combed apart by decades of excavation, drawing and argument. The plan is not the ancient city speaking without mediation. It is living judgment made accountable in lines.”

The room of votives was brighter. Limestone bodies stood in ranks: heads on their own mounts, faces frontal and composed; behind them torsos broken at the arms or the waist, figures carrying bowls; and in front, a headless body with carved necklaces falling in rows across the chest and a small animal held against it. Nothing had been joined to anything. The steel that held each fragment up was steel, and looked like steel, and had not been painted the colour of stone.

“There are heads everywhere,” said Fridrik. “Some of them must belong to bodies. Why leave this one headless?”

“Because a head of the right kind is not therefore this head.”

Fridrik walked to the nearest head and back. The resemblance invited the experiment.

“A restorer could make it convincing.”

“Convincing is the danger. Once joined, resemblance would begin to pass for history.”

“So they keep the absence.”

“They keep the torso as it survives. The absence requires no separate case; it is there at the neck.”

Fridrik went along the mounts, reading not the objects now but the museum’s conduct. “There is a rule running through this room and it is posted nowhere; you read it off the steel. The support does not pretend to be stone. The detached head does not pretend to belong to the nearest body. Everything they add declares itself as addition. What is lost stays lost.” He stopped. “It costs them the whole figure. Every visitor wants the head on; I want it on. Resemblance would do half the work, the restorer the rest, and the result might be beautiful — and false in the one place a museum may not lie.”

“Then take that to the drawing at the door, the same temptation in its handsome form.” The sanctuary appeared whole: court, colours, crowd, roof against a blue sky. “Honestly drawn; no one would mistake it for a photograph. Every museum has one. Tell me what is wrong with it — not archaeologically. Grant every column its place.”

Fridrik walked back into it in his mind, and took his time.

“It shows a temple that was never mortal,” he said. “The temple in that picture needs nobody; it stands out of its own perfection, the way I used to think the ground held things up. But the floor at the fence was relaid, the same stones trimmed and reset. The real temple, on its best morning, was already a kept thing, mortal in every stone. The drawing shows the past with its mortality taken out — and the mortality was there that morning. As it was. There is the lie: as it was, it was already being held up. That headless body on its honest steel is nearer the truth of the temple than the picture of the temple whole.”

“And yet the drawing is not forbidden.”

“No. It turns false only when it is allowed to pass as recovered sight. The honest museum does not refuse interpretation. It refuses to hide where interpretation begins.”

The burials were quiet in the particular way of rooms where things have been taken out of graves. Tomb groups, case by case: pots and beads and pins, a ring, an imported bowl. Fridrik stopped at a small jug, made for pouring.

“I still stop there,” said the attendant, and went to straighten something.

“Here is the temptation again,” said Fridrik, “because I have already begun inventing the person. What does the case give me? That these things were found together; enough for a date, a trade route, perhaps a fashion in dress. The tomb group is an association, not a confession. It can tell me that this vessel belonged to the burial context. It cannot tell me who chose it, whether the dead had valued it, or what obligation the living believed they were discharging. And by yesterday’s arithmetic it should be empty: its ordinary use is gone; it was made for pouring and put where there is nothing to pour and nobody to pour for. Yet she still stops here. Why?”

“Say only what you can see.”

“That it was placed. Not dropped or lost: selected for this burial, set beside a dead person and covered over. I cannot receive what the act meant, but the placing is still legible. Like a letter in a language I cannot read: I know an address was made, not what was said in it.” He looked round the cases. “So that is the office of this building. Not possibility, which keeps only in hands; you proved that in the shed. Legibility: the trace held readable after the original purpose and its addressees are gone. These things were placed for one purpose and are kept now for another. This one was put where no stranger was ever meant to look at it; now it is lit, numbered and looked at by a stranger from the north who paid nothing to enter. The museum does not restore the first meaning. It keeps the evidence that there was one.”

The last room was given to the sarcophagi: chests of island limestone with lids like little houses; pale marble among them; and, cut into one lid, a calm frontal face, its eyes open.

“Larnakes,” said Fridrik. “The chests that named the town.”

“Or are widely said to have named it. The old word and the town’s name have kept company, at any rate. And here is a thing that happened while you and I were alive. In the western necropolis a builder’s machine broke through the roof of a chamber tomb. The opening was filled again and not reported. A neighbour contacted the Department. They excavated it and recovered three exceptional sarcophagi.” He let it stand. “There is one hand-over with a date on it. A neighbour, who owned none of it, picked up a telephone.”

Fridrik had gone to the carved face and stopped in front of it.

“And look what was arranged here,” he said. “Whoever commissioned it — the dead person or someone acting for the dead; we do not know — commanded resources and chose marble. A human face was cut into the lid, perhaps a type rather than a portrait, and the whole object was made to remain when the body could not. The arrangement remains, and people look at it day after day.” He put a hand on the rail. “A coffin is intimate with a person without becoming that person. A face on the lid does not answer for the face once inside it. The arrangement outlived the arranger, which is not yet the arranger outliving himself. Everything the case can keep is here, and the one for whom it was arranged is not recoverable from any of it. I do not know the person’s name. Neither do you. Neither does the label.”

They went back through the rooms in reverse — the burials, the votives on honest steel, the four floors folded into one case, the cast with every copied wedge and none of the old stone, the slag once discarded — and every still thing stood at the end of a line of mortal acts, and not one of the acts was in the building. In the courtyard the cat had changed column drums but not position. At the door the attendant, answering an ordinary politeness of Guglielmo’s, said she had been in these rooms twenty-six years, through the old exhibition and the new, and still stopped at the little vessel most days.

In the street Fridrik stopped.

“All morning we have watched what keeping is,” he said. “A hundred nameless hand-overs; a neighbour with a telephone; that woman’s twenty-six years; the museum itself carried from room to castle to building and made again. Mortals doing for things what things cannot do for themselves. And in the last room someone arranged a keeping in advance, in costly marble, with a human face on the lid. The arrangement is still being executed: the chest is here, the face is visible, the object has its room. And there is nobody in it.” He turned. “So. Can a man keep himself?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Same hour.”

“If we take it up.”



After the seeing, the result named once. In the kept thing, the keepers appear: not by name or face, but in the very improbability of its being here. A coveted, meltable thing that remained among human hands came down through decisions not to melt it; somewhere it was hidden, somewhere inherited, somewhere not sold to the founder in a bad winter. Slag escaped ancient reuse differently, by falling outside desire, though present hands still had to dig it out, recognise it and set it here. No moral belongs to either path. The keepers’ namelessness is not the no-one’s: someone stood behind every act, answering in his own years, and only the names wore off. What is lost is not their having been, but the power to thank them — a debt that cannot be sent backwards, and will matter later. What the museum keeps is legibility, not possibility: the tomb group an association and not a confession, the placing visible and its meaning withheld; the object removed from a darkness no stranger was meant to enter, numbered, lit and made public under another purpose. Yet trace and reading are kept differently: the object by material care, the reading by mortal competence passed from one living head to another. Let the teaching fail and the marks may remain while the speech dies: dateless, the object unchanged and the loss complete. Honest care declares what it adds. A head of the right kind is not therefore this head; resemblance cannot be allowed to pass for history; what is lost stays lost, and the absence requires no separate case. Reconstruction is not false for reconstructing. It turns false when its wholeness hides the keeping — when the sanctuary is shown as if it ever stood of itself, relieved of repair, winter and mortal hands. The intact temple needing no one never existed, not even on its best morning. And the last room sets the limit at the person: chest, marble and carved face can be kept; an arrangement may outlive the arranger without the arranger outliving himself. Keeping is what mortals do for what cannot keep itself. Can a man keep himself?


5. The Dead Hand

They took the shore road in the late afternoon, because the place Guglielmo wanted was best at that hour, he said, and uphill, and mercy on old knees required the day to cool first.

Along the mole, boys were fishing. One had a red bucket beside him, and as the two men passed, a fish leapt from it — a bright half-turn in the air, a smack on the stones, and then the terrible flapping, the whole muscular genius of the animal turned to hammering itself against rock. The boy picked it up with a practised hand and dropped it back in the water of the bucket, where it hung still, gills working, restored to its element and its captivity at once.

“He nearly made it,” said Fridrik.

“Made what?” said Guglielmo, and they walked on.

The cemetery stood above the town behind a wall of whitewashed stone, under cypresses, with the sea laid out below it like something it had renounced. Their road up had taken them past the great stone church in the old quarter, and Guglielmo had paused at it long enough to point, not at the belltower, but downward, at the crypt.

“Since we’re walking to the dead, one word about the landlord. That is the church of Lazarus — the Lazarus, the man who was called back out of his tomb after four days. The story says he came here afterward, to this town, and lived thirty more years, and shepherded this place, and then — note the word the story is forced to use — died. Again. He’s down there, under the altar: the second grave of the only man who ever needed two. The one human being who came back across the border, Fridrik, and what the return purchased him was not exemption. It was an interval. Even the great exception proves the direction of the door; he is the man with two funerals in a town where, as we’ll see on the hill, some deaths get none.”

Fridrik had looked at the worn steps going down, and said nothing, and saved it, in his way, for later use.

Inside the cemetery, the light came sideways through the trees and the marble took it kindly. They walked the gravel lanes without speaking for a while, in the pact of quiet such places impose, past enamel photographs of the dead set into the stones: men in their good jackets, women photographed younger than they died, all of them looking out with the seriousness of people who did not know they were sitting for eternity.

A woman in black was washing a grave two rows in: soaping the marble, rinsing it from a plastic bottle, wiping the enamel oval with her thumb, replacing the water in the flower jar. Her motions had the economy of the watchman’s tarpaulin. It was work she had plainly done a hundred times and would do a hundred more.

Fridrik watched her, and then began to walk the rows differently — reading them, the way he had learned at the fence and in the museum. Guglielmo let him.

“It’s the excavation again,” Fridrik said at last, quietly. “Only sorted into the living present. Look: that stone shines and has fresh carnations. That one has plastic flowers, faded — someone comes, but rarely. That whole row back there has nothing, and the lettering is going, and the grass is different around them, longer, the town’s grass rather than anyone’s. Every grave here is exactly as kept as somebody living keeps it. The stone doesn’t hold its own shine. The dead man’s presence in this place — his being here rather than merely being gone — is entirely in the hands of people like her.” He nodded minutely towards the woman in black. “He can’t so much as water his own flowers.”

“Read the notice board by the gate on the way out. It will complete your survey. This town, like most towns on this sea, doesn’t sell graves. It leases them. A concession, so many years. The board lists the concessions that have run out, and requests the families to come and renew, and gives the date after which, if no one comes, the remains go to the common ossuary — that long white building against the wall, there — so the ground can be leased again. Even the grave, Fridrik. Even the last, deepest purchase a man makes against his disappearance is a subscription, and the dead cannot pay it. Someone living must walk up this hill with money and love, or the marble comes up.”

Fridrik stood absorbing this among the stones.

“Then I can answer yesterday’s question from the museum,” he said, “or half of it. The chest, the bones, the carved face, the name — each can be kept in its own manner, and the dead man cannot renew one act of that keeping. There is no perpetuity on sale anywhere. There is only the standing goodwill of the living, renewed or not renewed, generation by generation, and perpetuity is the name we sell that goodwill under, to comfort the buyer. The lettering on that untended row stays legible while the men are perfectly gone; the marble chest in the museum outlasted its burial without keeping so much as a name. Keeping the name is not keeping the man, and keeping the chest was not keeping the man either.”

“The lawyers, by the way, are on your side, and have been for centuries; it’s worth knowing, because it means this isn’t a philosopher’s discovery, it’s the working knowledge of every probate court. When a man tries to rule his property from the grave — binding it up forever, dictating to heirs of heirs of heirs — the law has an old name for what reaches out of the coffin to do that. They call it the dead hand. And the same law long ago set a rule against perpetuities, limiting how far into the future a dead man’s grip can run, a lifetime and a little more and no further — because the living, given enough generations, always revolt against being clutched, and the courts learned to schedule the revolt in advance. The living bury the dead, Fridrik, and then, politely, on a legal timetable, they unclench the dead’s fingers.”

They walked on, deeper into the older part, where the lanes narrowed. And there it stood, at the crossing of two paths, unmissable because built to be unmissable: a family mausoleum the size of a chapel, columns, a bronze door gone green, a name across the architrave in letters a hand high. The gravel before it was unraked. The door’s lock was a rusted mass. In the fan of dirt against the step, grass.

“The shipping family,” said Guglielmo. “Fleets, once. The name is on the older warehouses too, if you look up. The line ended, or moved away, which for a tomb is the same thing. It’s the largest structure on this hill and no one has stood where you’re standing, on purpose, in years. Now put it beside her.” The woman in black was visible down the slope between the cypresses, still at her washing. “A slab, a photograph, thirty euros of marble a year in soap and carnations. Which of these two dead is kept?”

“You don’t need me to say it.”

“I need you to say the mechanism, because the mechanism is the answer to your question from the museum: can a man keep himself? The mausoleum is the maximum of arrangement — stone, bronze, endowment, the name in letters a hand high, everything a living man could do in advance to command his own keeping. And the arrangement was executed to the letter, like your father’s will, and it contains nothing, like your father’s will. Because an arrangement does not execute its own keeping. You saw what keeping is, in the museum: the hundred hand-overs, each one free — someone, somewhere, deciding in his own years, unforced and uncommanded, not to melt what he held; the neighbour with the telephone, under no one’s contract. And behind them the cases, the labels, the building that holds them: living people continuing the work. That woman decides, every week, freshly, to climb this hill. Nobody’s contract makes her. Nothing the dead man did entitles him to it — she comes out of what is still alive in her of what was between them. Keeping is done by the living out of the living’s freedom, and that is the one currency a man cannot bank in advance, because banking it in advance is exactly what freedom cannot undergo. The dead man’s fingers can be gilded, Fridrik. They cannot grip.”

Fridrik was silent for a while among the stones. When he spoke, it was to resist, and Guglielmo was glad of it, because the resistance was owed.

“I’ll grant the mausoleum; it grants itself; the grass in the door is eloquent. But you’re close to mocking something I won’t have mocked. The desire to outlast — to leave a lasting thing — is not vanity’s private property. It built everything we’ve spent four days admiring. The temple was that desire. The inscription was that desire. The bronze was that desire — mortal hours poured into work meant to outlast the hand, and some of it reached us; it was in the case, and it had my heart going. Your own books, Guglielmo — don’t pretend. If your ethics of the no-ground begins by sneering at the wish to leave something behind, it begins by sneering at the bronze, and I’ll walk back down this hill alone.”

“Good. Now we can make the one distinction this whole hill exists to teach, and you’ve laid it out perfectly without seeing it. The maker and the mausoleum-builder both work for the future. Watch their hands. The maker makes the best thing he can and then — this is the whole of it — opens his hand. The thing goes out among the living, unaccompanied. He doesn’t ride with it; he can’t dictate who keeps it, or why, or what it will mean; most of them never even signed. He hands a possibility to a future he accepts he will not govern — which is exactly your boatyard, your father’s pause, the whole traffic of the bequest — and whether it is taken up is the future’s affair, and mostly it was not: the furnaces got his brothers’ work, and what remained within human reach came through by a hundred freedoms not his own. The mausoleum-builder does the opposite thing with the same mortality. He does not hand something to the future; he tries to bind the future to himself — to fix, from this side, what the living will do over there: read this name, tend this stone, remember this man, in perpetuity, signed and endowed. One of them gives the future a gift. The other gives the future instructions. And the future, being made entirely of the living, honours gifts erratically and instructions almost never. That is the difference, and it is not a difference of nobility but of grammar: the open hand and the grip.”

“The dead hand,” said Fridrik slowly, “is the grip.”

“And now, at last, the boy’s bucket.” Guglielmo turned so that the sea was in front of them, below, wide and darkening. “You watched a fish this afternoon do the most understandable thing in the world. The bucket is death, say; the leap is every arrangement we’ve walked past today. Now build me the general case. A man wants to get command of his own mortality — to stand where his death is handled, supervise his own outlasting, be the keeper of himself. To do it he reaches for his instruments. Name them and tell me what each is made of.”

Fridrik counted them off against the marble around him. “Money — which is an institution of the living, worth exactly what living hands honour. Stone — which is kept or is a ruin, we did that on the first morning; it doesn’t hold its own shine. Fame — which is lodged in living memories and dies with them unless retold, freely, by tellers he’ll never meet. The name cut in stone — kept as a label, the man gone. Heirs — who are not instruments at all but people, and revolt on a legal timetable. Works — which are possibility, and cross only into open hands, and cannot be made to.” He stopped. “Every rod he reaches for is made of water. Every device for standing outside the element is of the element — mortal, living, free, exactly the fabric he’s trying to get purchase on. He is a fish trying to fish himself. The angler’s spot — the dry ground above the water from which a self could be hooked and lifted and kept — there is no such spot. It’s the trench again. It’s the same demand — the rester that doesn’t rest, relocated one last time: not under the town, not over our heads — after us. The ground’s final address is the future, and it’s as empty as the other two.”

“And the leap? Finish the figure; you saw it land on the stones.”

“The leap is what trying it does to him while he’s alive.” Fridrik’s voice slowed; he was working close to something. “Because a man can partly manage it — that’s the horror the fish is spared. A man can spend his good decades up on the stones, arranging: sitting for the portrait, endowing the monument, drafting the instructions, curating the self that will be remembered instead of living the self that is here — supervising the water from the dock. And every hour of it is an hour out of the element. Out of the between — the market, the boatyard, this woman’s kind of love, the things that are only had by being in them. He doesn’t secure his life against death. He removes his life from life, in advance, personally, and calls the suffocation a legacy. The ones who half-succeed are the worst to see. Gills working. Still technically alive. Drowning in air on the dry spot that was going to save them.”

The sun was down behind the ridge now, and the woman in black had finished; she passed them on the path with her bottle and her bag, gave them the small nod the place licenses between strangers — though Guglielmo’s answering nod, Fridrik half-noticed, was not quite a stranger’s; it had a colleague’s precision, and he put the noticing away unexamined, as one does with an old friend’s unexplained fluencies — and went down towards the gate and the town and, no doubt, a kitchen, a table, the living.

“Then here is the gate of the whole country ahead,” said Guglielmo, “and it costs less than it looks. Everything we will say after today — about how to live on the no-ground, what holds, what’s owed, what the freedom is — stands on the far side of one renunciation. A man must give up the fishing of himself. Give up the angler’s spot, the supervision of his own afterlife, the grip. And here is why the price is small, though it feels like everything: what he gives up is not a possession. No one has ever had the thing he’s renouncing. He is giving up an impossibility — one that was eating his hours, his presence, his between, while returning nothing, because there was nothing there to return. Renouncing it is like renouncing the tenth stair. The foot comes down on what was always actually there.”

“And what was always actually there?” said Fridrik. “Say it plainly, here, where every stone is listening.”

“Only this, and after five days you can check every word of it against something we’ve seen. Of a man, too, only possibility crosses. His actuality stays on this side — all of it; the ossuary is candid about that, it’s the candidest building in town. What goes over is what he handed: the corrections, the pauses, the bronze, the kept bonds that taught others keeping — and it goes over only if the living take it up, freely, unsupervised, in mornings he will not see. So the whole of a man’s relation to his own afterlife comes down to the open hand: make well, hand well, love well, and let go of the far end. It cannot be gripped. It can only be given. And a man who has truly stopped gripping gets his hours back, and his between back, and spends them where everything he’ll ever actually hand over is made — here, in the water, with the others.”

They went down the hill in the last of the light. At the gate, Fridrik stopped and looked back once at the cypresses going black against the sky.

“Tomorrow, then, the water itself,” he said. “Because your fish has a sea around it, Guglielmo, and in the sea they eat each other — all day, without a qualm; I’ve watched the market for two mornings, and Stavros wants his rival’s customers with a whole heart. If the country ahead begins with a renunciation, I want to know how far the knife cuts. Appetite, rivalry, victory, the whole striving current of the world — does your ethics renounce that too? Because if it does, it’s a monastery, and I’m leaving on Thursday.”

“Same hour.”

“If we take it up.”



After the seeing, the result named once. A man cannot keep himself. Keeping is done by the living, out of the living’s freedom, and that is the one currency that cannot be banked in advance, because advance banking is exactly what freedom cannot undergo: the grave is a lease the dead cannot renew, the name cut in stone is kept while the man is perfectly gone, and the law itself, which calls the reaching of the dead into the future by its right name — the dead hand — schedules the revolt of the living against it. The desire to leave a lasting thing divides at one joint into two grammars: the open hand, which makes and hands and releases a possibility to a future it accepts it will not govern; and the grip, which issues instructions to the living from this side of the border — and the future, being made entirely of the living, honours gifts erratically and instructions almost never. The general case has the shape of the fish: every instrument by which a man would stand outside his mortality and supervise his own keeping is made of the element he is trying to leave — money, stone, memory, heirs, works: mortal, living, free, all of it water — and the partial success is the worst outcome, a life spent on the dry stones arranging its own remembrance, out of the between where life is had, gills working, drowning in air. Therefore the gate of the ethics: renounce the fishing of yourself. What is renounced is an impossibility that was consuming the renouncer, and so the renunciation returns everything and costs nothing real. Of a man, too, only possibility crosses; his actuality stays on this side; and the far end of what he hands cannot be gripped, only given — the open hand being, on the no-ground, the whole of a mortal’s power over what comes after him, and enough.


6. The Current

To settle the monastery question, Guglielmo got him up before light.

The fish market happens at the root of the mole, under a tin roof, in the hour when the boats come in, and it is the least monastic place on the island. There is no auctioneer here and no bell, and there never has been: the boats come in and the buyers go to them, and the price of everything is made boat by boat, crate by crate, by eye and voice and the standing arrangements of thirty years. By the time the two men reached it, the crates were coming off the second boat and the shouting was general: offers called and refused and remade down the waterline, buyers moving gunwale to gunwale with their hands going, sellers disputing the order of everything, ice everywhere, blood and seawater in the gutters, and over it all the gulls, screaming the price down.

They found a place against a pillar, out of the traffic.

Two buyers dominated the quay, and everyone knew it, and the morning was in truth a duel between them with a chorus: a heavy man who bought for the hotels, planted at the waterline like a bollard, and a quick grey one who bought for the restaurants in the capital, moving constantly, bidding with his chin. They drove each other up boat by boat — where two buyers want the same crate, the price is an auction whether anyone calls it one or not. Once the grey one, beaten twice running on swordfish, praised a third crate loudly enough to push the heavy man’s offer to a punishing number, and then turned away and bought nothing, leaving him gorged and overpaid; a ripple of appreciation went through the chorus, the way it does at a good foul. The heavy man said something down the quay that the gulls covered. It did not look like a blessing.

“There’s your sea,” said Fridrik, with some satisfaction, watching the grey one work. “On dry land, under a roof, running on nods. Big fish, small fish. Now tell me this is renounced at your gate, and I’ll book the earlier boat.”

“Watch till the end. The auction isn’t over when the fish are gone.”

The last crates sold, the shouting fell away boat by boat, and the quay changed state like water going still. And Fridrik watched, with the attention he had learned at the fence, what the end of the auction was made of. The heavy man and the grey one settled up at the same table, side by side, and something the grey one said made the heavy man laugh so that the table shook. The harbourmaster — whose whole office, at that hour, is to be the man both sides will accept — was called into a dispute between a seller and a third buyer over a crate of reds the buyer swore had been topped with yesterday’s fish; he smelled the fish, ruled for the buyer, struck the crate from the seller’s account, and the seller, who had been shouting a moment before, took the ruling with a shrug and stayed shouting only for form. At the café hatch by the gate, the boy who had lost every lot he’d bid on — starting out, evidently, buying for some small taverna, outgunned all morning — was bought his coffee by the heavy man, who held him by the shoulder and told him something at length, with gestures, that had the shape of advice.

“Now tell me what you saw,” said Guglielmo, “because you saw the whole answer and I’d rather not spoil it.”

Fridrik took his time, watching the boy nod over his coffee.

“Not the sea,” he said finally. “I saw savagery, real savagery — the grey one gutted the fat one on that swordfish manoeuvre and enjoyed it — but it wasn’t the sea, and here’s the difference, and it’s total, like the two namelessnesses. In the sea, when the big fish meets the small one, there is no auction. There’s no duel, no manoeuvre, no foul for the chorus to appreciate, because all of that — losing, winning, cheating, punishing — needs two parties who count each other. The shark doesn’t defeat the sardine, Guglielmo. It eats it. Defeat is a relation between someones. The sardine isn’t a someone to the shark; it’s a texture. But that boy lost this morning — lost properly, to men who took his lots without a flicker of mercy — and he lost as a someone, inside the address, in front of everyone, and the proof is the coffee. The heavy man beat him all morning and bought him coffee at the end and is standing there right now teaching him how to be beaten less. You can only lose to someone who counts you. In the sea there are no defeats. There are only eatings.”

“So the current — the striving, the appetite, the duel — runs where?”

“On the floor. Inside the address, the whole time. The savagery this morning was savagery between the greeted: everyone here will be here tomorrow, everyone owes and is owed, the harbourmaster’s ruling held because both sides answer to the same quay. Human rivalry isn’t the sea come ashore. It’s a thing the sea can’t have.”

“Then let’s put your monastery to death in the open, and its twin with it, because it has a twin, and the twin is worse. Two mistakes stand on either side of this auction floor, symmetrical, and each one takes the current for something it isn’t.

“The first says: the striving is base. Appetite, rivalry, the wanting of the other stall’s customers — an enlightened ethics rises above all that and condemns it, gently, from a height. That’s your monastery. And notice what the monastery has built in order to do its condemning: a height. A standpoint over the water from which the current is judged and refereed — this eddy licensed, that one deplored. We buried that standpoint on the second morning, Fridrik. There is nothing over our heads, and an ethics that installs itself there, even a kind one, even a gentle one, is doing exactly what the clerk did at his window: fetching an above. An ethics can be an alibi too — the most respectable kind. So no: nothing I will ever say to you legislates the water. The grey one’s manoeuvre needs no absolution from me, and gets none, because it was never in the dock.

“The second mistake is the mirror of the first, and you hear it wherever men do to each other what should shame them. It says: the striving is nature. Big fish eat small fish — you said it yourself on the hill, with relish — the strong take, the weak go under, that’s the world, nothing personal, just business. This one doesn’t condemn the current from above; it hides in the current from level ground. It borrows the sea’s innocence. And the sea is innocent, truly — the shark answers for nothing, because nothing in the sea is addressed. But the borrower is not innocent that way and cannot be. He works on the auction floor, among the greeted, where every rival is a someone — and at the moment of doing his worst he declares himself a shark, nothing personal, and asks to be judged as weather. It’s the alibi again, Fridrik, the same alibi as the regulation and the order of things, wearing scales this time. Nothing personal is not a fact a man reports. It’s a demotion he attempts — of the other, out of the second person, into texture.”

Fridrik stood with that for a moment, watching the floor being hosed down.

“Then the line,” he said slowly, “runs somewhere I haven’t drawn it before. Not between gentle commerce and fierce commerce. Not between small stakes and ruinous ones. The grey one may ruin the fat one someday — overreach on a season’s contract, take his hotels off him — and stay on the right side of it. The line runs between defeating a man and — I need the word — unmaking him as a someone. Between taking what he has and revoking what he is. You can strip a rival of every customer he owns and still meet his eyes at the hatch. The wrong isn’t in the eating. The wrong is in deciding he was never a diner at the table but a dish.”

“I’ll tell you a town story, because the line you’ve just drawn once ran down the middle of this street, and I watched it. Twenty years ago, more now, there was a baker here — from elsewhere, it doesn’t matter where; elsewhere was the point that got used. Good baker. Good enough that the established bakery, third generation, started losing its mornings to him. Now: the third-generation man cut his prices, extended his hours, put his son on a bicycle with deliveries — current, all of it, fierce and fair, and the newcomer met it and held. He was winning the auction, Fridrik. You understand? Losing money and winning. The current could not remove him.

“What removed him took eight months and never touched his prices. It was said — never loudly, never by anyone in particular, in the grammar the thing always uses — that he wasn’t really from here, that one didn’t really know him, did one, that his flour, his habits, his people — nothing you could answer, because nothing was ever quite said. And the greetings changed first. That’s what he told the man who told me, years later: not the till, the greetings. Eyes that had met his for two years began arriving at a point just past his shoulder. Men who had argued football with him found the far shelf interesting when he came in. The shop emptied afterward, of course, but the shop was the least of it and he said so: he could have lived over an empty shop for years, he’d done it before, newcomers can outlast anything except one thing. The town had stopped seeing him. Not defeated him — his bread was winning to the last morning. It withdrew the address and left him standing in the street like weather. He sold to the third-generation man for the value of the oven and went back to elsewhere.

“So there is the wrong, in its pure form, separated cleanly from the current for once, since the current, on its own, he was beating. Nobody out-baked him. They un-saw him. Every one of them still knew exactly who he was — that’s what makes it what it is; you can’t unperson a stranger, it only works on a someone — they kept the regard and shut the address. And do you see now why it’s the whisper that does this work, and never the open voice? Because the open voice stays on the floor. Say it to his face and he can answer — and then you’re two someones in a quarrel, which is current, which he could survive. The whisper is engineered to be unanswerable. It’s the alibi perfected: the regulation had a clerk you could plead with, the order of things at least had a name — the whisper has no author at all, no window to stand at, nothing personal anywhere, and the man is dissolved by a voice that was never anyone’s.”

The auction floor was clean now, the crates stacked, the gulls gone to the boats. The boy from the taverna passed them on his way out, gave Guglielmo the town nod, and Fridrik watched him go with an expression the boy would not have understood.

“I have the objection,” Fridrik said, “and it’s strong, so take it whole. You’ve drawn your line and I grant its beauty: defeat within the address, never expulsion from it. But look at what your line actually costs the victor: nothing. A greeting. Eye contact at the hatch. A coffee for the boy — thirty cents of magnanimity from a man who took every lot the boy wanted. Your baker would still have been ruined by honest current sooner or later, perhaps — and your ethics would have stood by approving, provided everyone kept seeing him while he sank. Guards the floor, referees nothing: I begin to fear that means it guards a courtesy and referees nothing. The ruined man is exactly as ruined either way, Guglielmo. Your one demand is cheap.”

“Everything you said is right except the price, and the price is where the whole weight sits, so press on it. If the greeting after defeat is cheap — a courtesy, a formality, thirty cents — then answer me this from your own life, because you’ve lived long enough to have seen it a dozen times: why do men flee it? Not the defeated — the victors. The man who has genuinely wronged another, or beaten him past some limit he privately knows — watch him in a small town, watch him at the reunion, watch him change streets. If the greeting were a formality it would cost him nothing and he’d pay it gladly and sleep. He avoids it like surgery. Why?”

Fridrik thought of particular faces, evidently, because his answer came slow and certain. “Because to greet a man is to remain answerable to him. The eyes meeting — after everything — that’s the account still open. He can still say to me: after thirty years, to me you did this — and I have to stand in range of it. The greeting keeps me chargeable. That’s why the whisper is the weapon of choice, isn’t it — it’s not squeamishness, it’s bookkeeping. Unmake the someone and you unmake the creditor. No member, no claim. De-membering isn’t cruelty’s excess; it’s cruelty’s accounting — the one move that closes the account without ever settling it.”

“So which is it, the greeting: courtesy or substance?”

“Substance. The heaviest going. It’s cheap the way the truth is cheap — free to say and lifelong to stand behind.” He exhaled. “And I withdraw cheap, but not the ache behind it. Your ethics still lets the boy lose and the baker’s honest rival win the street. It refuses to referee, and the refusal has casualties, and they are real.”

“They are real. And I’ll give the ache its due rather than argue it away, because the ache is correct about the world and only wrong about the address of the complaint. This ethics will never guarantee the boy his lots. It has no above to guarantee from — that resignation is behind us; we made it at the trench. What it holds open is smaller and, I’ll say it plainly, everything: as long as the boy stays a someone on that floor, the floor’s own mercies can reach him. The coffee, yes — but the coffee was the visible crumb of it. The advice that came with the coffee. The credit he’ll be extended in the autumn when his taverna wobbles, on the strength of how he lost in the spring. The lot the heavy man will one day let go to him, not from charity, from that ledger of standing that every greeted man is quietly written in. Pay-me-Thursday, your-engine-this-month, the two figs — you catalogued them yourself at the market and called them small. They are the entire welfare system of the floor, and they run on address and nothing else, and the unpersoned man is cut off from every one of them at a stroke — that’s what made the whisper lethal where the price war wasn’t. Mercy is a floor-effect, Fridrik. The current doesn’t have any; the sea confirms it. Guard the floor and mercy stays possible — never promised, we promise nothing on this hill or any other — lose the floor and it isn’t even possible. That is what the one demand purchases, and I decline to call it cheap. And give it its rank while we are pricing: the first demand, not the last. Every further demand — the fair wage, the honest scale, the boy’s just chance — must land somewhere, and the floor is the somewhere; I referee none of them, and none of them can even be made to a man who has been demoted to weather.”

They walked back along the front as the town opened. At the fig stall the awning was going up; the two old duellists of the thirty years were already at it, voices raised over something that had the cadence of the scale-quarrel and would end, presumably, in figs.

“Tomorrow is Wednesday,” said Fridrik. “I leave Thursday — the Piraeus ship, and she sails from the western harbour now, at nine in the morning, so you are driving me across before light; it’s agreed, don’t argue — and I find I’ve been walking all week through your subtractions with a question growing in me that I’ve been too proud to ask, because it’s the question philosophers are mocked for. But it’s Wednesday, so I’ll ask it. No ground under us, none over us, none waiting after us. No self to be kept, no referee for the current. You’ve taken the whole scaffolding, Guglielmo, and each removal was clean, I signed every one. Now the boy in me wants his question answered before the boat: what is it all for? A mortal life on your no-ground — the walking, the keeping, the bread, the auction, the forty years of us — if nothing above licenses it and nothing after redeems it and nothing beneath holds it, then tell me what a life is for, or have the courage to tell me it’s for nothing.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Same hour.”

“If we take it up.”



After the seeing, the result named once. The current — striving, appetite, rivalry, the duel of the fish quay — is not the sea come ashore but a thing the sea cannot have: defeat is a relation between someones, possible only inside the address, and in the sea there are no defeats, only eatings. Therefore the ethics of the no-ground neither condemns the current nor blesses it, and the two postures that do are one error twice: the monastery condemns the water from a height, rebuilding the very above the trench buried — an ethics too can be an alibi; and the naturalist borrows the sea’s innocence at the moment of doing his worst — but the sea is innocent because nothing in it is addressed, and ‘nothing personal’ is not a report, it is an attempted demotion of a someone into texture. The line runs not between gentle and fierce, nor small stakes and ruinous, but between defeating a man and unmaking him as a someone: eating is not betraying; take what he has and his eyes can still be met; the wrong begins where the address is revoked while the regard is kept — the un-seeing, whose instrument is the whisper, engineered to be unanswerable, the alibi perfected into a voice that was never anyone’s. The greeting after defeat, which looks like courtesy, is the heaviest substance on the floor: it keeps the victor chargeable, which is exactly why it is fled; de-membering is cruelty’s accounting, closing the account by unmaking the creditor. And the one demand — remain in the second person towards the one you strive against — is the first demand and not the last, and purchases the only mercy there is: the floor’s own, the credit and the coffee and the ledger of standing, never guaranteed, but possible nowhere else. The ethics guards the floor. It does not referee the current.


7. The Promenade

“Not the same hour,” Guglielmo had said at the fig stall. “Tonight. Come at seven, to the front. Your question doesn’t walk in the morning.”

So at seven Fridrik came down to the sea road and found the town transformed. All week the palm-lined front had been a working street — nets, deliveries, the auction’s traffic — and now, in the level gold light before dusk, it had become something else entirely: the whole town was out, walking. Old couples arm in arm. Families in loose formations, children orbiting. Girls in fours, boys in threes, counter-rotating. The priest, walking with the pharmacist. The attendant from the museum, out of her keys, walking with a woman who could only be her sister. Hundreds of people, the full length of the palms, all of them walking, none of them — Fridrik watched for a while to be sure — none of them going anywhere. At the old fort that closes the southern end of the front, each knot of walkers turned, without ceremony or decision, and walked back.

Guglielmo was waiting under the first palms, and they joined the stream.

“What is this?” said Fridrik.

“The evening walk. Every town on this sea has it. Seven to nine, the front belongs to it. It has rules no one wrote: you walk slowly, you greet who you meet, you turn at the fort.”

“And where is everyone going?”

“Nowhere. That’s the institution.”

They walked. It could not be walked otherwise than slowly; the stream had one speed, and it was the speed of talk. Every few metres someone greeted Guglielmo — a nod, a word, a hand lifted from a stroller’s rail — and he returned each one, and Fridrik, beside him, began to be included in them, as the friend, the visitor, an object of mild municipal curiosity. Ahead of them for a while walked a very old couple, she with her hand through his arm in a grip that had long since stopped being romance and become architecture; they exchanged perhaps six words in a kilometre and were more evidently together than anyone on the front.

Then a man came through the crowd the wrong way — quickly, cutting the stream at an angle, a white pharmacy bag in his fist, apologising left and right with his free hand — and was gone up a side street. The stream closed behind him without comment.

“There,” said Guglielmo. “Did you see him?”

“The man with the bag? Someone’s fever at home. What of him?”

“You saw two kinds of walking share one pavement, and you told them apart in half a second, and so did every soul on this front — they parted for him; they don’t part for each other. I want the difference, Fridrik. Not his hurry; hurry is a symptom. The difference in kind. His walking and this walking. Take your time; we have the whole front and it turns at the fort.”

Fridrik walked, and watched, and worked.

“His walking has a destination,” he said, “and is nothing without it. That’s the root of it. His walk is for the arriving; every step is a means; the walk succeeds if it ends and fails if it doesn’t. If you stopped him halfway and sent him home, the whole thing would be cancelled — a walk that didn’t arrive is, for him, no walk at all, just loss. Which is why hurry improves it. The faster the better; the best version of his walk is the one that barely exists; if he could abolish it and simply be at the sick bed, he would, and rightly.

“This walking” — he moved his hand at the stream — “is the other thing, and it’s the other thing in every joint. It isn’t for anything up ahead. There’s nothing at the fort; I’ve seen the fort; they turn at it like a tide. No step is a means to the next. It can’t fail by not arriving, because there’s nowhere to arrive; and it can’t be improved by hurry — hurry wouldn’t make it better, hurry would make it not itself; a fast promenade is as absurd as an efficient friendship. And — this is the strangest joint — it’s complete the whole time. His walk is incomplete until the last step; cancel it midway and nothing was achieved. Cancel this at half past eight and nothing is truncated: it will have wholly happened. At every moment of it, it has already entirely been what it is. The old pair ahead of us — they’ve been walking this front for fifty years, I’d wager, and in fifty years they have never once got anywhere, and in fifty years not one evening of it was a failure.”

“Now you have the two kinds in your hands. Hold them, because your question from the fig stall — what is it all for — is about to come apart along exactly this joint. When you asked it, what grammar was it wearing? For. A life is for something as his walk is for the sickbed: pointed at an end beyond itself, a means in gross, incomplete until it arrives, redeemed at the far side or not at all. And I had no answer for you inside that grammar, and I have none tonight, and here is the honest concession before anything else: if for must mean that — a destination, an arrival, a redemption waiting past the fort — then a mortal life on the no-ground is for nothing. There is no fort it reaches. We buried the below on the first day, the above on the second, and the after on the hill among the cypresses. If life is a walk of the first kind, it is a delivery with no address, and the despair you brought to the fig stall this morning is simply accuracy.

“But look at what you’re standing in. Look at what you’ve been doing all week.”

Fridrik looked — at the stream, the greetings crossing it like stitches, the old couple’s turn at the fort executed with the unanimity of one body — and then, visibly, at the week itself.

“The walks,” he said slowly. “Our walks. Seven mornings, and not one of them went anywhere. We set out for no destination, we arrived at none — we never even managed lunch, Guglielmo, we have failed at lunch six consecutive days — and if you asked me tonight what the week accomplished, in the delivery-man’s grammar, the answer is nothing, and it has been the fullest week I can remember. The walking wasn’t for the philosophy. The philosophy wasn’t for anything either — we won’t be examined on it; there’s no prize. I came, I thought, to visit a friend, as one frames it — the visit as the container, the friendship as the occasion. It was never the container.” He stopped walking for a moment, and the stream flowed around them as it had around no one else, because two men standing still in the promenade, one of them arriving at something, is a sight the institution respects. “It was the thing, Guglielmo. The walking-together was never the means. There’s the answer you’ve been waiting seven days for me to trip over. If life is for anything, it’s for this — and this is not ahead of it. It’s not at the fort. It’s in the step. The being-together is the point, and the point is not a destination — it’s the kind of point that is entirely present in each greeting, each morning, each figured argument on a mole, whole every time, arriving never.”

They resumed walking, because the front does not let you stand forever.

“Say the old error, then, now that you can,” said Guglielmo. “The one your question was made of. It has worn crowns, that error; it has built more than the mausoleum did.”

“The error is to take the second kind of thing for the first. To hear that being-together is the telos of a mortal life and picture a fort — a final state, up ahead, where togetherness will at last be fully arrived at: the kingdom, the classless dawn, the reunion beyond the grave, the legacy secured — every paradise is the promenade mistaken for a delivery route. And once the picture is in place, the present is demoted automatically: each actual evening, each actual greeting, becomes a means, a step towards the great arrival, spendable, hurryable — because in the delivery grammar hurry is a virtue — and men begin rushing through the only thing itself to get to the picture of the thing. The fish again, in temporal dress: wanting life to arrive somewhere it can be banked. It can’t be banked. It can only be walked.”

They had turned at the fort and the light was going violet; along the front the first lamps came on, and the stream thickened rather than thinned, as it does at dusk.

“Now your resistance,” said Guglielmo. “I can hear it coming; you’ve been quiet too long.”

“Two of them, and they’re brothers. First: if being-together is the whole point, you’ve canonised the crowd. The stream swallows the walker; the town becomes the thing and the man its cell; I’ve heard where that music plays, and so have you — the great We with one will, the people as a single body, the folding of everyone into one warm mass. Your promenade is lovely, but lovely is how it starts. Second, its brother, aimed at my own chest: if being-together is the whole point, then the one who walks alone is a failure of the point — the hermit, the widow in her black, me, day after tomorrow, on my boat. You’ve made solitude a defect, and I am too old and too often alone to sign that.”

“Both brothers die of the same fact, and it is the heaviest fact on this front, so look at it where it walks.” He indicated, with restraint, the old couple, who had turned as well and were coming back towards them now on the seaward side, arm in arm in the new lamplight. “Fifty years, you wagered, and I can tell you it’s fifty-three. Now: one of them will die first. You know it, they know it, the architecture of her hand on his arm knows it. And when that death comes, Fridrik, it will be his death or hers — it cannot be pooled. Fifty-three years of one flesh, as the liturgy says, and the dying will not be done together, because it cannot be: each of them holds one death, untransferable, unshareable, the one appointment where no one can accompany you past the door or go in your place. That fact sits inside their fifty-three years like a keel. It is not the enemy of the being-together. It is what makes the being-together the kind of thing it is.

“Because run it the other way. Suppose the fusion your first brother wants were possible — suppose two could truly merge, one will, one life, the warm mass, the great We. What would exist then? A larger unit. A lump. And a lump is not together — together needs a between, and a between needs two banks. If she were absorbable into him there would be nothing left towards which he turns on this front every evening; the turning-towards is the whole substance, and you can only turn towards what you are not. Their apartness — two solitudes, two deaths, two windows out onto the same sea — is not the sad residue their love failed to melt. It is the condition of the love. The distance is where the between lives. Fusion doesn’t perfect being-together; fusion is its abolition, and every politics of the single body abolishes in the large what it promises in the warm — it doesn’t gather the walkers, it dissolves the walk.

“And with that, your second brother falls too, because if apartness is the condition and not the defect, then the one who walks alone is not outside the point of life — he is one of its two banks, wherever his river runs. Your hermit — I’ve known one or two; they are the least solitary men alive: the cell is loud with address, the dead they read all morning, the God they answer all night, the strangers they pray for by name. And the widow in her black — you’ve watched her all week and been too delicate to ask, so I’ll say it: she climbs that hill because the between she made over forty years did not become nothing when its other bank went out of sight. It changed mode. She can’t be answered anymore — she knows that better than any philosopher, don’t insult her by imagining otherwise — and she goes on tending, which is the form being-together takes when only one can still act. I know the mode.” He said it in a smaller voice, without decoration, and went on before it could be asked about. “Is she a failure of the point of life? She is closer to its centre than anyone on this front. And you, on your boat, day after tomorrow — alone is not the opposite of together, Fridrik. It never was. The opposite of together is unaddressed. You will stand on that deck as one bank of every between you carry — this one included, forty years of it — and the water that will actually be under you, all the way north, is not the sea.”

The lamps had all come on. The stream was loosening at its edges now, families peeling off towards supper, the girls’ quartets dissolving into doorways, the front slowly returning to the gulls. The two men made one more length of it, slowly, in the manner of the institution, greeting the last of the greeters.

“You never answered whether it’s for nothing,” said Fridrik, but his voice had no edge left; it was the voice of a man completing a form.

“It’s for nothing, in your morning grammar. There is no fort. And nothing is missing, Fridrik — that’s the whole of what I’ve had to say all week, and the promenade says it better than I do, nightly, without a single concept: nothing is missing. The town walks nowhere, wholly, every evening, and goes home full.”

“Then feed me. We are seven days into this and have never once managed lunch, and I sail in thirty-six hours, and I want a table, and wine, and no figures until the cheese at the earliest.”

“Now that,” said Guglielmo, “is a destination,” and they left the front for the lanes, walking, for the first time all week, the first kind of walk, at a pace, towards something — and it took nothing from the evening, because the dinner they were hurrying to was the other kind of thing entirely, and both of them knew it, and neither said it, out of respect for the cheese.



After the seeing, the result named once. The question ‘what is it all for’ arrives wearing a grammar, and the grammar is the delivery-man’s: for as destination, life as a walk redeemed only by its arrival. Inside that grammar the honest answer on the no-ground is: for nothing — there is no fort, no below, no above, no after. But walking itself comes in two kinds, told apart by anyone in half a second: the walk that is a means, incomplete until its end, improved by hurry, cancelled by interruption; and the walk that is complete at every step, going nowhere, unhurryable, whole each evening for fifty years — and a mortal life’s being-together is a thing of the second kind. The telos of mortals is being-together: a telos not as destination but as completion, entirely present in each greeting, each tended between, arriving never because it was never on its way anywhere. The old error, in all its crowned versions, is to mistake the second kind for the first — every pictured paradise, kingdom, dawn, and secured legacy is the promenade misread as a delivery route, and its price is always the same: the actual evenings demoted to means and hurried through. And the point has a keel: being-together presupposes apartness. Each holds one untransferable death, and therefore two can never pool into one; and this is not the residue love fails to melt but its condition — together needs a between and a between needs two banks; fusion is not the perfection of togetherness but its abolition, in the couple and in the body politic alike. Hence the one who walks alone is not outside the point: alone is not the opposite of together — the opposite of together is unaddressed — and the widow tending her stone is not a ruin of the between but its continuation in the only mode left to one bank. For nothing, then, in the morning grammar; and nothing missing: the town walks nowhere, wholly, every evening, and goes home full.


8. The Boat

They left the town before light. At the root of the mole the tin roof was already loud, and the boy from the auction was loading his own van by lamplight, boxes iced and stencilled for the capital, his taverna evidently not yet rich enough to spare him from being his own shipping line; he saw the car slow and lifted his chin in the town’s nod, already fluent in it, and went back to the ice. Then the last houses, and the salt lake lying along the road like a strip of unworked metal, whitening as the sky did; then carob country, dark trees holding their arms out over red ground; and then, before any sea, the towers — a handful of lit crowns standing up out of the plain — and under them the western port, awake, swallowing cars and lashed freight down its ramps as if the island were being decanted.

The boat sailed at nine, and they were on the quay by eight, because Fridrik was of the generation that treats a departure as a small solemnity and arrives early enough to honour it.

The quay had its morning business around them. Crates were going aboard the vehicle deck in slings, and further along, a family was seeing off a grandmother with the full ceremony — three generations on the stones, the baby held up at the end of its mother’s arms and made to wave its fist at the boat, on the theory, old as harbours, that the very new should salute the traveller.

Guglielmo had brought a paper bag, which he handed over without explanation.

Fridrik looked inside. “Figs.”

“The black ones. Stavros chose them himself when he heard they were sailing. He asked me to say that they are better than anything you will be given on board, which is true, and that you should not share them, which is up to you.”

They stood at the rail end of the quay, out of the crates’ way, and watched the water do what water does to morning light. There was not much time left and both of them knew that the week had earned better than small talk, and so, characteristically, Fridrik went straight at the thing neither of them had said.

“Last time we let six years pass,” he said. “I’ve been counting on the gangway’s behalf. Six years. I’m seventy-one, Guglielmo. Six years is no longer a unit I own. We are standing here in the fine morning arranging the next instalment of a thing, and the honest arithmetic is that there may be no next instalment, and I would rather say it than sail with it unsaid. This may have been the last walk.”

The horn sounded up the quay, the first of the three.

“It may,” said Guglielmo.

Fridrik glanced at him, half a smile. “You’re supposed to protest.”

“You didn’t come to me for protests. You came because I don’t sell them.” He turned so they were facing each other, two old men among the crates, and gave it to him straight, the way the week had taught them both to want it. “Yesterday evening you found the two kinds of walking, and you found them well, so use them now, at the only moment they’re really for. If our forty years were the first kind of walk — a delivery, on its way to something — then yes, an early end truncates it: parcel undelivered, route abandoned, loss. But you know what kind it was. You said it on the front with the whole town flowing around us: the walking-together was never the means. Then hear what that costs and what it buys, here, on the stones. It costs the future any power to complete us — nothing ahead, not even ten more years, could finish what we are, because we were never on the way to being finished. And it buys this: nothing ahead can truncate us either. If the boat sails and the arithmetic goes against us, Fridrik, the friendship will not have been cut short. It will have wholly happened. Every morning of it was entire on the morning it happened, this one included. We have already entirely been what we are. Nothing is owed. Nothing is missing.”

Fridrik looked at the water for a while.

“It holds,” he said at last, with a kind of wonder. “I brought that sentence to the gangway on purpose, you know. To see whether your week would hold at the one place philosophy usually files for bankruptcy. It holds. It doesn’t comfort — I want to be exact — it isn’t comfort; comfort would tell me the arithmetic is wrong or doesn’t apply, and you’ve told me it’s right and applies to us this morning. But it converts the thing. The last walk, if this was that, isn’t a wound the future inflicts on the past. The past is out of reach — wholly happened, you said, and I feel the wholeness like a floor under —” he laughed at himself, caught in the old word.

“Like a floor. Yes. The only kind there is.”

The second horn. Down the quay the grandmother was being embraced serially, in order of seniority.

“And in between,” Fridrik said, businesslike now, folding the top of the fig bag with care, “in the interval, whatever length it turns out to have. Instruct me. Last time we neglected it for six years and it took no harm — I walked off that boat and you met me and it was as if we’d walked the evening before; I noted it on the pier the first day and you told me to hold it and we never came back for it. Come back for it now. What is a friendship doing during six silent years? It isn’t being enacted — no walks, barely letters. On your own showing, things of the between don’t subsist like stone; nothing does; even stone doesn’t. So either it quietly ceased to exist for six years, and we resurrected it at the pier — and you have views on resurrection — or it existed somehow, all that time, without happening. Which?”

“It existed the way the boatyard skill exists between boats. You already own the answer; I’m only fetching it. The interval doesn’t hold the friendship as an actuality — you’re right, there were no enactments; the between wasn’t happening anywhere on earth. What the interval holds is the possibility, and it holds it in exactly two places, the only warehouse that kind of thing has ever had: in you and in me. Each of us carried the other, those six years, as addressable at any hour — that’s the whole content of it, and it’s enough. Not thought of daily; carried. The proof is the pier: nothing was rebuilt that morning, no bridge re-strung, no arrears paid down — you said the strange thing yourself, as if we had walked yesterday. Retrieval doesn’t repair an interval, Fridrik; retrieval reveals that the interval was never a distance. That’s why our joke is worded the way it’s worded. Same hour. Not soon, not next year. Same hour — because when a thing of this kind is taken up, it is always the same hour; the calendar ran, and nothing in the between was denominated in calendar.

“But carried is a verb, and I won’t let it go soft on you at a gangway. The possibility is kept the way everything is kept — by mortals, at some expense, or not at all. The letter that says nothing and means still here. The story told to a third — you’ll be home a week and someone will ask about the island, and you’ll find yourself producing me at your table, at length, with exaggerations, and that telling is tending; I’ll be kept in the north the way the bronze was kept, by being handed around. The thought at the fig stall, when you buy inferior ones. Small retrievals. The interval lives on them. Neglect them entirely, long enough, and the possibility goes the way of the garboard — not dramatically; datelessly. So write. Not much. It needn’t be much. It needs to be taken up.”

“I’ll write,” said Fridrik. “You’ll answer within the year, if precedent holds.”

“Precedent will hold.”

The third horn, and the quay began its final choreography: the last crates swinging up, the grandmother released to the gangway, a deckhand jumping down clear of the ropes. Fridrik shouldered his bag. At the foot of the gangway he stopped, as men do there, at the exact seam of the two elements, and looked past Guglielmo at the town — the front where the evening walk would run tonight without him, the roofs going up the hill, and somewhere in among them, invisible from the water, fenced and swept and labelled, the town below the town.

“Keep it swept,” he said.

“Every morning,” said Guglielmo. “If we take it up.”

“You will. You’re constitutionally incapable of not.” He put out his hand, and the handshake was the town’s kind, the auction kind, the kind that keeps accounts open. “Same hour, Guglielmo.”

“Same hour.”

The boat took the harbour mouth slowly and then the open water with intent, and the wake ran back towards the quay for a while, a long seam of stirred light — and then the sea closed it, seam and all, the way the sea closes everything, being the one neighbour that keeps nothing and grieves nothing and can be relied upon absolutely for both. Guglielmo watched until the hull was a shape, and then a mark, and then the morning’s ordinary dazzle.

Then he walked back into the town, along the front, past the fig stall, where he was hailed and interrogated and given a coffee he hadn’t asked for; and in the evening, at seven, he came down again and walked the promenade alone, at the institution’s speed, greeting who he met, turning at the fort — one bank of a river now running very long and very quiet, and not for one step of it unaddressed.



After the seeing, the result named once. The parting of mortals is where the week’s findings pay or default, and they pay. A bond of the second kind cannot be truncated, because it was never on its way to completion: if the last walk proves to have been the last, the friendship is not cut short but wholly happened, entire in each of its mornings, the final one included — nothing owed, nothing missing; this does not comfort, since it corrects no arithmetic, but it converts the loss from a wound the future deals the past into a wholeness the future cannot touch. In the interval, the between is not enacted and does not subsist: it is carried, as possibility, in its two banks and nowhere else — each holding the other as addressable at any hour — and retrieval does not repair the interval but reveals it was never a distance: taken up, a thing of this kind is always the same hour, for nothing in it was ever denominated in calendar. But carried is a verb: the possibility is kept as everything is kept, by mortals, at some small expense — the letter that means still here, the friend produced at a distant table, the thought at the fig stall — or it dies the dateless death, like any garboard. And when the boat has gone and the sea has closed the wake, keeping what it always keeps, which is nothing, the one who walks back does not walk back diminished into solitude, for alone was never the opposite of together: he walks the evening front as one bank of a long river, greeting who he meets, turning at the fort, and not for one step of it unaddressed. Here ends the week of the trench.


Movement II — Nicosia


9. The Third Walker

Fridrik came back in the spring, a year and a half on, and this time the interval had been kept the way intervals are kept: eleven letters south, nine north — Guglielmo maintained that two of his had counted double — and a friendship that met him at the harbour exactly where it had been left, which surprised neither of them now, though both privately checked.

On the third morning they went up to the capital, and they did not go alone.

The taverna had prospered — modestly, the way things prosper in that town, which is to say the boy now owned the van outright and complained about it — and twice a week he drove up to Nicosia before dawn with fish and came back with restaurant money and city gossip. When he heard the two old men meant to take the bus, he was offended in a way that settled the matter. So at six they were three across the bench seat of a van that smelled of ice and diesel, the boy driving, Guglielmo in the middle because he was narrower, Fridrik at the window with his elbow out in the cool air, and the road running up out of the coastal green into the great inland plain, which in spring is briefly and recklessly a meadow — barley, poppies, the mountains standing along the north edge of it with snow still on the high line.

For the first half hour the boy was silent with the particular silence of a young man driving his elders, and the two walkers talked across him about nothing — the letters, a roof repair, whether the figs would be early. Then the boy laughed at something Guglielmo said, was mortified, was forgiven, and within ten kilometres the van had found its voice, and Fridrik, listening, began to attend to something other than what was being said.

At the coffee stop — a village kafeneion where the boy was known, four old men at cards under a plane tree, the coffee arriving unordered — Fridrik took his cup and looked at his two companions with the expression he wore at fences.

“Something has been happening in that van,” he said, “and I’ve been watching it happen for an hour, and I want to lay it out before the city eats the morning. We are three. I have spent two visits being two with this man, and I know what two is, the way you know a room in the dark. Three is a different room. And I’ve been cataloguing the furniture.”

“Catalogue it,” said Guglielmo. The boy looked from one to the other, gathered that this was the thing his passengers did, and settled in.

“First: we perform now. Don’t deny it — you told the story of the watchman’s tarpaulin better this morning than it happened, and I let you, because I was doing the same with my boat crossing. In front of him” — he nodded at the boy — “we are slightly staged. Two alone don’t have an audience; three have one at all times, rotating. Second: the geometry moves. Twice this morning it was you two against me — the matter of the motorway, which I lost, and deserved to — and once it was the young man and I against you and your coffee ritual, which cost you nothing and delighted us. Two-against-one, forming and dissolving, no malice in it, but real: alliances exist in that van that could not exist on our walks, because on our walks there was no one to ally with. Third: someone can now speak for us. When he asked what we actually talk about on these famous walks of ours, you answered — you said we, and then you characterised us, and I sat there being characterised, half agreeing, wholly unconsulted. The we got a spokesman. Two alone speak as themselves; the moment there are three, one can represent two, faithfully or not.

“So: audience, alliance, representation. Three furnishings the new room has and the old room hadn’t. And the conclusion wants to draw itself, doesn’t it — that something new under the sun enters at three; that the two-room was a simplification; that if we kept adding — ten, a hundred, a city — new things would keep entering, and at some size the additions would amount to a different kind of being altogether: the group, the crowd, the public, the people. The old rooms of two are where philosophers hide, someone will say, because two is manageable; the truth lives at scale. I’ve heard that sermon my whole life. This morning I finally have the laboratory in front of me. So test it, Guglielmo. Is the third walker a new kind of thing in the world, or not?”

Guglielmo turned his cup a half-turn on its saucer, which the boy would learn, over years, was the ritual before the longer answers.

“Take your three furnishings one at a time, and for each, ask not whether it’s new in the van — it is; you saw it arrive — but whether it’s new in the world. Whether two alone truly lacked it, or had it folded.

“The audience first. You say two have no witness. But when you told me your boat-crossing story the first evening — just the two of us, on the front — were you unwatched? You shaped it. You paused where pauses work. And when you once told me something in confidence, years ago, that cost you, you weighed me before you spoke — weighed what I would hold, what I would think of you at the far end of the sentence. A man speaking to one other is already speaking before someone: the addressee was always also the witness; that’s what made your confidence cost something. The boy didn’t bring watching into our company. He doubled a watching that was there when we were two — that is there, Fridrik, whenever anyone says anything to anyone, or the saying would be weightless.

“The alliance second. Two-against-one needs a third, granted. But siding — the thing itself, the taking of a side — did two lack it? All winter, in our letters, we sided. With and against people who weren’t in the room: you took your late colleague’s part against his critics in two full pages; we allied over the matter of your nephew; I recruited you against a man you’ve never met. The third party has been in our friendship continuously — as the spoken-of, the he, the one weighed and defended and judged in absence. Every language keeps a chair for him; the grammar of the third person is that chair, standing ready in every tongue on earth, in every conversation of two, since before anyone could count. This young man” — Guglielmo put a hand briefly on the boy’s shoulder — “entered our friendship a year ago, by name, in a letter of mine that praised his driving and doubted his prices. You answered with advice for him. He has been riding with us for a year, Fridrik. Today he merely took the wheel.

“And the representation. One speaking for two — did you truly never see it before this morning? The woman at the market, the first visit: we don’t do that, she said to her boy, and there were only the two of them in the we, and she voiced it alone, and it bound. Every couple, every pair of partners, every two friends has a we that either can voice — and can misvoice; you half-disagreed with my characterisation, which proves the office existed and could already be abused when we were two. The third didn’t create the spokesman. He created the occasion on which the spokesman could be heard by someone.

“So run the audit to the end. Everything the new room has, the old room had folded: the witness folded into the addressee, the ally folded into the spoken-of, the we lying ready in either mouth. What the third truly adds is not furniture but unfolding — the geometry spreads out; what was implicit gets its own chair. And weight, yes: more eyes, more sides, more standing to lose. But now the sermon you’ve heard your whole life, about the new kind of being that enters at scale — hold it against this morning. If nothing categorially new entered at three — and you searched, you’re the most honest searcher I know — then what enters at thirty? At thirty thousand? More unfolding. More weight. More chairs. Never, at any number, a new answerer. Count what’s in this kafeneion, Fridrik: four card players, three of us, the owner — and betweens, many more betweens than people; that’s arithmetic, the betweens multiply faster. But there is no ninth thing here, no group-creature hovering over the plane tree that thinks or decides or could be asked for its reasons. However many are added, the additions are always more of us, and never something above us. Remember that when we reach the city, because the city believes otherwise about itself, and half of what it will show us was built by the belief.”

The boy had listened to all of this with his chin on his fist, and now said, with the directness of his age: “And me? Am I furniture, or a walker?”

“You,” said Fridrik, “are the experiment that succeeded. Which is the politest thing I have ever called anyone.”

They paid — there was a small ceremonial struggle over this, two against one, which the boy lost on grounds of youth — and went out to the van. And it was as they pulled back onto the road that the morning delivered its quiet coup, because the boy, checking his mirror and easing into the traffic, said, in the tone of a man quoting scripture he doesn’t know is scripture:

“Same hour Thursday for the drive back, then. If we take it up.”

Fridrik turned his whole body to look at him. The boy, feeling the look, glanced over. “What? It’s what he says.” A thumb at Guglielmo. “At the harbour. To the fish men. It’s a good saying. Everyone says it now — Andreas says it about the nets.”

Fridrik looked past him at Guglielmo, who was looking out the windscreen at the road with the studied innocence of a man whose words had been caught travelling without him.

“Words don’t stay where you put them,” Guglielmo said. “Nothing does. That’s Thursday’s subject, or next year’s.”

The plain ran on, green and red, and then the road crested a long rise and the capital came into view at the foot of the mountains — a grey-white spill of city, minarets and towers together, the old walled heart of it just visible as a darker round. And on the flank of the range beyond it, enormous, worked in painted stone across the mountainside itself, an emblem — big enough to be read from another country’s air, placed to be unignorable from every street they were about to walk.

Fridrik saw it, and did not ask, and Guglielmo did not explain, because some figures introduce themselves.



After the seeing, the result named once. The third walker changes the room and does not change the world. What arrives with him arrives visibly — the audience, the alliance, the spokesman — and each, followed honestly back, was already in the company of two, folded: the addressee was always also the witness, or no confidence would ever have cost anything; the third party rode along continuously as the spoken-of, in the standing chair every grammar keeps for him; and the we lay ready in either mouth, voiceable and misvoiceable, before anyone arrived to hear it. Addition, then, is unfolding, not creation: more chairs, more sides, more weight, betweens multiplying faster than walkers — and never, at any number, a new answerer. There is no group-creature over the plane tree; however many are added, the additions are always more of us, and never something above us — which must be carried into the city like a passport, because the city believes otherwise about itself. And one thing more, seen in a mirror at the moment of merging into traffic: what two walkers make between them does not stay between them. Their forms travel — a saying caught by a boy, passed to the fish men, loose now in a harbour’s mouths — the between already handing itself onward while both its makers are alive to hear it come back. Words do not stay where you put them. Nothing does.


10. The Walls

The boy put them down by the moat on the south side, promised them Thursday, and drove off into the city’s morning with his ice and his invoices, leaving the two walkers at the foot of the thing they had come up to see.

Seen from below it was less a wall than a landform: a rampart of earth faced in golden stone, high as a church, running away in both directions in a long shallow curve, and at intervals swelling out into vast pointed bastions like the prows of buried ships. A heritage sign stood at the path with a diagram, and Fridrik, a lifelong reader of labels, went to it and was quiet for some time.

“Guglielmo. Come and look at what they drew.”

The diagram showed the city from the air: and from the air the wall was a circle — not quite compass-perfect, the legend admitted, but an eleven-sided ring so regular the eye rounded it without being asked — with eleven identical bastions spaced around it like the points of a snowflake, heart-shaped in plan, as if the drawing had been made twice, once by an engineer and once by a sentimentalist; three gates; the whole figure so regular that it looked less like a town than like a proof. Beside it the sign gave the dates: drawn and built in three years, four and a half centuries ago, by the Serene Republic, with the storm already visible on the sea.

“It’s beautiful,” said Fridrik, meaning it. “It’s a diagram made real. Somebody drew the ideal city — the Renaissance men were always drawing it, the radial streets, the perfect polygon, reason’s town — and here somebody built it, at full scale, in earth and ashlar, around a living city.” He read on, and his face changed. “Ah. And there’s the bill. Listen: to clear the ground for the rampart and the field of fire, they demolished the city’s own edges — the suburbs entire, and — it counts them — eighty churches, the monasteries, the abbey where they had buried their kings, the old palaces, everything that had grown outside the intended line, razed by the defenders themselves, the stone fed into the new wall. They even moved the river. The river ran through the town; they put it outside, into the moat. Four centuries of grown city, Guglielmo, cut to fit a circle, by its own people, in three years.”

“Now read the form the way you’ve learned to read. Not what the wall was for — what it says. A wall this shape is a sentence. Stand back and say the sentence.”

Fridrik stood back, and looked up the golden slope, and along the great curve, and said it slowly, finding the words the stones insisted on.

“We are one. That’s the first word of it — a circle has no parts, no seams, no quarter more important than another; it’s unity drawn. We are closed — the line meets itself; inside and outside are absolute; the city is a finished figure with a definite edge. We are complete — nothing is missing from a circle and nothing can be added to one; the form says the city is done, achieved, whole. And under all of it, in the sheer mass: we are permanent. Earth and stone at this scale is a claim about time. The wall is the city saying: one, closed, complete, forever.” He paused. “It’s the town’s portrait of itself. Commissioned, like all portraits, to flatter.”

“And where does the portrait lie? Not in detail — grant the surveyors every measurement. Where does it lie in kind?”

“Where they all lie. You told me on the first visit and I’ve had a year and a half to watch it be true: the surface of the world is woven, daily. A city is not a figure, Guglielmo — a city is a traffic. It’s the roads and the market and the ten thousand greetings a morning; it’s kept, like the temple floor, like the bronze, morning by morning, by everyone; it has no edge, because the traffic doesn’t stop at stone — it has fadings, fringes, suburbs, the very things they razed. The portrait shows a form where the sitter was a flow. And to make the town match its portrait even for one generation, they had to cut the actual town back to the drawn line — kill the fringe, move the river. The ideal didn’t crown the city. It amputated it to fit.”

“Hold that word, amputated, and now let the wall’s own history speak, because what happened next is the part the diagram is too polite to feature. The wall was built against one storm, for one purpose: to hold a siege until the Republic’s fleet could come. The storm arrived with the earthworks unfinished and the mortar still curing. And the ideal ring, the eleven mathematically sited bastions, the moat, the cleared field of fire — held for seven weeks. The fleet did not come in seven weeks. The city fell, with great slaughter, and the ideal fortification of the age passed to the besiegers essentially intact, having functioned, in the end, chiefly as their prize.”

Fridrik was silent a moment. “Seven weeks.”

“Seven weeks. And the lesson is not that the geometry was wrong — soldiers still study it. The lesson is the one you carved on the first morning at the trench and have been re-carving ever since: nothing holds itself up. A wall is not strong; a wall is kept strong — provisioned, manned, relieved — and its strength is exactly the strength of the keeping behind it, which in this case was a fleet that gathered in a Cretan harbour and never came. Geometry doesn’t bleed for you. The perfect form without the keeping fell in seven weeks; and meanwhile every scruffy, unideal, organic town that ever survived a bad century survived it the other way — by keeping, inside whatever imperfect walls it happened to have. The portrait said permanent. Permanence was never a property of the stone. It was always a payroll.”

They walked the path along the moat’s edge, and then down a ramp into the moat itself — and the moat, which the diagram rendered as a clean defensive void, turned out to be full. Full of the city: a football pitch with a morning game on it, eucalyptus and pines, a car park, allotment gardens against the counterscarp, a man exercising a dog between the goal posts of a second, empty pitch. The wall towered over all of it, pierced now by road cuttings where the traffic simply went through, and above the rampart, on both sides, the city was visible pouring away to the horizons — towers, cranes, sprawl, ten cities’ worth of city outside the finished figure.

“When did it fall?” Fridrik asked suddenly. “Not to the siege. The circle. When did the circle stop being the city’s edge?”

“There’s no date. That’s the answer, and you already know why. Nobody breached it and nobody repealed it. The town simply — resumed. The traffic did what traffic does: it grew back over the amputation, poured over the finished figure the way the sea closed over your wake, and one century the wall was the edge of the world and another century it was something in the middle of town that the bus route bends around. It wasn’t defeated, Fridrik. It was absorbed. Overgrown into furniture. The most emphatic sentence ever uttered in stone on this island, and the city’s answer was not to argue but to keep weaving until the sentence stood in the middle of the fabric like a quotation nobody remembers the source of. And now —” he gestured at scaffolding on the flank of the nearest bastion, where two men in high-visibility vests were repointing the facing stones — “now it is kept. The fortification that could not keep the city is kept by the city, at public expense, with conservators’ mortar, because it has become the town’s most beloved possession: its portrait. You’ll see the circle everywhere down here — on the municipal crest, the buses, the garbage trucks, the tourist maps: the city wears as its emblem the one shape it never obeyed. The sprawling, seamy, unfinishable actual town, compressed into eleven points and a ring. The founder’s statue in every northern square does it to a man. This does it to a city.”

They climbed out of the moat at one of the gates — the eastern one, a long vaulted tunnel through the rampart’s whole thickness, big enough to drive wagons through in file, its great doors long gone. From inside the vault came, incongruously, the sound of a piano: someone rehearsing, the notes swimming in the stone. Fridrik peered in: posters, stage lights, stacked chairs. The war-door had become a concert hall.

But it was the name on the sign that stopped him.

“The Famagusta Gate,” he read. “Famagusta — that’s the port, no? Down the coast, east.” He looked back along the wall. “And the sign at the path said the north one is the Kyrenia Gate, and the west one the Paphos Gate. Guglielmo. The gates are named for other cities. None of them is named for anything here. The wall’s own doors carry the names of elsewheres — each one is called after the place its road runs to, after everything the circle isn’t.” He began to smile, the way he smiled at the fence when a thing came apart in his hands. “The sentence refutes itself at its own mouths. One, closed, complete — and then three times, at the only places where the wall admits the world, it confesses: the city lives by Famagusta, by Kyrenia, by Paphos; the city is not its circle; a city is its roads. They couldn’t even name the doors without naming the outside. The between is built into the boundary, in letters, over the arches.”

“Yes. And now the one I’ve been saving, because it should be heard standing here, with the piano going. The north gate — the Kyrenia Gate. Its road ran to the northern coast, over the mountains, to the harbour under the castle; the gate is that road’s mouth, and has been for four and a half centuries, and it is still there, restored, handsome, with its name on it. And the road it is named for is cut. You’ll see where tomorrow — you saw the emblem on the mountain. Kyrenia lies on the far side of a line no wagon crosses. The gate still stands in the wall, Fridrik, saying its one word, Kyrenia, like a door that remembers its elsewhere — a mouth whose road has been taken away. Of everything on this rampart, that gate is the only part I can’t walk past easily.”

They stood a while in the gate’s cool shadow, the piano stitching away at the same eight bars, patient as the conservators on the bastion.

Then they climbed the rampart itself, by the stair beside the gate, and came out on top, on the wide grassed walk where the cannon had been, with the whole city around them. And from up there, looking north across the roofs of the old town — the round heart of the diagram, the original circle’s inside — Fridrik saw it: a strip. It ran across the circle like a scratch across a coin: a band of rooflessness and dark windows and vegetation growing where vegetation shouldn’t be, oil drums and sheet metal at the street-ends, quiet in a way the rest of the city was not quiet, cutting the round heart edge to edge.

He looked at it for a long time.

“Your circle said one,” he said finally. “It contains a cut.”

“Tomorrow,” said Guglielmo.

“Same hour.”

“If we take it up.”



After the seeing, the result named once. A great wall is a common’s portrait of itself, and the portrait always says the same four words — one, closed, complete, permanent — and always lies in the same place: it renders as a form what was only ever a traffic. A city has no edge, because keeping and greeting have no edge; it has fringes, fadings, roads; and to make the living town match the drawn circle even briefly, the ideal had to amputate the actual — the suburbs razed, the river moved, the grown cut to fit the proved. Nor did the form hold: geometry does not bleed; a wall is exactly as strong as the keeping behind it, and the perfect figure without its fleet fell in seven weeks. What the siege could not do, the town itself then did without a date: not breaching the circle but absorbing it — the traffic wove back over the amputation until the most emphatic sentence in stone stood in mid-fabric like a quotation without a source, kept now at public expense, worn as the emblem of the very city that never obeyed it: a sprawling actual compressed into a ring, as the founder is compressed into a statue. And the wall confesses against itself at its own mouths: its gates are named for elsewheres — Famagusta, Kyrenia, Paphos — because not even the builders could name the doors without naming the outside; a city is its roads, not its circle; the between is built into the boundary. One of those doors now remembers an elsewhere it cannot reach. And across the round heart of the finished figure, visible from its own rampart, runs a cut — for the form can declare oneness, and stone can say it for four centuries, and only persons, greeting, keeping, crossing, can make it true.


11. The Line

They went in through the old city the next morning, on foot, by the lanes.

For the first ten minutes it was any Mediterranean old town at its business: coffee roasters, a shoe mender, a shop of church supplies with brass lamps in the window, motor scooters negotiating passages built for donkeys. Then, block by block, in a way Fridrik felt before he could describe it, the town began to thin. Not empty — thin. The shops became storerooms; the storerooms became shutters; the pedestrians acquired purpose and stopped strolling; laundry still crossed the lane overhead, but less of it, and the lanes themselves grew quiet in a way that had a direction, the way a beach has a direction towards the sea. The two walkers followed the quiet.

And then the street stopped.

It did not end. Streets end at things — at a square, a wall, a gate, the harbour. This one stopped: mid-block, mid-perspective, the paving running on under an improvised dam of cement-filled oil drums, rusted to lacework at the tops, sandbags gone green with fifty years, a fence of corrugated sheet, and above the sheet a run of barbed wire with a vine in it — the vine alive, the wire dead, both of them holding each other up. A blue-and-white sign forbade photographs. In a sentry box to one side a young soldier sat with the special boredom of a man guarding a pause, and looked at the two old men without interest, and went back to his phone.

Through the gap between drum and sheet, the street was visible continuing.

Fridrik looked through, and was quiet for a long time, and Guglielmo let the place do its own introducing.

Beyond the barrels the same street ran on — same width, same stone, same balconies — into another condition of being. A pharmacy sign still hung at the first corner, its letters rusted to shadows of letters. The balconies sagged. From one of them a fig tree grew — not beside it, from it, out of the joint between balcony and wall, a full tree, decades old, its roots in the room behind. Rooflines beyond had the soft, caved profile of roofs that have gone over one winter at a time with no one on them. Swallows worked the whole airspace, in and out of upper windows, the busiest citizens in view. Grass stood in the gutters. On a doorstep, twenty metres into the silence, a plastic chair had fallen over some year or other, and lay there still, unhurried, in the middle of Europe.

“I know this street,” Fridrik said at last, quietly. “I’ve been being prepared for this street for two years and I only see it now. The green shed, with the town around it. The trench, but with a date. Everything you’ve shown me about keeping — the temple floor relaid winter by winter, the surface rewoven daily, the watchman’s lamp — all of it was argued from the kept side, from inside the weaving, where the work is invisible because it never stops. Here it stopped. On a day. On a particular day, Guglielmo — there are men alive who can tell you the weather that day — the weaving was interrupted mid-stitch on that side of the barrels and continued on this side, and fifty years later the two halves of one street are a controlled experiment. Same stone, same climate, same sun. The only variable is the keeping. This side: swept this morning. That side: a fig tree in a bedroom. There is the whole book, visible across eleven metres. The surface of the world is a fabric, and there is what the world does the moment the hands stop.”

“And notice what it is not,” said Guglielmo. “It is not a ruin, or not yet — not the honest kind on your first morning, that the earth had taken back and the diggers were tending. It’s the other thing, the thing there was no figure for until men built one: the interrupted city. Kition finished dying centuries before the trench opened it. This street hasn’t died; it’s been held unalive — kept, if you can bear the word, in its interruption: patrolled, wired, forbidden, its decay guarded like a treasure nobody wants. We’ll come back to that, because it’s the darkest thing here and it’s not the first thing. The first thing is the name. Do you know what this line is called?”

“The papers call it the Green Line.”

“They do. And why green? Not olive groves; there are none. Not hope; naming is never that kind. It is called the Green Line, Fridrik, because of a pencil.” He let it sit. “Sixty-some winters ago, when the first blood had been let and something had to be drawn quickly, an officer of the garrisoning power stood over a map of this city with his commanders and drew a cease-fire line through it — through the map, through the round heart, street by street — and the pencil in his hand that day was a green chinagraph. A grease pencil. The kind that smudges. The line took its name from the stationery. And the name stuck, and the line thickened — a decade later, in a worse summer, it grew its barrels and its whole width of silence — but it never got a better name, and I have come to think it never should, because the name is the most honest thing about it. Every border in the world wants you to receive it the way you received the mountains this morning: as given, as old as weather, as being simply where the land divides. And this one is prevented forever from completing that costume by its own name, which testifies, every time it is spoken: a hand, a map, a Tuesday, a pencil. Someone drew me.

“And where the hand drew — that I have been saving since the rampart. A hand drawing fast on a map follows what the map already offers, and through the old town the pencil followed the long market street, the spine of the round heart. And that street, Fridrik, is not a street like the others. It is the bed of the river — the one you read off the sign yourself, yesterday: the river the wall-builders put out of the city and into the moat, four centuries ago. The bed they left behind dried, and filled with stalls, and became the street of the merchants, because a dead river is level and goes everywhere. So when the night came for a line that two frightened halves of a city could read at speed, the pencil ran down the riverbed. It could not have known, and it did not need to: the cut lies in the ghost of a river, evicted by a wall that failed, under a market that grew in its bed — the town below the town, holding even the wound. Nothing here stands on the ground, Fridrik. Not even the border could find one.”

Fridrik looked down the interrupted street for a long time, seeing the river under it now, the stalls over the river, the wire over the stalls.

“Made,” he said. “Dated. And — say your third word. From the old walks. Made, dated…”

“Graded. Yes — look for it; it’s here too. This looks like the absolute edge, the on-or-off of the world. It leaks everywhere. Listen —” and, the noon coming on, the city demonstrated: from somewhere beyond the barrels, thin and clear, a muezzin’s call went up, unhurried, ornamented; and before it had finished, from behind them, southward, the first bell for the midday office answered — not answering it, ignoring it, which meant sharing the air with it — and for half a minute the two musics stood interleaved over the dead strip, in the one element that had never heard of the pencil.

“Sound crosses,” said Guglielmo. “Smell crosses; you’ll notice it where someone bakes near the wire. Swallows cross a hundred times an hour; the seeds of that fig crossed; and there —” A cat had appeared on the barrels, materialising the way cats do, and now poured itself down the far side, crossed the forbidden street diagonally, without haste, past the fallen chair, and vanished into a doorway that no human had used in fifty years. “There goes a citizen for whom this border has never existed. Not defies it — she’d defy a closed door; she can be kept out of a kitchen. She doesn’t defy this. She fails to encounter it. Now, Fridrik, do what she just did with your mind, because it’s the deepest thing this street can teach and the soldiers can’t arrest you for it: find the border. Where is it? It isn’t the barrels — the barrels are rusting scrap; the cat just proved the barrels enclose nothing that exists at her scale. It isn’t a property of the earth — the stone runs through unbroken; the land doesn’t divide here any more than it divides under your feet at the trench. The soldier isn’t it; he guards it, which is different. Where does the thing itself live?”

Fridrik stood with it, in the noise of the bells.

“It lives where the baker’s ruin lived,” he said slowly. “Nowhere on the ground. It’s made of the same material as the whisper — of withdrawn address. The border is between persons or it is nowhere: it exists in exactly the way the greeting exists, as a fact of the field, not a fact of the earth — a negative greeting, held in place. Which is why the cat can’t find it: she was never in the field, so there is nothing there for her to cross. The barrels —” he looked at them with something like pity — “the barrels aren’t the border, Guglielmo. The barrels are where the border is stored. The furniture of it. The way the letters a hand high weren’t the keeping and the tools weren’t the craft. If every person on this island forgot the line tonight, the barrels would stand here meaning nothing, a municipal eyesore, and the street would be one street by morning.”

“And now the resistance. You’ve earned the right to make it to me by now, so make the strong one — I can see it in you.”

“I’ll make it, because someone on this street should speak for the pencil.” Fridrik turned from the gap. “That officer wasn’t building a fantasm, Guglielmo. There was blood in these lanes. People were killing their neighbours — greeted neighbours, thirty-year neighbours, the whole horror is exactly that the address was warm when the knives came out — and a line, any line, drawn fast, put a pause between the hands and the throats. You’ve taught me for two years that nothing stands over persons to stop them; very well, then sometimes the best the persons can do is put eleven metres and some oil drums between themselves and their own next hour. A tourniquet. Ugly, crude, costing the limb’s feeling — and the patient is alive. If your ethics can’t tell a tourniquet from a wound, it’s not fit to walk this street.”

“It can, and the telling is the whole result, so let’s do it with care — the two of us, out loud, at the place itself.” Guglielmo came and stood beside him at the gap. “Everything you said is true and I subtract nothing. The line was drawn as an interval. An emergency measure, in emergency time — made, dated, meant to be provisional, meant to be crossed the moment crossing stopped killing. As an interval it has no quarrel with anything we’ve found; intervals are how the floor protects itself when the current turns murderous; the harbourmaster separates two men mid-brawl and no one calls him a wall. The wrong is not the drawing, Fridrik. The wrong is the promotion. It’s what happens in the second generation and the third, when the tourniquet is still on: the made forgets its hand, the dated forgets its Tuesday, the interval hardens into an essence — maps print it as if it were a river; children are born who have never seen the street whole and take the barrels the way they take the mountains, as how the world comes; and the pause begins to call itself the truth of the place: two worlds, always and forever, divided by nature at exactly the line of the pencil. That is the compression, the same one as ever: a genesis with a hand and a date, crushed into a given. And a border becomes sacred at precisely the moment its madeness is fully veiled — sacredness, here, is the veil, completed.

“And one more thing, the darkest and the most hopeful, and they are the same thing, which is this street all over. Look at the barrels again — the fresh weld on that bracket; the sheet metal is not fifty years old everywhere; the wire has been renewed; there is paint on that sign younger than the boy guarding it. The line is maintained, Fridrik. Of course it is — nothing holds itself up, we carved that on the first morning, and it has no exceptions for the things we hate. A border is kept exactly the way a language is kept, the way the temple floor was kept: by hands, in shifts, generation after generation — patrols walked, wire strung, maps reprinted, and, more than all of it, the young taught which streets are not streets. De-membering at this scale is not an event that happened in one bad summer. It is a practice, renewed every morning like the other keepings, and it costs what keeping costs: lives spent, in sentry boxes, on both sides, hour by bored hour. That’s the darkest thing: the cut across the circle has keepers. And it’s the hopeful thing, and they are one fact: what must be kept can fail to be kept. What is renewed every morning can, some morning, not be taken up. Nothing holds this line up either. Nothing ever held any of it up but persons — which is exactly why persons crossing it, greeting across it, forgetting to teach it, are not gestures against fate. They’re competing maintenance. You’ll see tomorrow — no. Tomorrow night, first, you’ll see the other thing. Tomorrow night the whole city south of the wire is in the squares with fire in its hands, and after this street, you need it, and so does the argument.”

They walked back out the way they had come, and the town thickened around them in reverse — shutters, storerooms, shops, strollers, the full traffic of the kept side — and it did not look ordinary to Fridrik anymore, and would not again; that was the street’s lasting tax, or its gift: he now saw the weaving everywhere, because he had finally seen the fabric with a piece torn out.



After the seeing, the result named once. The interrupted street is the book’s control experiment: one street, one stone, one sun, and across eleven metres the single variable — keeping — displayed by subtraction: swept paving on one side and on the other a fig tree rooted in a bedroom, the surface of the world shown to be fabric by the piece where the weaving stopped, on a date men remember. The line itself is not where its furniture is: the barrels store the border; they are not it. It cannot be found in the earth — the stone runs through, the sound crosses, the swallows cross, and the cat, never having been in the field of address, cannot even encounter it — because a border of this kind is made of the same material as the whisper and the withheld greeting: it is a negative greeting held in place, existing between persons or nowhere, which its own name confesses better than any argument: the Green Line, named for the grease pencil in a tired officer’s hand — a hand, a map, a Tuesday — and drawn, where drawing was fastest, down the dried bed of the river the wall-builders had evicted: the wound itself lodged in a ghost. Against the sanctifiers, then: made, dated, graded. And against the easy verdict, the tourniquet stands: drawn as an interval between hands and throats, the line as emergency was the floor protecting itself, and the wrong is not the drawing but the promotion — the interval hardened into essence, the made with its hand veiled, the children taught the barrels as they are taught the mountains; a border becomes sacred at exactly the moment its madeness is fully veiled, for the sacredness is the veil, completed. Last and darkest and most hopeful, one fact with two faces: the line is maintained. De-membering at world scale is not an event but a practice, renewed every morning by keepers in shifts, at the price all keeping costs; and therefore, like everything else on the no-ground, it can fail to be renewed. Nothing holds this line up either. What is kept can be un-kept; and crossing, greeting, and forgetting to teach it are not gestures against fate, but competing maintenance.


12. The Flame

On the Saturday night the old city changed state again, and this time it changed towards fire.

They had seen the preparations all day: boys guarding a great stacked pyre of pallets and prunings at the edge of the parish square with the vigilance of a garrison — there had been an attempt on their best pallet by the boys of the next parish over, Guglielmo learned at the kiosk, and it had been repelled, and both facts were clearly the pride of the season — and in the church supplies shop a queue out the door, everyone buying candles: plain white ones by the metre, and for the children, candles ribboned and beaded and mounted with toys. By eleven the lanes were running with people, all of them carrying their candles unlit, all of them flowing the same way, dressed as for a wedding, at the hour of night when the town is usually asleep.

The square before the church could not hold them and was not expected to; the crowd filled it and backed up into the mouths of four lanes, and the two walkers let themselves be packed in among them, shoulder to shoulder with grandmothers and soldiers and teenagers and men holding sleeping children upright against their chests.

Then, a little before midnight, the lights went out.

All of them — the square’s lamps, the strings of bulbs, the church’s own windows — and the darkness that came down was not the darkness of an empty place but the pressing, breathing dark of a full one, and Fridrik, who had been to theatres and stadiums and once, long ago, to the kind of rally his century specialised in, felt the old chemistry begin at once. The crowd, unlit, became a single texture. His shoulders were not entirely his. A sway moved through the mass and he swayed with it before he had decided anything; somewhere a child called out and was hushed by two hundred people softly, as one organism hushes itself; and he understood, in his body, standing in the dark, everything that has ever been done with squares full of people and one voice. It would be so easy, he thought. Whatever came out of that dark now — a flag, a fist, a roar — the mass was ready to become it. He gripped his unlit candle and waited to see what this town had chosen to put in the dark instead.

What came out of the dark was one small flame.

The church doors had opened, and in them stood the priest, holding a single lit candle, and he sang out into the square, in the old language, a line Guglielmo translated afterward in three words — come, receive light — and then the priest did the thing that Fridrik would think about for the rest of his life. He did not raise the flame up for the mass to behold. He lowered it — to the candle of the nearest old woman, who lit hers from his; and she turned, and lowered hers to her neighbour’s; and the light left the priest entirely and entered the crowd.

And it spread. Not as a wave of brightness from a source — the source had already given everything away — but neighbourwise, pairwise, each flame tipping to touch an unlit wick, each lighting a small transaction between two faces suddenly visible to each other above their hands: a nod, a murmur, sometimes the light handed backward over a shoulder to a stranger. It came towards the two walkers across the square like slow weather, like the front of something, hundreds of small annunciations climbing lane by lane, and then the woman beside Fridrik turned to him — a woman he had never seen and would never see again — and tipped her flame against his candle, and said something to him softly in a language he didn’t speak, and his own light stood up in his hand, and he turned, because it was suddenly unthinkable not to, and gave it to the man behind him.

Within three minutes the square that had been one darkness was ten thousand flames.

At midnight proper the bells went off overhead like an avalanche, and the proclamation was sung, and the pyre at the square’s edge went up with a roar — the boys’ great fire, flames the height of the plane trees, sparks up into the dark — and firecrackers began detonating in the side lanes with a violence that sent the pigeons of three parishes to the sky, and the crowd sang, all together, one melody, the same eight bars the whole square wide. And then — Fridrik watched it happen — the crowd did not remain a chorus. It crumbled, gladly, into pairs: everyone turning to everyone near them with the two words of the night, and the two words, he realised, listening, were not a chant but a call that required an answer — one said the first word to you, and you did not repeat it, you answered it with the second — and around him in the firelight ten thousand people were performing, at the top of the year, not a roar but an unrepeatable number of tiny dialogues, each with its question and its response, each between exactly two faces. A small girl in front of him held up a red-dyed egg to her grandfather; they knocked eggs, point to point; hers survived, his cracked; she shrieked with triumph and he surrendered his broken egg with the gravity of a man yielding a province. Then she turned, flushed with conquest, and held her egg up to Fridrik.

He lost, of course. Her egg was clearly professional.

Later, walking back through the lanes — and this was the part Fridrik had not been told to expect — the whole city was moving with small flames. From every square the crowds were dispersing homeward, and every walker carried fire: hands cupped around it against the night breeze, children’s candles shielded by fathers’ bodies, the flames trooping away down every lane and alley in loose constellations, going into doorways, climbing exterior stairs, until the old town looked like a thing quietly on fire in ten thousand places, all of them tended. At a doorway ahead, a family paused while the mother reached up and held her candle’s flame to the lintel until the smoke had drawn a small black cross above the door — the year’s mark, Guglielmo said; you would see them faded above half the doors of the old city, one per Easter, a lintel keeping its own chronicle — and then they went in, taking the fire to the icon lamp, where, in the houses that keep the custom fully, it would be fed and kept burning through the year.

The walkers carried flames themselves — Fridrik’s descended from the unknown woman’s, Guglielmo’s from Fridrik’s — and by unspoken agreement they took the long way, through the moving constellations.

“Account for yourself,” said Fridrik at last. “I’ve waited all evening and you’ll enjoy it more if I say it fully. You walked me past the second grave of Lazarus and preached me the one-way border. You’ve built two books, by my count, on the law that nothing comes back — filiation, not resurrection; the new is new and the dead stay dead. And tonight you stand in a square with ten thousand people announcing resurrection to one another, holding a candle like everyone else, and I watched your face when the light came across the square, Guglielmo. Account for yourself.”

Guglielmo walked a while, his hand around his flame.

“I won’t adjudicate the proclamation,” he said. “You know I can’t — not won’t, can’t; adjudicating it needs a place to stand above it, and I gave up the above with everything else. The town believes what it believes and I stand in the square as what I am, a neighbour. But I’ll tell you what I watched, and you watched it too, because it’s what you’ve been trained to watch. Set the doctrine wholly aside — grant it or refuse it, tonight doesn’t need your verdict or mine — and look at what the practice does. What did this town actually perform at midnight? It performed handing. Greeting with answer. The keeping of fire through wind. The marking of thresholds. The carrying home. Every gesture of the feast, without exception, is a gesture from our two years of walks — and the rite is older than every argument I’ve ever made you; the practice knew it all first. Whatever the words announce, the hands were rehearsing transmission.

“And it goes deeper, and this is the part that had my face doing whatever my face was doing. Think of the flame itself as a thing being given, and ask your boatyard question: what kind of gift is it? The woman lit your candle. Did her flame diminish? You lit the man behind you, and me after — three fires now descend from yours. What has your candle lost? Nothing. Fire is the one ancient, visible, hand-holdable thing in the world that is more for being given away — handed to forty, whole in each, undiminished in the giver. The old man’s correction to his granddaughter, your father’s pause, the craft, the tongue — every bequest we’ve traced has had exactly this structure, and it is the structure of nothing else in common experience except flame. So when this rite wanted, twenty-odd centuries ago, to put transmission itself into the hands of a whole town at once — the handing-on of what is not divided by handing — it reached for the only material in the world that behaves like a possibility. One flame, multiplied by neighbours, going home to ten thousand houses. Fridrik, they have been rehearsing the ontology of the bequest, with live fire, once a year, since before anyone could write it down. I don’t need the doctrine to be moved by that. The square performs my whole philosophy annually and has never read a word of it.”

“And the crowd,” said Fridrik. “Finish the crowd, because I felt it, in the dark, before the light came — I want it on the record that I felt it. The mass, the sway, the readiness. Everything they say the many becomes, I felt us becoming. Your kafeneion arithmetic — never a new answerer, only more of us — I confess it went thin for a moment in that square. There was an animal in the dark and I was its fur.”

“You were. I was too; the dark makes it honest to say so. And now put beside it what the town did with that readiness — because the readiness is real, and it is exactly what every burner of squares has ever harvested. The mass in the dark was ready to become whatever came out of the church. Study what came. Not one great fire raised on high for the animal to face and roar at — they have the great fire, look, the boys’ pyre, glorious and roaring, and notice where the rite puts it: at the edge, for sparks and delight, a bonfire of the current, gone to ash by morning with nobody keeping a coal of it. What came out of the dark into the middle was the other fire: one flame, immediately given away, spreading not from the centre but neighbour to neighbour — so that within three minutes the animal in the dark had been converted, without one word of command, into ten thousand lit faces in pairs. That’s the whole answer to the crowd, Fridrik, performed as engineering. The many is real; the readiness is real; and the many never becomes a new creature — it becomes either a mass facing one fire, or a lattice of betweens, each with its own flame, and the difference is not the number of people and not the darkness and not even the fervor. The difference is the structure of the transmission: broadcast, or handed. The rally and the vigil are made of the same crowd. One of them puts the fire above the people. The other puts it between them.”

They had come to their own doorway. Guglielmo, without any self-consciousness at all, reached up and held his flame to the lintel until the smoke had made its small mark, a guest’s cross for a borrowed house, and Fridrik watched him do it and said nothing, because some arguments are better left as soot.

“And in February?” Fridrik said instead, at the threshold. “Where is all this in February? The square is a car park, the candles are in a drawer, the boys’ pyre is a damp corner. Ten thousand flames tonight and by Pentecost, what — a few icon lamps still burning. Does the feast exist in February, Guglielmo, or does it die every year and get resurrected — forgive me — every spring?”

“You know the answer; you’ve sailed on it. It’s carried. Eleven months in the hands and habits of the town — the mothers who know the choreography, the boys who know the pyre-craft, the shop that orders the candles in March — the feast persists the way everything persists, as a possibility kept by its carriers, and one night a year it is taken up, and taking it up is all the existence a thing of this kind ever has or needs. Same hour, next year.” He smiled. “If they take it up. They have, so far, for rather a long time.”

“Monday,” said Fridrik, “you promised me the barrels.”

“Monday. Bring your passport. We’re going to do the thing the street says can’t be done, and I want you to notice, when we do it, how little it takes.”



After the seeing, the result named once. The crowd is real, and the readiness of the crowd is real: in the packed dark the many becomes an animal awaiting its object, and this is the raw material of every square that was ever set roaring at a flag — the fusion-pull is not a theorist’s slander but a fact of the body, and honesty requires feeling it before judging it. But the many never becomes a new creature; it becomes one of two structures, and the difference is not number, darkness, or fervor, but the architecture of transmission. Fire above the people: the broadcast, the mass facing one blaze, the roar in unison — the bonfire form, glorious, and ash by morning. Fire between the people: one flame immediately given away, propagating neighbourwise, pairwise, each lighting a small mutual visibility of faces, the climactic words themselves structured as call and answer, never chant — until the animal in the dark has been converted, without a command, into ten thousand betweens. And the flame that is handed is the bequest made visible: fire is the one material thing that is more for being given away — lit from yours, mine is wholly mine and yours is undiminished — and a rite that puts this into a whole town’s hands once a year has been rehearsing the ontology of transmission since before it could be written: whatever the words announce, the hands perform handing; the fire goes home cupped against the wind to ten thousand houses, marks its year on the lintels, and is kept, where it is kept, in lamps. In February the feast exists as everything of its kind exists — carried, as possibility, by mothers and boys and a shop that orders candles in March — and one night a year it is taken up, which is all the existence such a thing has or needs. The rally and the vigil are made of the same crowd. One puts the fire above the people. The other puts it between them.


13. The Crossing

The old man was waiting for them on Easter Monday at the top of Ledra Street, holding a bakery box by its ribbon.

Guglielmo had arranged it at the kafeneion in Larnaca weeks before: an acquaintance of decades, a retired surveyor who had grown up on the far side of the mountains and lived in Larnaca since the summer that divided the island, and who, since the morning years ago when the crossings opened, had gone over once a month, always on a Monday. He had agreed to be accompanied this once with the mild ceremony of a man granting access to a private liturgy. He was small and upright, with the surveyor’s habit of glancing at rooflines, and he shook Fridrik’s hand and looked him over and said, “He tells me you ask good questions. Ask them after the coffee, not before,” and turned and led them down the street.

Ledra Street on Easter Monday was its ordinary commercial river — shoe shops, ice cream, tourists — and then, without any change of architecture, it arrived at a booth and a barrier where a policeman glanced at their documents with the expression of a man checking tickets for a matinee. And then they were in the corridor.

For eighty metres, Ledra Street belongs to no morning at all. The shops on either side are the dead zone’s shops, their upper windows blind, their facades held up by steel props painted the blue of the international peace; the street runs on between them, swept but unlived, and the walkers’ footsteps were suddenly audible, the river of commerce fifty metres behind them reduced to a murmur, the river ahead not yet begun. It was the interrupted street of the Friday — but as a path: they were walking inside the thing they had looked into through the gap between the barrels, down the middle of the fifty years, past a shop sign in rust that no one had needed to read since before the boy driving their van was born.

Fridrik walked it slowly, looking up and around, and said nothing, and at the far end there was a second booth, where an official examined their papers without hostility or interest, passed them under a reader, and nodded them through.

And the street resumed.

Shops. Coffee smell. Awnings, trade, a man arguing with a delivery driver, children. The same narrow lattice of lanes, the same worn stone underfoot, the same town-nod exchanged between shopkeepers — and over the shopfronts another alphabet, and in the café doorways another language, and on the price tags another money. The same street, and another world, and no seam in the paving to mark where the one had become the other.

Fridrik stopped and looked at his watch.

“Four minutes,” he said. “I timed us from booth to booth. Guglielmo. Fifty years, and it is four minutes wide, and the four minutes are mostly walking at an old man’s pace.” He looked back down the corridor. “You told me to notice how little it takes. I withdraw every private suspicion that you were exaggerating. It takes a document, a glance, and four minutes. The eleven metres were never the point. Nothing physical was ever the point. We have just walked through the proof: the whole apparatus, the barrels, the wire, the fifty years — it was all of it storage, exactly as I said at the gap, storage for a thing whose real width is the width of a withheld greeting.”

“And whose real crossing,” said the old man, who had been listening with approval, “is not this one. This one is the rehearsal. Come. The real one has coffee at the end of it.”

But Guglielmo steered them first, with an apology to the schedule, through two lanes to the left, because there was a building Fridrik had to see, and it announced itself before they reached it: over the roofline, flying buttresses — the unmistakable grey Gothic of a French cathedral, ribbed, pinnacled, northern — and rising out of it, where the west towers should have been, two minarets, white and slender, like a sentence begun in one language and finished in another.

They left their shoes at the door among everyone else’s.

Inside, the nave went up and up in the old cold stone — the pointed arcades, the clustered columns, seven centuries old, built by crusader kings to face the sunrise — but the stone had been whitewashed to a northern light, the floor was carpet from wall to wall, and the carpet, Fridrik saw, and then could not stop seeing, ran at an angle to the building. All of it: the lines of the weave, the rows marked for prayer, the mihrab itself set into the southeast wall — the whole orientation of the room’s use lay diagonal to the orientation of the room’s stone, because the cathedral had been built to face east and the prayer had to face Mecca, and when the one had become the other, four and a half centuries ago, the new keepers had resolved the difference in the simplest way there was.

“They turned the carpets,” Fridrik said softly, “and not the building.”

They stood at the back, out of the way of the scattered afternoon worshippers, and he took it in for a long time: the two geometries lying calmly across one another, the Gothic verticals doing what they had been built to do with the light, the prayer lines doing what they were made to do with the direction, neither erased, neither pretending the other wasn’t there, the whole vast room holding both bearings at once like a compass card.

“I won’t pretend the year it changed hands was gentle,” said Guglielmo quietly. “It wasn’t; it was a conquest, and the conversion was the conquest’s signature. That belongs to its one terrible year. But the roofs, Fridrik — the roofs belong to every year since. Four hundred and fifty winters, and someone has kept this rain out every one of them: the new world maintained the old world’s stone because it was praying inside it. Go and find the sister buildings that were not converted — the island has them, chapels and abbeys nobody reused — and you’ll find them the way you found the street on Friday: roofless, fig trees in the choir. This nave is alive because it was taken up — by hands it was never built for, at an angle to its own axis. Nobody will give you a cleaner figure of what survival is, this side of the trench: not preservation of the original use — that died, and doesn’t come back — but the carrying of the fabric by whatever life came next, on the one condition life ever offers, which is its own terms and its own direction of prayer.”

The old man, who had stood through this with his box of pastries held level, like a man at a graveside who has his own dead to get to, touched Fridrik’s sleeve. “Now the house,” he said.

The house was fifteen minutes’ walk out from the old core, in a street of walled gardens, and it declared itself from the corner: over a whitewashed wall, a lemon tree of great age and outrageous health, wide as the garden itself.

“My father planted it the spring my sister was born,” the old man said, not slowing. “It was as high as the wall when we left. I have watched it now for twenty years of Mondays, over that wall, getting on without us.” He said it without audible bitterness, as a surveyor states an elevation. At the gate he straightened his jacket, and knocked, and the gate was opened at once — they had been expected — by a woman of sixty who kissed him on both cheeks and drew him in by the arm, scolding him for the pastries, which were evidently a running argument, and the walkers were absorbed into the household in the way of the island, without introductions really landing, into a courtyard under the lemon tree where a table was already laid.

What followed took two hours and was, Fridrik said afterward, the most instructive thing he had been permitted to witness on either visit, and the least discussable. The coffee came. The old man asked after the woman’s mother, who was ninety-four and asleep inside, and after her son abroad. The rooms were not shown this time; they had been shown years ago, once, and did not need showing again — the visit had long outgrown the house. At one point the woman’s husband, a heavy quiet man, took the old man by the arm and they walked to the end of the garden together to look at something wrong with the roots of the tree, and stood there twenty minutes, two heads bent over a root, disagreeing comfortably. The pastry box was opened and its contents deplored as excessive and eaten entirely. And when they left, the woman filled a bag with lemons from the tree without asking, because it was not a question, and gave it to the old man, who took it the way he clearly took it every month, with two hands.

It was on the walk back to the crossing that Fridrik finally asked.

“The key,” he said. “Guglielmo told me you carry the key. You didn’t show it. I watched for it — forgive me — all afternoon.”

The old man walked a while.

“It’s in my pocket,” he said. “It has been in my pocket since a July morning when my mother locked that gate and put it in my hand because my father’s hands were full. The lock was changed before that year was out, I imagine; locks are the first thing changed. So it opens nothing. It is a key to a door that exists and a lock that doesn’t — I’ve had fifty years to find the right words for it and those are the ones that stay. Why do I carry it?” He touched his jacket, not the pocket itself, somewhere near it. “Habit. Weight. My pocket would be wrong without it. And why did I not show it, in that garden, to those people, who know I have it — she asked me once, years ago, and I said yes, and she nodded, and we have never mentioned it again? Because a key shown becomes a document, sir. A claim, an exhibit, the first page of a file. There is a room for that key to be shown in — the courts have such rooms; my cousins sit in them; I don’t say they’re wrong to. But that garden is not that room. In that garden the key would end the coffee. And I have thought about it for twenty years of Mondays, and I have decided — my sons think I am a fool, one of them the good kind, one the other kind — I have decided that what I can still have of that house is the coffee, and what I can never again have of it is what the key opens. The key opens the house of a man who died in Larnaca in my arms, in a rented room, twenty kilometres of sea-view from everything he built. That door is his. It doesn’t open. I keep the key the way she keeps —” he tipped his head back towards the garden — “her own key, sir, since you’re asking questions: to a blue door in the south, near the castle of Limassol; her husband has seen it since, on a Monday of their own; strangers keep a printing business behind it now and were kind to them, he says. We are four people and two keys and one table, and on the table, coffee. That is what is possible. I am too old to despise what is possible.”

They crossed back through the corridor in the last of the afternoon, four minutes, booth to booth, and came out into the Greek lettering and the evening river of Ledra Street, and the old man shook their hands at the top of it and went to his bus with his lemons.

The walkers watched him go.

“Say it,” said Guglielmo. “You’ve been building it since the garden.”

“Nothing was restored today,” said Fridrik slowly. “That’s what I watched for two hours, once I stopped watching for the key. Nothing went back. The house was not returned and will not be; the tree keeps its own counsel; the fifty years were not annulled — they were present, at the table, the whole time, in everything unsaid, and nobody pretended otherwise; his father is dead in the wrong town and her door in the south has strangers’ machines behind it. Restoration was not on the table, Guglielmo. Coffee was on the table. And yet I have never in my life seen repair before today — actual repair, the thing itself — because I had always pictured it as restoration’s little brother: things put partway back. It isn’t that at all, is it. It’s the other structure entirely. It’s a founding. Something exists in that garden that did not exist before the gates opened and has no name in the property registers: a between — his and theirs, and now, by the sound of it, hers and the printing family’s — built out of exactly the materials your whole book allows: greeting, answer, coffee, a running argument about pastries, the free decision, renewed monthly, to take it up. Two keys in two pockets, kept and not brandished. The wrong not unsaid, and the address not withheld. It doesn’t undo the fifty years. It out-founds them.”

“And notice what is being handed on, because that’s the last of it and it’s the part that decides the island’s next fifty years. His sons — one of each kind, you heard him. Her son abroad; the husband’s Mondays south. Every one of these houses hands the young something, Fridrik; that traffic never stops; the only question any generation answers is which bequest. You can hand a child a key, with everything a key teaches — that the door is his, that the lock is an insult, that the file stays open. Or you can hand him a table he has sat at, on the far side of a four-minute street, being scolded about pastries by people his grandfather was supposed to hate. Both are inheritances. Both are kept, and cost keeping, and cross the border of the bones as everything crosses it — as possibility, waiting for the young to take it up or not. The barrels are maintained, we said on Friday, and so is the crossing, now — by pastry boxes and lemon bags, monthly, at an old man’s pace. Competing maintenance. It was never going to be settled by anything louder.”



After the seeing, the result named once. The crossing is four minutes wide, and the four minutes are the proof: nothing physical was ever the border’s substance — a document, a glance, eighty metres at an old man’s pace, and the same street resumes in another alphabet — so the fifty years must be measured in the only material they were ever made of, which is withheld address, and can be unmade of. The great nave holds the deeper lesson in stone: taken in one terrible year and kept through four hundred and fifty winters, alive precisely because it was taken up by a life it was not built for, at an angle to its own axis — the carpets turned and not the building — while its unconverted sisters stand roofless with figs in the choir: survival is never the preservation of the original use, which dies and does not return, but the carrying of the fabric by whatever life comes next, on life’s one condition, its own terms and its own direction of prayer. And in the garden, repair showed its true structure at last: not restoration’s little brother, not things put partway back — nothing went back; the house is not returned, the dead are dead in the wrong towns, the keys open nothing and are kept anyway, unshown, because a key shown becomes a document and ends the coffee. Repair is a founding: a between that did not exist before, built wholly of what the no-ground allows — greeting, answer, a laid table, the free decision renewed monthly to take it up — which does not undo the wrong but out-founds it. What passes to the young from such houses is, as always, possibility, and only the choice of bequest is open: the key, with everything a key teaches, or the table on the far side of a four-minute street. Both are kept. Both cross. The line is maintained, and now so is the crossing — by pastry boxes and lemon bags, at an old man’s pace. Competing maintenance: it was never going to be settled by anything louder.


Interlude — The People

Between the walks, the book will occasionally rest and gather. These pages are consolidations: what the figures have shown, said once in the plain register, without scenery. Nothing is added in them that was not seen; they only carry the results to the scale the walks cannot reach on foot.



The walks of this movement have climbed a ladder of number. Two walkers; a third in a van; a square of thousands in the dark; and behind Friday’s barrels and Monday’s coffee, the largest social word there is, the one this island uses in the plural and pays for daily: a people. It is time to say what a people is, on the ground the figures have cleared — because nearly everything built on this island in the last century, the walls and the lines and the graves, was built in that word’s name, and the word deserves to be weighed at least as carefully as a fig.

Begin with what the ladder itself established, rung by rung. The kafeneion gave the arithmetic: each added walker unfolds what the dyad carried folded — witness, alliance, spokesman — and adds weight, chairs, betweens; and at no rung, ever, does the addition produce a new answerer. The walls gave the portrait-lie: a common renders itself as a form — one, closed, complete, permanent — when it was only ever a traffic, kept daily, with fringes instead of edges. The flame gave the two architectures of the many: the same crowd, in the same dark, becomes a mass facing one fire or a lattice of betweens, and the difference is nothing but the structure of transmission — broadcast, or handed. And the crossing gave the scale of the real: fifty years of division, four minutes wide; a wrong the size of an island, out-founded at a kitchen table.

Now assemble the rungs. A people is the ladder’s top, and it is made of nothing the ladder’s lower rungs are not made of. A people is a vast lattice of betweens — millions of them, most dormant at any hour, each renewable — together with its commons: a tongue, a calendar of feasts, a stock of stories, a hoard of dead, a set of places worn smooth by use. Every element of this is real, and every element exists in the one mode of existence this book has found anywhere: carried possibility, taken up morning by morning by mortal carriers, persisting as repetition and in no other way. A tongue kept by millions is still kept exactly as the boatyard keeps the garboard — in living hands, one correction at a time. A feast the size of a nation still spends February as the Easter flame spends it: in drawers and habits, waiting to be taken up. A people has no other body than this. It is the largest keeping in the world.

What a people is not is a giant.

Yet the giant is how the word is almost always used. The people wills. The people remembers. The people demands, awakens, rises, never forgets. In this grammar the lattice becomes a single colossal subject with one voice, one memory, one will — a person at the scale of a million persons — and the moment the grammar is granted, everything the walks have unbuilt is rebuilt at maximum size in a single stroke. It is worth being precise about why this particular fold is the most tempting of all. The lattice’s effects are enormous: languages, cities, wars, walls. And the old compression-instinct — the same one that crushed five centuries of carriers into one father of a language, the same one that reads the intact bronze as durable rather than kept — demands one actor behind large effects. A distributed genesis offends it. So the millions of several answerers are compressed into one great Answerer; and the compression buys exactly what it bought everywhere else: a subject that can be named — and cannot be asked. The giant answers for nothing. It has no address at which a question can arrive. It is, at political scale, precisely what the generated voice is at the scale of a sentence: the grammar of a speaker with no one home.

And it is fetched, this giant, the way the above was always fetched: at the breach, by the one who is leaving the second person. Watch for the moment “the people” enters a sentence, and it is the clerk’s window again, enlarged: the people demands it — in the mouth of a man whose own demand wants to be unanswerable; the people will never accept — from the one who has decided not to accept and would rather not own the deciding. The giant is a ventriloquist’s giant. It speaks only ever through particular throats, which borrow its size while shedding their names; and the test is the old test from the harbour offices: does the speaker remain at the counter, inside the claim, answerable for his part of it — or has he vanished into the enormous mouth? Representation itself survives this test easily, and must be distinguished with care. A people can delegate — it does constantly; the harbourmaster’s ruling held, the mayor signs, the parliament sits — and delegation is the spokesman of the van at scale: revocable, answerable, faithful or unfaithful to the many severally, who remain the only principals there are. What no one can do is incarnate the giant, because there is no giant to incarnate: there is no single will behind the millions to be faithful to; there are the millions, answering severally, agreeing and refusing in their unmergeable plurality. Delegation from the many is politics. Incarnation of the One is theatre — and the theatre has a body count.

The costs of the grammar can be read directly off this island, and off the last century anywhere. Grant the giant, and four things follow with the smoothness of logic. The alibi industrialises: enormous acts occur that no one performed — expulsions, burnings, lines drawn through cities — each wearing the giant’s name, each with its particular hands hidden in the giant’s sleeve. Unanimity becomes health: a subject has one will, so the actual plurality of the lattice — its arguments, its minorities, its people of the wrong feast or the wrong alphabet — stops being the normal weather of a traffic and becomes disease in a body, to be cured. The border sanctifies: a giant needs a skin; the made, dated, graded edge is promoted into the outline of a body, and the barrels become a costume. And the dead are conscripted. This is the quietest cost and the deepest: the giant, needing a will older than any living carrier, sends for the ancestors — our fathers demand, the fallen require, the dead will never forgive — and the dead, who cannot answer, cannot refuse the words put in their mouths either. It is the necromantic fold, and this book has already laid the law against it, at the boatyard and on the hill of cypresses: the dead hand down possibility and only possibility. They left no instructions, because possibility cannot carry instructions; the inheritance was never accompanied by a testament, and every testament produced in the giant’s court — every the ancestors demand — is a forgery, written by the living, in the one hand that never trembles, the hand that has shed its name.

What remains of a people, once the giant is subtracted? Everything real, and it is a great deal. The subtraction is not debunking; here as everywhere, unveiling gives back what the fold had taken hostage. There remains the largest keeping in the world: a tongue carried across thirty generations by nameless millions; the feasts and their choreographies; the dead — not as commanders but as benefactors, the openers of every possibility the living now spend; the places, worn and kept. Love of all this is not a confusion. To love a people, decompressed, is to love a vast inheritance and its unnamed keepers — it is the museum-feeling, the wind of improbability, extended to everything one is made of; and it obligates the way that feeling obligates: towards keeping, towards handing on, towards joining the chain. What it never licenses is the giant’s voice. The anthem says we, and the we is real — but it is real the way the market-woman’s we was real: voiceable by anyone, ownable by no one, and binding only in the mouths of those who stay to answer for what they say in its name.

So the first law reaches its maximum scale intact, and can be said for a people as it was said for a field: a people constitutes its members — no one chooses the tongue that thinks him, the feast that shaped his year, the dead who opened his possibilities; we are made by commons we did not make, and made more deeply by a people than by anything smaller. And a people never answers. Only members answer: severally, unequally, each for his own hands and his own delegations, the weight distributed by role and deed — never dissolved upward into the giant, which is the scoundrel’s direction, and never smeared evenly across every node of the lattice, which is the avenger’s direction and the same error in a mirror: collective guilt is the fold’s twin, indicting a subject that does not exist in order to reach persons who were never asked. Between the two errors stands the whole difficult truth: enormous wrongs, done by particular answerable hands, in weather that a whole lattice made together and no one made alone.

On this island, two peoples were dressed as giants for a century, and the giants did what giants do, which is cast shadows in which particular hands could work unseen. The giants have never once met. They cannot; there is no place where giants stand. What has met — at a table under a lemon tree, monthly, at an old man’s pace — is what was always really there beneath the costumes: carriers, several and mortal, with keys in their pockets and coffee on the table, re-knitting the lattice one between at a time, below the theatre, in the only place anything was ever knitted. A people, too, has no tomorrow but the taken-up kind. It is exactly as alive as its morning’s retrievals — no more, no less, and never anyone’s alibi.


Movement III — The North


14. The Statue

Guglielmo came north in the winter, and the north made its position clear from the gangway: a wind with needles in it, a sky the colour of dishwater at four in the afternoon, and Fridrik on the quay in a coat like a bear, visibly delighted, holding a second coat.

“Put it on before you argue.”

“I wasn’t going to argue.”

“You were going to say your coat was sufficient. It’s a raincoat, Guglielmo. Here they’d bury a fisherman in better.” And so the roles reversed themselves in the first minute, as both of them had privately wondered whether they would: Fridrik the host now, broad and certain on his own stones, steering his guest through a city of granite and tramlines and early lamps; Guglielmo the visitor, absorbing a world through a borrowed collar, entitled to ask the child’s questions and intending to.

They walked the first evening to the city’s central square, because that is where Fridrik’s city keeps its heart, and in the middle of the square, on a pedestal of polished stone, stood a bronze man three times life size, in a long coat of his century, one hand holding a book against his breast, the other extended in a gesture midway between blessing and lecturing. Snow had built epaulettes on his shoulders and a thin cap on his bare bronze head. Pigeons attended him in numbers. Beneath his boots, in letters of gold set into the granite, ran the dedication, and Fridrik translated it with the flatness of a man who had been made to memorise it at nine years old:

“To the Father of the Language. From the grateful Nation.”

Guglielmo looked up at the green man for a while.

“Tell me the story,” he said, “the way you were told it.”

“The way I was told it, at nine, with the snow coming down outside the schoolroom exactly like this?” Fridrik clasped his hands behind him and produced, evidently verbatim, the voice of a schoolmistress seventy years gone. “Before him, we had no language. The peasants spoke their dialects, valley by valley, and wrote nothing; the towns wrote in the language of the foreign administration; we were a people without a tongue. Then he was born — the humble parsonage is always mentioned — and he walked the valleys with his notebook, and heard the old songs, and out of the speech of the people he made a language: he gave it its grammar, its dictionary, its first great poems. He gave us our words, children. Before him we were mute; after him we could say ourselves. That is why he stands in the square, and why we lay flowers on his day.” He unclasped his hands. “One man. One lifetime. One bronze. I could recite it before I could recite anything else, and I believed it entirely until I was thirty-one, and I want it on the record, Guglielmo, that I worked out what was wrong with it decades before I met you, from the documents, in my own archive, like an honest man — so tonight, for once, you may stand there in your two coats and ask the child’s questions, and I will do the digging. It’s my square. My trench.”

“Then dig. What did the documents say?”

“Everything the inscription doesn’t.” Fridrik began to walk a slow circle around the pedestal, the way he walked at the important places, and the pigeons adjusted. “Item: two full centuries before the Poet was born, the parish clerks of this country were writing hymns in the despised dialects — thousands of hymns, Guglielmo, sung every Sunday in every valley; the people were not mute, they were singing, in the tongue he supposedly gave them, before his grandfather’s grandfather. Item: the Bible came over into the vernacular a hundred and forty years before him, by a committee of forgotten men whose spelling quarrels — I have read their letters — settled half of what the schoolbooks call his grammar. Item: the schoolmistresses. An army of them, two generations before the awakening, teaching letters out of those hymnbooks in turf schoolhouses, unpaid half the time. Item: the grandmothers. He walked the valleys with his notebook — that part is true, it’s the truest part — and what did he write in the notebook? Their songs. Verses carried by women, mother to daughter, some of them for six hundred years by the philologists’ count. He collected. He selected. He polished, and arranged, and yes, at his best he composed — a dozen poems of his own that deserve the bronze, I don’t take that from him. But the language, the thing itself, the instrument —” Fridrik stopped in front of the gold letters and read them again with an old exasperation. “He no more made this language than the man who bottles a river makes the rain.”

“And did he know it?”

“That,” said Fridrik, “is the beautiful part, and the part the square has decided to forget. He knew it better than anyone alive. I’ve held the preface to his great collection in my own hands — the manuscript; it’s four streets from here — and I know its second sentence by heart, because it ought to be on this pedestal instead of what’s on it. He wrote: I did not make these songs, any more than the man who gathers cloudberries makes the marsh. I made a book, so that what a thousand mouths gave me, one shelf could keep.” Fridrik let it stand in the cold air a moment. “The man decompressed himself, Guglielmo. In his own preface. He counted the thousand mouths; he named the parish clerks in his letters; he paid the grandmothers in coffee and coins and wrote their names — their names, in a century that didn’t bother — into his field notebooks. And then he died, and the grateful Nation melted eleven tons of bronze and compressed him right back. The statue says Father. The man said gatherer. The statue has been overruling the man, in gold letters, for a hundred years — and the man is on the statue’s side of the argument now, of course, being dead. It’s the one argument you can’t win: the one your heirs have with your corpse.”

Guglielmo walked to where the pedestal’s granite met the cobbles, and crouched, and looked at the base itself — older stone, differently cut, weathered on a different schedule than the polished facing.

“The plinth doesn’t match,” he said.

“Ah. You found it.” Fridrik came and stood over him, pleased. “No. The plinth is sixty years older than the Poet’s bronze. It was built for an emperor — the foreign administration’s emperor, on his horse, sword out, facing the harbour. Independence came; the emperor came down — melted, they say, for coin, which given our conversations I find almost too good — and the plinth stood empty for six years while the committees argued, and then the Poet went up. Same stone. Same square. Same gold-letter format, if you want to know; the masons reused the mounting holes.” He looked up at the bronze man with an expression that had both affection and accusation in it. “The city keeps the pedestal, Guglielmo, and rotates the gods.”

“Then between us we have the whole machine, and we should say it here, in the cold, while it’s above us.” Guglielmo straightened. “Put this statue beside the mausoleum on the hill in Larnaca, because they are the two hands of one error, and the error has a direction in each. The mausoleum was the dead hand reaching forward: a man gripping the future, issuing instructions to the living — remember me, tend me, in perpetuity — and we watched the future decline the instructions, as it always does. This is the second grip, and it reaches the other way. The statue is the living hand reaching backward: the heirs gripping the dead — you are our origin, our father, the founder; you made us; sign here. The mausoleum is instructions forged forward. The statue is a pedigree forged backward. And your Poet is the perfect case, because we have it in his own hand that he declined the office while alive — gatherer, not father — and was appointed to it the moment he could no longer refuse. Ask why the heirs need the forgery, and the interlude of the island answers it: the giant needs a birthday. A people, dressed as a great subject, requires what every subject has — an origin, a father, a founding hour. But a lattice has no birthday, Fridrik; you’ve seen it now on two coasts: traffics don’t begin, they fade in — the hymns were already two centuries deep when the awakening dawned; the circle of walls had no date of falling and the language had no date of birth. Gradual things are useless to giants. So the mint goes to work: eleven tons of bronze, one bearded man, a golden lie in the genitive — Father of — and the people-as-subject has its birth certificate. Monuments are where the giant’s pedigree is struck. The plinth is the mint’s standing die; the coinage changes with the management.”

Fridrik was silent a moment, looking up with the snow coming down between them and the extended bronze hand.

“And yet,” he said. “Say the and yet, Guglielmo, because I know you have it, and if you don’t, I do, and it’s my square. My mother laid flowers here. Every year, on his day, until her last year — and my mother was no nationalist; she had buried too much of the century for that. She laid them because her own mother sang her the cradle songs out of his collection — songs from the notebooks, grandmother-songs — and because the book he made was the first book she ever owned, and she loved him the way you love a door someone held open. Now tell me the flowers were counterfeit and I’ll put you back on the boat in your raincoat.”

“The flowers were the truest thing in the square,” said Guglielmo. “And here is the whole and-yet, and it redeems more than the flowers. Think of what your mother was actually doing, and of the problem she was solving without knowing it — because we met the problem in a museum a year and a half ago and it has no other solution than this one. You stood before the bronze and the hundred nameless hand-overs and you said: I can’t thank them. The gradation of thanks, remember: the living can be thanked, the named dead can be honoured — and the great crowd, the parish clerks and schoolmistresses and grandmothers, the thousand mouths, the actual makers of the language — they are unaddressable. No stone can carry ten thousand names; no arms can hold that many flowers. So the town does the only thing gratitude at that scale can do: it compresses the address. One name to stand for the thousand mouths; one bronze coat to receive the flowers meant for an army of turf-school mistresses; a poste restante for thanks that would otherwise die undelivered in ten thousand chests. Your mother wasn’t honouring the Father of the Language. Your mother was thanking the door-holders, all of them, care of the only address the square provides. The statue is two things at once, Fridrik, and it is genuinely both: a die in the giant’s mint, and a collection-point for unaddressable gratitude — the forgery and the poste restante, in the same eleven tons. And you can always tell, at its foot, which of the two is being transacted. Watch what is done there. The schoolchildren marched out to be taught before him we were mute — that’s the mint at work; the coin is being struck into them. The old woman with the flowers, thanking a door long held open — that’s the mail arriving. Same bronze. Two uses. The bronze doesn’t choose; the feet at the pedestal choose.”

“Then I know what should be done with the inscription,” said Fridrik, “and since it will never be done, I bequeath it to your notebook. Not chisel it off — the mint would only strike a new one. Add to it. Four words.” He framed them in the air under the gold: “To the Father of the Language — and the thousand mouths. Let the lie and the truth stand in one line and let the children ask about the difference. That’s all the correction a square can hold.”

The lamps had come fully on, and the snow was thickening, and the pigeons had given up on the Poet for the night.

“Tomorrow,” Fridrik said, taking his guest’s arm to steer him towards supper, “the archive. Four streets. You’ve met my father’s pause — tomorrow you meet his pencil. I’ve kept his library forty years and let almost no one in, and I find I want your eyes on the margins before —” he didn’t finish it, and finished instead: “Before the winter’s over. Same hour.”

“If we take it up,” said Guglielmo, from inside the borrowed coat.



After the seeing, the result named once. The statue and the mausoleum are the two hands of one error, gripping in opposite directions across the border of the bones: the mausoleum is the dead hand reaching forward — instructions issued to a future that always declines them — and the statue is the living hand reaching backward: a pedigree forged onto the dead, the office of Father conferred at the moment its holder can no longer refuse it. The forgery serves the giant: a people dressed as a great subject needs what subjects have — a birthday, a founder, a founding hour — and a lattice has none, for traffics do not begin but fade in, hymns two centuries deep before the awakening dawned; gradual things are useless to giants, so the mint strikes a father in bronze, and keeps the plinth as its standing die while the coinage rotates with the management. Against the gold letters stands, wherever the documents survive, the man himself, who counted the thousand mouths and named the grandmothers and called himself gatherer — the compressed one is usually the first to have decompressed himself, and the argument between a man and his monument is the one argument the heirs always win. And yet the same eleven tons transact a second business, and it is honest: gratitude at the scale of a language has no possible address — the parish clerks, the schoolmistresses, the singing grandmothers are unaddressable by any stone — so the town compresses the address itself, one name to receive the flowers meant for the army, a poste restante for thanks that would otherwise die undelivered. The statue is forgery and collection-point in one, and the bronze does not choose between them: the feet at the pedestal choose — the children marched out to be minted, or the old woman with the flowers, thanking, through the only address the square provides, everyone who ever held the door.


15. The Margins

Fridrik’s library was not in his flat. It occupied, he explained on the walk, the upper floor of a wooden house near the old cemetery that he had bought forty years ago for exactly this purpose and never lived in — “books shouldn’t share a stove with cooking, and a man shouldn’t sleep where his father is arguing” — and he unlocked it with a key kept on its own ring, and lit the lamps, and stood aside with the studied casualness of a man admitting someone to the inside of his chest.

It was one long room under the roof beams, lined floor to slope with shelves, warm-smelling of paper and pine and the paraffin heater Fridrik lit before he even took off his coat. Perhaps three thousand volumes, ranked and sober: black theology, brown classics, the grey-green spines of the national collection, a shelf of agricultural yearbooks, hymnals by the metre. A plain table, two chairs, a card catalogue in a wooden cabinet — the cards, Guglielmo saw, filled out in Fridrik’s own hand, decades of it, the ink changing as the years went.

“My father’s,” said Fridrik. “All of it. The pastor of a valley parish for thirty-nine years, and this was his tool bench. When he died I sold the house within the year — you know that story, I couldn’t heat it — and I could no more have sold this room’s contents than his hands. So: forty years, four thousand cards, one heater. You are the third person I have let up here. I want your eyes on something, but the something needs an approach, so sit, and let me introduce you to the pencil.”

He began pulling volumes, one from here, one from there, unhesitating, a man moving through his own memory, and laying them open on the table.

“My father read armed. Always the pencil — ink for letters, pencil for books; he held that ink in a margin was a kind of shouting. And he had a whole grammar of marks, which I learned the way other boys learn birdcalls. The plain underline: noted. The double line: important, and I may need it against someone. The exclamation mark: genuine surprise — rare; he was not often surprised. ‘Cf.’ with a page or a book: the cross-reference, and he expected the book to be fetched; some of these cf.’s run three volumes deep, Guglielmo, an argument assembled across the shelf like a man laying a fuse. And then the two marks that mattered. ‘Ja’ — yes — which he gave the way a farmer pays cash. And ‘Nei —’ No — always with the dash after it, because the No was never the end; the No was where he started writing.”

Guglielmo turned pages slowly. The pencil was everywhere — faded to silver on the older paper — a dense, upright, impatient hand crowding the print, sometimes flowing over into the white at chapter ends, dated here and there in a pastor’s habit of dating things. Beside one celebrated passage of a celebrated author — Guglielmo recognised it even in this language, the cadence of it, an anthology piece — the margin held a single word.

“What does this one say?”

Fridrik leaned over, and his face performed solemnity. “It says: Windy.”

They observed a respectful silence for the celebrated author.

“Now the approach is made,” said Fridrik, “and I can show you what you came up the stairs for.” He went to a particular shelf without searching and brought back a heavy volume in worn black boards — a dogmatics, he said, the standard one of his father’s student years, the book from which two generations of that country’s pastors had learned what the world rested on. He opened it to a page marked with a slip of paper so old it had gone the colour of the page, and set it under the lamp, and stood back.

The printed passage was set off by two marginal strata, unmistakably the same hand at different ages.

“Read me the print first,” said Guglielmo.

“The print says — I’ll give it to you plainly; it says what such books say. It says that the order of the world rests upon the wisdom of its Author; that nothing befalls the creature save by permission of a providence that intends its good; that what appears as calamity is, seen whole, a chastening or a mercy; and that the pastor’s office is to teach the afflicted to read their afflictions so.” Fridrik’s voice was carefully neutral, the archivist’s voice. “Now the first margin. Ink — he was a student; the ink rule came later. The hand is fast and sure. It says: ‘Ja. The whole comfort stands here. Preach this.’ And it’s dated, because he dated things: the spring of his ordination year. He was twenty-six.”

“And the second.”

“The second is pencil, and the hand is his, and it is twenty-nine years older, and I will tell you what stands between the two notes before I read it, because the page doesn’t know and you must. In his fifty-fifth year, in the third week of Lent, the snow came off the mountain above the upper farms. It had come before, small, in other winters, other places. That year it took the schoolhouse. It was afternoon; the children were at their letters. Eleven of them, Guglielmo, and the schoolmistress, and it was my father who dug, with the other men, for three days, and my father who buried them, in ground he had to open with fires because the frost was still in it, and my father who then had to stand up in that valley’s church, before those parents, on the fourth Sunday of Lent, with this book’s sentences in his training and their children in his ground.” Fridrik turned the volume slightly towards the lamp. “The second margin is written beside the first, and it answers it. It says: ‘Younger man: no. I have now buried what this page permits. The page holds only while the ground is empty. — Say nothing you have not carried.’ And then, lower, where the margin widens at the page’s foot, one more line, undated: ‘The comfort is real. Its account of itself is not.’”

The heater ticked. Snow went past the black window with a sound like sand.

Guglielmo sat with the page a long time, and when he spoke it was quietly, the way one speaks in the room of the thing itself.

“Do you see everything that is on this page, Fridrik? I want to count it, because I have never held a better specimen and I doubt I ever will. Three loci, laid in strata like your trench. The printed text: a man — a chair of theology somewhere, two centuries gone — writing what the world rests on, from a study, in a peaceable decade, his account of affliction composed at a serene distance from any. Then your father at twenty-six, ink, ordination spring: Ja, preach this — and return that note to its ground: a young man with empty hands, who had buried no one, receiving the book the way the book asks to be received. Then the same man at fifty-five, pencil, with eleven graves’ weight in his arm, answering — and mark the address, it’s the deepest thing on the page — answering not the professor. Younger man: no. He corrects his own ink. The dead author isn’t worth the pencil anymore; the argument that matters runs between the two strata of himself; the page has become the place where a man meets himself across twenty-nine years and revises. Your father retrieved his own margin, Fridrik, the way the town retrieves the feast — took up his younger self’s claim and answered it, which is the only way a self persists at all: not a stone continuing, but a reader returning. And then the last line, the undated one, which is the mature position and would not shame any book on this shelf: the comfort is real; its account of itself is not. He kept the floor and cut the ground from under it. In pencil. In a farmhouse. Alone. It took the movement I come from three generations and several hundred volumes to say that sentence as well.”

“There is a phrase for what we’re doing,” said Fridrik. “It came to me last night and I offer it to your notebook: we are reading between the times. Not between the lines — between the times: the professor’s decade, the ordination spring, the Lent of the avalanche, and this snowy evening, four strata on one page, and the reading runs among them like the stair in the trench. And now you know what I could not finish saying in the square, and I’ll finish it here, because this page is the reason you were brought north.” He sat down across the table and put his hand flat on the open book, a gesture with forty years in it. “I am the last reader of these margins, Guglielmo. Not the last who can make out the hand — the script is nothing; any archivist could. The last who can make out the man. ‘M.’, who is cited in a hundred margins — as M. said, M. would laugh — is Magnus, his brother, drowned in ’44 with the boat; no card in any catalogue says so. The valley names, the farm names, which No was written after which funeral — the avalanche page you needed me for; the page alone says ‘I have now buried,’ and only I alive can tell you what, and how the ground had to be opened with fires. When I go, the pencil stays perfectly legible and goes perfectly silent. Cypro-Minoan, Guglielmo. My father’s answering, kept flawlessly under this roof by my own forty years of heating and dusting — and one morning, dateless, no funeral, it becomes marks. I have known this abstractly for a decade. Since the museum, I have known it the way you know weather. So advise me, and don’t be gentle: what does a keeper do in my position? The university archive will take the books and keep them beautifully — the trace-half, kept at full strength, you taught me the phrase. My daughter loves me and reads three languages, none of them this margin’s. I have considered — I’ll say it aloud once — I have considered whether a man might burn what will otherwise merely go mute, and spare it the display case.”

“You’ve answered yourself already,” said Guglielmo. “Weeks ago, I’d guess. You didn’t bring me north for advice; you brought me for a witness. What’s in the drawer of this table, Fridrik?”

Fridrik looked at him for a moment, then laughed — caught, unrepentant — and opened the drawer, and took out a thick notebook, quarter-bound, new, and laid it beside the dogmatics. On its first page, in the archivist’s disciplined hand, stood a title and the beginnings of a list:

A Key to the Margins. — M.: Magnus F., my father’s brother, drowned with the ‘Hekla’, June 1944. The pause before answering was first his; my father took it up at the funeral and kept it fifty years; I have it now. — ‘The valley’: always Efridal, never the parish generally. — ‘Windy’: see under…

“Begun the night I wrote you the letter,” Fridrik admitted. “Three entries a day, after breakfast, while the coffee is still working. At that pace, two winters. I am not handing anyone the library, Guglielmo — you can’t hand a library, I know the law, I helped you find it. I am doing the other thing. I am writing the competence down while it is still competence — making the margins retrievable, so that they wait, properly, instead of merely surviving. A key is not an heir. But a key can sit in a drawer for sixty years and make an heir possible — some archivist not born yet, some grand-niece with the temper, whoever takes it up. That’s as far as the open hand reaches, isn’t it? You keep, you decode, you leave the light on. You don’t get to choose who comes.”

“No,” said Guglielmo. “You don’t get to choose who comes. But I notice the pause has a genealogy now — Magnus to your father at a funeral, your father to you across a breakfast table, sixty years of it — three carriers, one small silence, handed down like fire. Put that in the key too. Some inheritances should be traceable, if only to show the young what a bequest actually looks like: two centimetres of quiet, worth more than the house you couldn’t heat.”

They stayed late. Fridrik wrote his three entries and then a fourth, breaking his own ration; Guglielmo read the avalanche page twice more and then, with permission, other pages, other winters; the heater ticked; the snow went on past the window, indifferent and punctual, filling up the churchyard down the street where the pencil’s owner lay under his dates, still arguing, in silver, on three thousand shelves’ worth of margins, with everyone he had ever read, and above all, and forever, with the young man he had been.



After the seeing, the result named once. A margin is answering made visible: the reader writing back across the border of the bones, in the second-person grammar of a letter that cannot arrive — and this is not futility but the deepest form of keeping a dead author, for the writer argued-with is alive in the only mode available to him, while the writer merely revered has died a second time in the reverence. The great specimen holds more: two strata of one hand, twenty-nine years apart, the pencil correcting the ink by name — younger man: no — which shows how a self persists at all: not as a stone continuing but as a reader returning, retrieving his own earlier claim and revising it under the weight of what he has since carried; a man, too, is kept by repetition, and the page is where the retrieval leaves its trace. Read fully, such a page is four times deep — the author’s peaceable decade, the ordination spring, the Lent of the avalanche, the snowy evening of the reading now — and the reading that moves among these strata, returning each mark to the ground it was written on, is reading between the times: the only method by which the dead can be answered justly. But margins share the fate of all traces: they stay legible and go silent, for the competence that decodes them — who M. was, which funeral fathered which No — lives in a reader, and the last reader is mortal. What the keeper can do at that edge is neither hand the library on, which cannot be done, nor burn it, which is the grip in its despairing form, but write the key: set the competence down beside the trace while it is still competence, so that the margins wait properly instead of merely surviving — a key is not an heir, but a key in a drawer can make an heir possible, sixty years hence, unchosen. You keep, you decode, you leave the light on. You do not get to choose who comes.


16. The Declarers

They went back up to the library the next evening — it had not really been a question — and the dogmatics was where they had left it, open under the lamp to the avalanche page, and Fridrik lit the heater and stood looking at the book while his hands warmed.

“My father answered one page of it,” he said. “That’s settled; the pencil holds. But all night a larger question has been walking around my bed, and it’s this: what is the book? Not that page — the book, the whole black shelf of them, and the brown shelf beyond it, and half this room. Books that tell you what the world rests on. My father’s No demolishes one paragraph’s comfort; it doesn’t tell me what I’m holding. So tell me what I’m holding, Guglielmo. When a man writes six hundred pages establishing the ground of everything — and the ground is Providence, or is Reason, or is History, the shelf has all three — and the ground is nothing, we dug that trench two years ago — then what did he write? Six hundred pages of error? A lie with footnotes? I’ve spent my life keeping these books, and since yesterday I don’t know what they are.”

“Then let’s find out the way we find everything out. Not by ruling on them — by digging. Pull me the strata.”

Fridrik understood at once, and went along the shelves, and brought back three volumes and set them on the table in order of age, a trench in leather.

“The dogmatics you know: the world rests on the wisdom of its Author; two centuries of pastors learned it here, my father among them. This one —” a small thick school edition, much handled, in schoolboy Latin — “is the geometer. You know the one: the young gentleman-soldier, wintering with an army in the middle of the wars of religion, who shut himself in a stove-heated room and resolved to doubt everything that could be doubted — the senses, the sciences, the world itself, his own body — until he struck the one thing that would not doubt away: that he, doubting, was. And on that point, no wider than a pencil’s, he re-founded everything: the world rests on the certain self and its clear ideas. Every schoolboy of my generation met him at fifteen. My father’s margin, since you’ll ask —” Fridrik found the page with the ease of long acquaintance — “is here, beside the great doubt of the world, and it says: ‘Nei — a warm man’s doubt. Let him doubt the world in Efridal in February; the world will interrupt.’”

Guglielmo received this with the reverence it deserved.

“And the third,” said Fridrik, laying down a heavy volume in the sober bindings of the century before last, “is the system — one of the systems; they came north in crates in my grandfather’s day — in which the ground is History itself: the great process, marching through the nations towards its realisation, grinding what it grinds for the sake of where it goes. The margins in this one are from the hard years, and they are not philosophical, and I won’t read them tonight. Three books, Guglielmo. Three grounds. Providence, the certain self, the march of History. Each held up a world — actually held it, for actual generations; my father’s people stood on the first one the way you stand on a church floor. And all three grounds are — your word, from the first morning — offices that nothing performs. So I ask again: what are these books? What am I the keeper of?”

“Take the geometer,” said Guglielmo, “because his case is the cleanest, and because the school story you told is the statue again — one man, one stove, one winter night, founding modern thought the way the Poet fathered the language. Eleven tons of bronze in prose. So do to him exactly what you did in the square: return the man to his ground. Where is he sitting?”

“In a stove-heated room. In winter quarters. With an army.”

“With an army in which war?”

Fridrik stopped. “The wars of religion. The long one — the one that emptied whole provinces.” And then, slowly, the archivist’s mind catching: “The war in which the ground itself was the combatant. Two confessions, Guglielmo — two versions of the same Providence, each holding the ground of the world, each anathematising the other’s, and between them a continent on fire. When the dogmatics was written, its ground was simply the way the world came — no one needed six hundred pages to establish what every parish stood on. By the geometer’s winter, the ground had split into two grounds at war, which is to say —” he looked at the little Latin book with new eyes — “which is to say there was no ground anymore in the standing sense. A ground contested is a ground already gone; you taught me that at the fence without saying it: the demand for a foundation appears exactly where the standing has failed. Nobody digs for certainty under a house that isn’t cracking.”

“So now say what the young soldier actually did in the warm room. Not the statue version. What did he do?”

“He took an inventory.” Fridrik said it wonderingly, hearing it as he said it. “In a world where everything jointly held had come apart — where Scripture answered Scripture and council answered council and the armies were the footnotes — he went looking for whatever still held across the crack. What could a man of either confession, any nation, not doubt? Not the churches; they were the war. Not the traditions; they were the sides. What survived was — mathematics, which both armies’ gunners used identically; method; and the bare reasoning I, which even the doubt employed. He found the last common ground of a broken common — the surviving denominator — and he declared it. Guglielmo. The certain self isn’t a foundation he invented in the stove-room. It’s a report. It’s the minutes of a catastrophe: here is what was still standing, in Europe, in that winter, when everything jointly held had fallen — this much, and no more: the reasoning I and its clear ideas. He didn’t found the modern world. He surveyed the ruins of the old one, and published the load-bearing remainder, and the remainder became the world that came next — became it because a whole continent needed exactly that survey and recognised its own condition in his. One man didn’t ground an epoch. An epoch, cracking, spoke through its most precise clerk.”

“Stop.” The word had the old iron in it. “You were exact for a whole speech and overspent on the last sentence. An epoch spoke. Who spoke, Fridrik? Show me the century’s mouth.”

Fridrik stood caught, and then laughed, once, at himself — the laugh of a man netted in his own nets. “The giant. I gave a hundred years a throat and made the sharpest doubter who ever lived its mouthpiece — the ventriloquist again, Guglielmo — the giant’s trick, played on time this once: the epoch demands, the epoch speaks — and no one home. In my own library, with the snow of the square barely off my boots. So say it without the giant.” He walked a slow half-circle at the table, the way he walked at the important places. “The standings had cracked — severally, parish by parish, army by army; not one great thing breaking, but many held things failing, each in its own hands, to be held. And one man, whose winter happened to sit where the cracking ran widest, read the ruin more exactly than anyone alive, and published the survey. And then persons — one at a time, tutors, correspondents, schoolboys, each in his own cracked parish — recognised their condition in his page and took it up, and the taking-up wore the readers’ names off, the way names wear, until what was left standing was one man, one stove, one winter night. Eleven tons of it, in prose. No epoch spoke. Epochs have no mouths; you cannot put a question to a winter. A man spoke, from where he sat — and the sitting did the selecting, which is all the century ever contributed. Carrier’s work, Guglielmo. The most exact carrier a broken hundred years happened to hold.”

“Keep both sentences — the overspent one and its correction — because the pair is the evening’s second finding: the fold does not wait politely outside the doors of men who have written books against it. It comes back in the last line of a good speech, riding the speech’s own momentum. Now you have the word you asked for, and it was never error and never lie. The books on this shelf are declarations. Each one is a world’s account of how it held — spoken by the carrier who could say it most exactly. The dogmatics doesn’t argue Providence into place; read it honestly and it’s not even trying — it articulates a parish world that already stood that way, for people who already stood so, in the idiom of its standing. The system of marching History articulates the world of the crates and the railways and the terrible confidence of your grandfather’s century. And the geometer articulates the crack itself — the first world that had to hold as searched-for, because holding-as-given had died in the wars. None of them founded anything: worlds are not founded, you’ve seen two coasts’ worth of that; they fade in, they are kept, they crack, they fade out. And none of them lied: each reported, with a fidelity that is the whole greatness of the shelf, how its world in fact held itself. What they were wrong about — the one thing, and it’s the same one thing all the way down the shelf — is the nature of their own act. Each believed he was proving what he was in fact declaring. Each mistook the articulation of a standing for the establishment of a ground.”

Fridrik held up a hand.

“There’s the objection, and it’s mine, and it’s strong, so take it whole. You’ve just made every genius on this shelf a sleepwalker — lucid about his entire world except the one thing nearest him, his own act. The geometer, the sharpest doubter who ever lived, deceived precisely about what his own pen was doing? A man who doubted his own body, Guglielmo, but never doubted that he was founding rather than reporting? That’s not an amnesty; that’s condescension with better manners. You’ve freed them from the charge of error by convicting them of not knowing their own trade.”

“It would be condescension,” said Guglielmo, “if the blindness were a failure. It’s the opposite: it’s fidelity — and this is the deepest thing on the shelf, so stand close to it. Ask what kind of world each of these men was declaring. A grounded world — a world whose whole way of holding was to hold-as-founded, as simply-so, as the way things are. Now: could a faithful declaration of such a world present itself as a declaration? Say the dogmatics opened with the sentence: ‘What follows is how our parishes happen to stand.’ It would be false to its world in the very act of describing it — because the parishes did not stand as ‘happening-to’; they stood as founded on the wisdom of the Author, and their standing included, as its innermost feature, that this was no local arrangement but the truth of everything. A grounded world hides its own hands — that is what grounding is, in the lived fact of it: the made presenting as given, the woven surface as the outside of a solid; you saw it at the trench on the first morning and on the walls at maximum size. So the declarer of such a world, if he is exact — and these were the most exact men of their kinds — must transmit the hiddenness along with everything else. His belief that he is proving, not declaring, is not a lapse in his precision. It is his precision. He is faithful to a world that veiled itself, and the veil comes through his pages intact because he was too good a clerk to leave it out.

“And if you want the proof in flesh, your geometer supplies it, in the one story the school editions leave out. The resolve in the stove-room did not come to him as a deduction. It came in a single November night, in dreams — three of them, violent, which he wrote down and pondered like an ancient, wind and sparks and a dictionary and a poem asking which way of life to follow — and he rose from that night convinced of a mission, and vowed, in thanks, a pilgrimage to a shrine of the Virgin, and made it. Dreams, terror, a vow, a walk to an altar: that is the genesis of the method of pure reason, from the man’s own private papers. And in the published Meditations — how much of the night appears? Nothing. Not a spark of it. The work presents itself as beginning from nothing but itself, presuppositionless, born of pure resolve in an anonymous warm room. The man performed on his own genesis exactly what his world performed on its own standing: he veiled it. Not from dishonesty — from fidelity to the very form of what he was founding, which was to be the kind of truth that has no biography. The declaration that denies being a declaration, Fridrik, all the way down: in the world, in the book, in the man, in one November night walled out of the record.”

Fridrik sat back, and looked down the lamplit room, at the black shelf and the brown shelf and the crates’ century, with the expression of a man watching furniture rearrange itself.

“Then I know what I’m the keeper of,” he said slowly. “And I know what this room is, and I’ve been calling it by the wrong name for forty years. It’s not a library, Guglielmo — or it is, but that’s its municipal name. It’s Kition. It’s the trench, in leather: stratum under stratum of grounds, each one actually stood on, each one cracked and faded and built over — and every volume on these shelves is the testimony of a world about its own way of holding, written by its best clerk, orphaned when the world died, and misread ever since as a failed proof. Orphaned declarations. The professor’s Providence has no parishes left; the geometer’s certain self has no wars of religion to survey; History’s march has — my father’s margins from the hard years say what it has. The worlds are gone past the border of the bones, like every world. The declarations remain, perfectly kept, like the island’s first script — except that these we can still read, if we read them the one honest way: each returned to its locus, its crack, its winter — the way my father read, Guglielmo. That’s what the pencil was. Say nothing you have not carried — he demanded the locus of every sentence he met. He was reading them as declarations before either of us had the word.”

“And with that, the two courts can close, because only two charges survive the reclassification, and neither one touches the shelf. The first charge is ours — the readers’: eternalisation. Taking the declaration out of its trench: teaching the geometer’s emergency inventory as the timeless starting point of all thought, examining schoolboys on the stove-room as if the war around it never happened, preaching the dogmatics’ comfort over graves it was never written to hold. The statue’s sin, in prose: the heirs compressing a stratum into an eternity. Your father’s Nei was aimed at exactly this, and note — he acquitted the book in the same pencil-stroke: the comfort is real; its account of itself is not. The page was faithful to its stratum; the crime was reading it in the wrong one. And the second charge is the old one, chargeable in every epoch because it needs no epoch: the fold — the declared ground promoted to an agent. Providence made a sender of avalanches; History made a devourer that requires its victims; the certain self made a little god that constitutes worlds. The moment the ground acts, the alibi is open for business — that court of ours never adjourns. But between those two charges, Fridrik — the reader’s sin and the perennial fold — the declarers themselves walk free. Every one of them. The whole shelf, acquitted of the only crimes it was ever tried for, and convicted of nothing, and revealed as what it always was: the archive of how worlds have held — the most precious ruins we possess, because these ruins can still be read.”

The heater ticked. Fridrik got up, finally, and did a thing he had perhaps wanted to do for years: he took the dogmatics gently off the table and returned it to the black shelf, into its gap, spine out, with the flat of his hand against it for a moment — not reverence exactly; more the gesture at the end of the garden, the hand on the arm of an old opponent.

“Thursday,” he said, “you meet the professor. The university’s great man; the lecture is public and it will be full, because he’s magnificent, and I’ve gone every winter for twenty years the way you’d go to watch weather. He does to every book in this room what we did to three tonight — strips the ground out from under it, shows the century’s hands all over it — he’d have followed everything we said, faster than we said it. And then he does the other thing, the thing I’ve never been able to answer, and it’s kept me from sleeping more nights than the avalanche page: he goes on. Under the strata — nothing, and under the nothing — nothing, and he says it with a smile I’ve never once liked, and every winter I walk home through the snow feeling the trench open under the town, under the library, under my father’s pencil, under you and me. I’ve begun to suspect, Guglielmo, that the reason I could never answer him is that I was always missing one distinction, and that you’ve been feeding it to me for two years like a man feeding rope. Thursday we find out. Same hour?”

“If we take it up,” said Guglielmo, and put another brick of peat on the heater, because the north was against the window and the shelf of dead worlds deserved the warmth.



After the seeing, the result named once. The books that establish what the world rests on are neither errors nor lies: they are declarations — each the testimony of a world about its own way of holding, articulated by its most exact carrier: Providence for the parish centuries, the certain self for the world that had to hold as searched-for after the ground split into two grounds at war, marching History for the century of crates and railways. None of them founded anything, for worlds are not founded — they fade in, are kept, crack, and fade out — and none of them lied; each was wrong about one thing only, the nature of its own act, mistaking the articulation of a standing for the establishment of a ground. And even that mistake was fidelity, not failure: a grounded world’s whole way of holding is to hide its own hands — the made presenting as given — so its faithful declarer must transmit the veil with everything else; his conviction that he proves rather than declares is his precision, demonstrated in flesh by the geometer himself, who received his method in a night of dreams and a vow to an altar, and then walled the night out of the record, veiling his own genesis as his world veiled its standing: the declaration that denies being a declaration, all the way down. Thus the great tribunals close, and only two charges survive, neither touching the shelf: eternalisation, the readers’ sin, the heirs compressing a stratum into an eternity — teaching the emergency inventory of one cracked winter as the timeless beginning of thought; and the fold, chargeable in every epoch, the declared ground promoted to an agent — Providence sending avalanches, History requiring victims — the alibi’s oldest factory. Between the two, the declarers walk free, and the library stands revealed: Kition in leather, stratum under stratum of grounds each actually stood on, an archive of orphaned declarations — the most precious ruins we possess, because these ruins, returned each to its locus, its crack, and its winter, can still be read. And one guard, recut on the evening’s own whetstone: no epoch speaks. To hear a century talking through its clerk is to give the giant a throat — the People’s trick played on time — and the fold returns, even here, in the last sentence of good speeches; the reading of declarations begins where the ventriloquism ends.


17. The Lecture

The hall was full half an hour early, which told Guglielmo most of what he needed to know about the professor before the man appeared: six hundred seats on a snowing Thursday, students on the steps of the aisles, half the city’s serious faces, and a low collective hum of people who have come to be damaged in a way they have learned to value.

“Twenty winters I’ve sat in this hall,” said Fridrik, wedged in beside him, “and walked home through the snow feeling the world unstitched. You’ll see. He’s the best we have. I need you to grant me that before he opens his mouth, because afterward you’ll be too busy.”

The professor came in without ceremony at one minute past the hour: a big old man gone concave, white hair worn long like a standard he refused to lower, no notes, no slides, a voice that had spent fifty years learning to fill halls and now did it at a murmur. He stood still until the room was silent, and then he began, and within five minutes Guglielmo understood the twenty winters.

He was magnificent. He did — Fridrik’s elbow confirmed it, twice — almost exactly what the two of them had done in the library two nights before, but faster, wider, with the whole granary of the tradition at his fingertips: the grounds of the West taken up one by one, each shown in its stratum, each articulated with such sympathy that you briefly lived in its world — the parish centuries, the certain self and its wars, the marching History and its ash — and each then turned over, gently, like a stone, to show the underside: posited, kept, cracked, gone. He did not sneer; that was his power. He grieved each ground as he retired it, a man burying colleagues. And then, at the hour’s midpoint, he arrived where Fridrik had never been able to follow him, and the room leaned in, because this was what they had come for.

“And so the retreats begin,” he said. “Watch the series, because it is the true history of philosophy and it is a history of shrinking. When the cosmos fails as a home, thought retreats to the city. When the city fails, to the inner citadel of the soul. When the citadel is sacked, to the pinpoint of the certain self. And when even the point proves untenable — where now? I will tell you where. To the smallest room left in the burning house. To the other person. To the face across the table, the greeting in the street, the bond, the dialogue, the between — community’s last cell, furnished with a candle and two chairs. This is the fashionable refuge of our exhausted century, my friends, and it is thronged. And I am old enough, and have buried enough grounds, to recognise the furniture. It is the same shrine. It is the oldest fantasm of all — the dream of a place where we are held — in its final costume, its smallest size, its most touching disguise. And it will be unmasked like its ancestors, and I can do it in three sentences, and I owe you the three sentences. First: it is a retreat in a series of retreats, and nothing in the series has survived, and there is no reason but hope to think the last member privileged. Second: it flatters its epoch — ours is the age that lost the big commons, and so, exactly on schedule, it sanctifies ‘relationships,’ as the parish age sanctified Providence; a thirteenth-century mind would find your sacred ‘between’ as parochial as you find his sacraments. Third, and I say it with respect for the wound: we enthrone what we cannot bear to lose. Interrogate any philosophy of the bond and you will find, underneath, a man frightened of a door closing. That is not an argument, they tell me. No. It is a diagnosis, and diagnoses are cheap, except when they are correct.

“So I will not offer you the small warm room. I offer what I have always offered, which is the open ground with nothing under it, and the one dignity available there: to posit knowing that you posit, to build knowing it will fall, to mourn without cheating. The grounds are gone. The retreats are exhausted. What remains is to stand in the weather and be exact.”

And he smiled — Fridrik gripped the armrest; there it is — a smile of great charm and no comfort whatsoever, and inclined his head to the applause, which was long, and had in it the particular fervor of people applauding their own demolition.

He took questions. The third came from a student far up in the dark of the balcony, a young woman’s voice with a shake in it that the hall’s silence made enormous: she said — hardly a question — that she had read his books all autumn and that she could no longer see the point of finishing her studies, or of anything much, and what would he say — and the hall held its breath at the rawness of it. And the professor, who had been Jove for ninety minutes, changed entirely. He came forward to the rail of the stage, and found her in the dark, and spoke to her alone for four minutes — quietly, without one flourish, asking her name, asking her subject, telling her something about his own twenty-sixth year that was in no book of his, making her laugh once, smally — and ended: “Finish. Then come and see me, and bring your chapter, and I will read it the way it deserves. You have my word.” And only then did he straighten and become Jove again for the last questions.

Guglielmo watched all of it without moving.

Afterward, in the emptying hall, Fridrik led him down against the current, because the professor had seen them — had seen Fridrik, and beside Fridrik the stranger — and was waiting at the foot of the stage with his coat over his arm.

“Fridrik. Still attending my sermons. Twenty winters; you’re my most faithful heretic.” The old eyes moved to Guglielmo and performed a rapid, cheerful assay. “And this is the southern friend. You’ve been keeping him concealed for two years like a weapon, Fridrik; I’ve watched you sit differently. Well. I am old, it is snowing, and I have a bottle in my rooms that outranks everyone in this hall. Come and be a weapon in comfort.”

The professor’s rooms were high in the old building, book-walled, overheated, with a window full of falling snow and a desk like a battlefield. He poured three brandies with a steady enormous hand and installed himself opposite them and said, with relish: “Now. Fridrik writes to me — oh yes, he writes to me, we are old enemies, it’s the warmest thing either of us has — Fridrik writes that you have a floor. Under my nothing. He has been insufferably serene all winter and I intend to have it out of you both before the bottle’s half gone. A floor, southern friend. After tonight’s lecture. Lay it on my desk.”

“You’ll find it disappointing,” said Guglielmo. “It’s very small. It is only this: that a greeting can be answered. That between any two who can address each other and hold each other to what is said, something already stands — thinner than every culture, every value, every warm room in your series — the bare standing of answerability itself. That’s the whole floor. You walked on it all evening.”

“I walked on —” The professor set down his glass with the pleasure of a fencer saluted. “Oh, very good. Very good; he goes straight to the reflexive move; Fridrik, you’ve brought me a professional. Yes: I lectured, therefore I addressed; I demanded to be understood, held myself answerable to six hundred people and the whole tradition; ergo, the unmasker stands on the unmaskable. I’ve heard the move. It proves the floor is inescapable in performance. It does not prove the floor is anything but the last fantasm — the one so close to the eye that even I can’t get the knife under it. Everything in my series was inescapable in its day, my friend. Providence was inescapable in performance for forty generations; men could not curse a crop without invoking it. Inescapability is what a really successful fantasm feels like from inside. Your floor is the fantasm of the hour of the death of fantasms — the shrine we build when we can no longer afford shrines: two chairs and a candle. I said it from the stage and I say it over brandy: you have enthroned what you cannot bear to lose.”

“Then let’s test it the way you’d test anything,” said Guglielmo, “by what it does. You’ve unmasked fantasms for fifty years; you know their trade better than anyone alive; so audit mine. A fantasm — your own books taught the region this — earns its keep four ways. It subsumes: gathers the many under its category and ranks them. It normalises: legislates, from its height, how the many must live. It consoles: promises that we are held. And it consolidates: builds the city’s unity on its name. Providence did all four. The Nation does all four before breakfast. Now run the audit on the floor, line by line. It subsumes nothing: bare addressability has no content to gather anyone under — no culture, no creed, no character; the cannibal and the saint stand on it identically. It normalises nothing: it never once tells the greeted what to do with each other — I have spent two years refusing to referee a single current, ask Fridrik, he found it scandalous. It consoles — professor, I invite you to find the consolation. On this floor the greeting can fail forever; whole worlds die on it and stay dead; the beloved is not returned; the dreams stay dry. My friend here heard me tell him, on a gangway, that our own forty years could end that morning and nothing would owe us more. Third line of the audit: zero. And it consolidates nothing: no city was ever built on ‘you can be answered’ — there’s nothing there to build with; masons need thicker stone. Four for four, professor: the floor fails every test of the trade. It doesn’t behave like the smallest fantasm. It behaves like no fantasm at all — and there is a simple explanation available, which is that it isn’t one: that it was never posited by anyone, and is therefore not in your series, and therefore not awaiting your knife. Your series is real. It is a series of contents — homes, each furnished, each offering shelter: cosmos, city, citadel, self, and yes, the warm room of the dialogical, which I unmask with you; plenty of my contemporaries have made the between a shrine, and a shrine is a shrine. But the floor is not the smallest room in the shrinking house, because it is not a room. It has no furniture and keeps no one warm. It is the fact that there were ever rooms addressed at all — presupposed equally by the cathedral and the candle-lit table, and by tonight’s magnificent demolition of both.”

“Not so fast — the third line of your audit has a loose thread, and I dress by pulling those.” The professor leaned forwards with the pleasure of a man finding the flaw he had been hoping for. “It normalises nothing, you say. Nothing? Fridrik’s letters say otherwise. One demand — he sent it to me with the fig juice still on the page: remain in the second person towards the one you strive against. An ought, my friend. Issued to the greeted, concerning the treatment of the greeted. Small print is still print. Your floor legislates after all — one commandment — and a shrine with even one commandment is a church, and you have heard tonight what I do to churches.”

“It has one demand, and your finger is on it, and I’ll thank you for pressing, because the pressing shows what kind of thing it is.” Guglielmo set down his glass. “Every law your series ever issued legislated a content, from a height: worship here, march there, doubt everything except me — a height telling the greeted what to be. The one demand has no content and no height. It does not tell a man what to do with his rival — ruin him, out-bake him, take his hotels; I referee none of it. It says one thing only: do not unmake the place where anything can be demanded of you at all. And that is not a second law standing over the floor, the way Providence stood over the parishes. It is the floor itself, read in the imperative mood — the way the ice is thin is a fact, and don’t stamp is the same fact, spoken to a man mid-stride. The ought is the level, read by someone tempted to install a height. Call it a commandment if you like. Then it is the one commandment that forbids the genre: legislation against legislating from above.”

The professor regarded him for a moment with the expression of a fencer touched and pleased about it. “A commandment against the genre of commandments. I have known popes with less nerve.”

Then he was quiet, turning his glass, and when he spoke again the fencing pleasure had modulated into something more dangerous, which was seriousness.

“Anecdotes,” he said. “That’s the method under your audit, isn’t it — Fridrik has leaked it for two years: trenches, boatyards, greetings observed in markets. Anecdotes with a philosophy degree. You show me a fisherman forgiving a debt and I’m to derive an ontology. And your famous wager — he quoted it to me at New Year, with the serenity, and I’ve been sharpening this since: a showing that fails to be seen has no further claim. How convenient. Heads, your reader sees and you win; tails, your reader is blind and you lose nothing, having claimed nothing. Unfalsifiable humility, my friend. The softest armour ever forged.”

“It’s not armour; it’s the whole exposure, and I’ll state it exactly, because you’ve earned the exact version. A posit demands assent — that’s what makes it armour: refuse Providence in the parish centuries and the apparatus arrives at your door. A showing can only invite: go to the trench, the boatyard, the gangway of your own life, and look. If you look where I point and see nothing — not ‘remain unpersuaded’; see nothing — then the book has no residual claim on you of any kind: no bad faith to accuse you of, no false consciousness, no future tribunal where you’ll be proven blind. It dies, for you, entirely. You call that convenient; I ask you to notice what it costs. Your lecture tonight can survive the whole hall’s disagreement — the posit outlives dissent; that’s its armour and you wore it gorgeously. My book has no existence beyond its readers’ seeing — not one sentence. I have written the only kind of book that its own audience can kill. And that exposure isn’t a rhetorical stance; it is the floor, applied to myself: I can constitute an occasion of seeing. Only the reader answers for what is seen. I absolve no one and I am absolved of nothing. You of all men should recognise the shape of that, professor. It’s your open ground with the weather in it. I’ve only noticed that we were never standing there alone.”

The snow ticked at the window. The professor looked at Guglielmo for a long moment, and then at Fridrik, and something passed between the two old antagonists — twenty winters of it.

“He’s better than your letters,” the professor said. “Go on, then. Finish. You’ve been circling something since you sat down — I watched you decline two openings. Land it.”

“With your permission, and with — I want the word on the table first — with respect. What I’m going to point at, I point at the way one points at a colleague’s best work.” Guglielmo set down his glass. “Tonight, in the balcony, a young woman told six hundred people that your books had taken the point of things from her. And I watched the greatest unmasker of the age come down off Jove’s chair to the edge of the stage and find one frightened student in the dark and spend four minutes building the point back — her name, her subject, your own twenty-sixth year, a promise to read her chapter the way it deserves. You have my word: that’s what you said. Your word, professor. On the open ground with nothing under it, where positing knows itself and every bond is a candle-lit fantasm — you handed a stranger your word, and both of you knew exactly what it was worth, which is why she can finish her winter now. And that wasn’t tonight’s exception. Fridrik has told me what everyone here knows: fifty years of doctoral students carried through their deserts; the letters you write for the mediocre ones, which cost you more; twenty winters of a standing feud kept warm because — your phrase, from the doorway of this room — it’s the warmest thing either of you has. Professor: your books say the nothing, and say it better than anyone since the ancients. And your hands have spent fifty years answering the young as if they were owed it, keeping your word as if it bound, tending this feud, that student, this whole hall full of people who come to be hurt truthfully because they trust you — trust, professor — to hurt them honestly, which is a covenant if anything ever was. I don’t ask you to recant a sentence. The books are right about everything they see. I ask the question Fridrik brought me north to ask, because he couldn’t ask it after twenty years of your winters: what do the hands know that the books don’t?”

The silence went on long enough that the snow could be heard.

The professor rose — slowly, hugely, an old lion changing hills — and went to the battlefield desk, and moved a fortress of papers, and took from under it a small framed card, glass over faded typescript, the kind of thing that lives on a desk for decades and is never once explained. He looked at it, and then held it out, not to Guglielmo — to Fridrik.

“Read it aloud. You’ve earned it; you’ve lost to me twenty times without once staying home.”

Fridrik took the frame and read, translating as he went, an old verse, a woman’s verse, three centuries dead and very far east:

“Dead my finest hopes; dry my dreaming. But still — iris, blue, each spring.”

“It has sat on that desk for forty years,” said the professor, to the window now, to the snow. “It has never appeared in any book of mine. It doesn’t survive my footnotes — I’ve tried; I wrote the paragraph a dozen times across the decades and cut it a dozen times, because in my prose it becomes either a decoration or a surrender, and it is too good for the first and I am too old for the second. So it stays on the desk, where I needn’t defend it. Where I needn’t —” he made a small gesture, precise as everything he did — “own it. You understand what I am telling you, southern friend. I am telling you where I keep it. That is as far as I go tonight, and further than I have gone in forty years, and now finish your brandies, both of you, because it is late, and I lecture on the death of the subject in the morning.”

At the door, as they wound their scarves, the professor said, in the tone of a man resuming a lifetime’s manner because the alternative was unthinkable: “Fridrik. Same seat next winter. Bring the weapon.”

They walked home through the snow, the two of them, past the square where the Poet stood white-shouldered under the lamps, and Fridrik was quiet almost the whole way, and what he finally said was not victorious at all.

“Twenty years I tried to beat him,” he said, “and tonight I watched you not beat him either, and understood the reason at last. There’s nothing to beat, Guglielmo. He was never wrong. Every ground he ever buried was dead; every unmasking held; the eye is perfect. It sees through everything that can be seen through — and the floor can’t be seen through, not because it’s the one solid thing, but because it isn’t behind anything. It’s not hidden, so the great instrument for finding the hidden passes through it and reports nothing and calls the nothing final. He has an eye too many, and it has cost him — not truth; he’s lost no truth — it’s cost him the near. Fifty years of seeing through, and the verse that governs his desk has to live outside his books, like the flame kept outside the collected works.” He walked a while. “The iris on the desk, Guglielmo. He’s been keeping it the way I kept the library. Forty years of heating and dusting a thing he can’t hand on.”

“He handed it tonight,” said Guglielmo.



After the seeing, the result named once. The unmasker at full strength makes three charges, and each is met not by counter-assertion but by audit. That the floor is the last member of the shrinking series of refuges: but every member of that series was a content — a furnished home, cosmos to citadel to candle-lit room — and the floor is not the smallest room in the burning house, for it is not a room: it has no furniture, keeps no one warm, and is presupposed equally by the cathedral, the candle, and the demolition of both; it is not the series’ terminus but the paper of address on which every member was ever proposed. That it is the fantasm of an epoch that sanctifies relationships: but run the fantasm’s own audit — subsume, normalise, console, consolidate — and the floor scores zero of four: no content to gather anyone under, no law issued from a height — the one demand being the level itself, read in the imperative mood — no promise that anything holds or returns, nothing a city could be built on; what fails every test of the trade is not the trade’s smallest instance but no instance at all — found at the perimeter, never posited, and therefore never awaiting the knife. That inescapability-in-performance is just what a successful fantasm feels like from inside: but the floor’s inescapability is of another kind — not the unquestionability of a reigning content but the platform of questioning itself, visible in the objection’s own voice, which arrives addressed, exact, and answerable. Against the charge of unfalsifiable humility, the wager stated whole: a posit outlives dissent, and that is its armour; a showing has no existence beyond its readers’ seeing, and is thus the only kind of book its own audience can kill — exposure, not armour: the floor applied reflexively, absolution refused in both directions. And at the end, past all argument, the pointing: the greatest seer of the nothing spends his hands, decade after decade, on word-keeping, student-tending, and one framed verse that has governed his desk for forty years and never once been allowed into his books — kept where it needn’t be owned. Total seeing-through loses no truth; it loses the near: what was never hidden returns no signal to the instrument built for the hidden, and the eye too many reports an empty room in the one place that was full. The books are right about everything they see. The hands know the rest.


18. The Snow

On the last morning the north played its whole hand: forty centimetres in the night, windless, and a sky scraped clean by dawn, so that Guglielmo woke to a city he had not yet been shown — every roof a loaf, every parked car a burial mound, the street below Fridrik’s windows one unbroken sheet of white with not a mark on it.

And to a sound. It came from every direction at once, near and far, irregular and continuous: a scraping, ringing, banging chorus, iron on stone, starting before full light and thickening as the sky came up.

“What is that?”

“That,” said Fridrik, already in his boots, “is the town. Come down and watch us make it.”

The boat went at eleven; they walked to the harbour the long way, and the walk was the lesson. At every house, someone was out with a shovel: old men in dressing gowns and fur hats, schoolboys before school, a woman doing her metres with a baby watching from the doorway in a bundle — each household clearing the stretch of pavement before its own door, no more, down to the stone, and banking the snow along the kerb in a growing white rampart. And the stretches met. That was the thing Guglielmo stopped to watch, at the third corner: each cleared piece touching the neighbour’s cleared piece, seam after seam, house after house, until, street by street, a network of black walkable paths was assembling itself across the white city — assembling with no foreman, no plan, no order given anywhere, out of a hundred separate shovels each keeping its ten metres.

“Whose law is it?” he asked. “Who assigns the metres?”

“Nobody assigns them. There’s an ordinance somewhere, I suppose; no one has ever read it. You clear your front. Your father cleared it; the house knows its stretch the way it knows its roof. By eight the town can walk.” Fridrik pointed down a side street with his chin. “And there’s the rest of the lesson, since you’re having one.”

Two doors down the side street, one stretch had not been done: the snow lay whole across it, seamed on both sides by clean black stone. And as they watched, the neighbour from the near side — a big man in half a uniform, postman or fireman — finished his own metres, glanced at the unbroken white, and simply kept going: ten more strokes, twelve, breaking the gap through, roughly but through, before banging his shovel on the kerb and going in.

“The Sørensen house,” said Fridrik. “She’s ninety-one and the son is at sea. The street does her stretch in turns, without a rota, without a word — the way it did my mother’s, her last winters. If you want the whole institution in one sentence: everyone keeps his metres, and the street keeps the metres of those who can’t, and nobody has ever called it anything, because naming it would be like naming your own pulse.”

They walked on through the assembling network, and Guglielmo was quiet in the particular way Fridrik had learned to leave alone, and at the harbour mole, with the boat already loading below them, he stopped and turned around and looked back at the white town ringing with shovels, and delivered it.

“I’ve been shown the daily rebuilding before,” he said. “I’ve preached it, God help me — the temple floor relaid winter by winter, the surface rewoven, the feast carried through February. But it was always half-hidden, Fridrik; that was my whole complaint against the world, that the keeping doesn’t show. Your town has found the one material that makes it show. Snow forgets overnight. Whatever was cleared yesterday is nothing this morning — no credit accrues, no path accumulates, yesterday’s shovelling earns today’s exactly nothing. So the town’s walkability can never once be mistaken for a possession. It exists from seven to eight each morning or it doesn’t exist — made fresh daily out of a hundred shovels and their seams, the purest case I have ever seen of a common that persists as sheer repetition, because the material permits nothing else. Stone let the Venetians dream of permanence; marble let the mausoleum lie. Snow is the honest medium. Nothing built in it survives its builders’ breakfast. Your whole city rehearses my first morning’s trench every single dawn, and doesn’t know it, and doesn’t need to — the postman knows the part that matters, which is twelve extra strokes for the Sørensen stretch.”

“And now watch yourself say the other thing,” said Fridrik, with the contentment of a man springing a trap he has waited days to spring, “because you’ve been saying it all week in my language without hearing it, and I’ve been saving it for the mole. Say what the sky did last night. In your own tongue, in mine, in any tongue you own — say it.”

“It snowed.”

“It snowed. Who snowed, Guglielmo?” Fridrik spread his mittened hands at the whole white town. “Find me the it. Forty centimetres arrived in the night, and every tongue I own reports the event the same way — and I own several — with a subject that is nobody. It snows. It rains. Es schneit; il neige; my grandmother’s dialect says ‘it laid itself down.’ Tongue after tongue keeps a form, older than every philosophy on my father’s shelves, for exactly the thing you’ve been hunting for two years: the event with no one behind it — happening of itself, out of itself, agentless, and the tongue is perfectly comfortable saying so. A child learning to talk learns, in the same month as ‘mama,’ to ascribe the biggest events in his world to no agent whatsoever, and it never troubles him for a moment. The middle voice, the grammarians call what’s left of it in the old tongues; the its and the ils are its worn coins. I call it the oldest correct sentence we own. The weather has been teaching the no-ground since before the alphabet, one ‘it snows’ at a time.”

“And men have been unable to bear it for exactly as long,” said Guglielmo. “Say that half too, since we’re at the mole with time for one more figure. The agentless event is the thing the fold has never tolerated. Forty centimetres from nobody; the harvest from nobody; the lightning from nobody — it is unbearable, and so the oldest work of the folding imagination was done right here, on the weather: someone must be behind it, and the sky got a father, and the thunder got a fist, and the snow became something sent. The gods began as folded weather, Fridrik — the first fantasms in the series your professor buries were answers to ‘who snows?’, and every one of them was the same refusal of the same middle voice your grandmother’s dialect keeps without effort. It laid itself down. Three thousand years of theology in flight from a verb-form. And your town, which shovels at dawn and says ‘it snowed’ without a tremor, has somehow kept both honesties at once: the event owned by no one, and the keeping owned by everyone. That’s the whole book, actually. I should have saved myself the writing and sent people here in January.”

The boat sounded below them. They went down to it through the cleared path of the mole — someone’s metres, someone’s dawn — and at the gangway there was the ritual now, both of them fluent in it: the bag changing hands, northern this time, heavy, two jars of cloudberry preserve. “From the marsh,” said Fridrik. “Which nobody made. Gathered by my daughter, who sends her regards to the man who ruined her father’s retirement.”

Guglielmo laughed, and took the jars, and took the gangway — and took it, Fridrik noticed and did not remark, with a hand on the rail the whole way, which had not been true on any gangway two years ago.

He was still settling the bag when a boy came running down the mole — a porter’s boy from the university quarter, red-faced, holding a flat parcel wrapped in yesterday’s newspaper — and asked for the southern gentleman, and handed it up over the rail, and was gone. Guglielmo opened it on the deck, with Fridrik watching from the mole.

It was the framed verse. Glass, faded typescript, forty years of desk. Taped to the back, a card in a huge old hand:

“It was never going to survive my footnotes. Perhaps it survives your weather. It needs a desk further south, and I find I would rather know where it is than have it. — Same seat next winter. Bring the weapon.”

Guglielmo looked up at the mole. Fridrik had read it all from his face and was standing in the snow with an expression his friend had never quite seen on him — the look of a man watching a debt forty years old being paid in a currency he hadn’t known existed.

“He handed it,” Fridrik called down, over the widening water. “You said he already had. He heard you.”

The boat took the harbour mouth, and the north closed in behind it the way the north does: by noon the snow had come back, windless, patient, and on the mole the last prints of the morning — two sets, going down to a gangway, one of them stepping carefully — were filling, softening, and by the early dark were gone entirely, the town’s white page wiped clean for tomorrow’s shovels, which would come, as they had come for four hundred years, at first light, if they took it up.



After the seeing, the result named once. Snow is the honest medium: it forgets overnight, so nothing built in it can be mistaken for a possession — the town’s walkability exists from seven to eight each morning or not at all, remade daily by a hundred shovels and their seams, with no foreman and no plan, each house keeping its metres and the street keeping the metres of those who can’t: the purest visible case of a common persisting as sheer repetition, because the material permits nothing else; stone let the wall-builders dream, and snow tells the truth every dawn. And the sky that delivers it speaks the oldest correct sentence we own: it snows — a form tongue after tongue keeps, older than the shelves, for the event with no one behind it, happening of itself, which children learn without a tremor and every theology has fled: the gods began as folded weather, the first fantasms were answers to ‘who snows?’, and three thousand years of installed senders stand in flight from a middle voice that a grandmother’s dialect keeps without effort — it laid itself down. A town that shovels at dawn and says ‘it snowed’ without trembling holds both honesties at once: the event owned by no one, the keeping owned by everyone — and between those two honesties there is room for everything this book has found, including a framed verse travelling south in newspaper, given at last by the man who kept it forty years where he needn’t own it: for the handing, once seen, spreads like the light in the square — words do not stay where you put them, and neither, in the end, do irises.

Here ends the winter in the north.


Movement IV — The Brothers


19. The Will

Fridrik came south again in late summer, into a heat that stood in the streets like a third person, and the town received him now as a recurring fact: Stavros informed him gravely that the figs had mourned him; the museum attendant nodded him through the door as furniture; the boy — no longer entirely a boy; the taverna had a second cook and the van a younger cousin driving it — embraced him on the front with a violence that took his breath.

On the third evening, walking the lanes inland where the town goes quiet and agricultural, Fridrik stopped at a corner to let two old men not meet.

It was done with such skill that he almost missed it. One was coming down the lane with a hoe over his shoulder; the other was at his own gate opposite, coiling a hose. They were of an age, thick-built, alike — visibly alike, even at dusk — and as the one with the hoe passed, the one at the gate turned, with perfect naturalness, to examine a hinge; and the one passing looked, with equal naturalness, at a wire overhead where nothing sat; and neither face changed at all; and the passing man’s line down the lane bent outward perhaps half a metre, a long practised curve, the curve a boat’s wake makes around a reef it has rounded ten thousand times. No greeting. No refused greeting either — nothing so crude as a cut. Two men simply arranged, in three seconds of flawless choreography, not to have been present to each other, and continued in their evenings.

Fridrik watched the hoe go down the lane and the hose finish coiling.

“Guglielmo. What did I just see?”

“You saw the brothers.” Guglielmo said it the way one names a landmark. “Loizos with the hoe; Savvas at the gate. And you saw the town’s oldest running performance — twenty-five years now; the whole street could dance both parts. You’ve been asking me since the north for the wrong at close range: the Line was a map, the baker was a story. There it went, with a hoe on its shoulder. Come, the orchard lane is cooler, and it’s the right stage for the telling.”

They walked out between walled plots, carob and citrus, the irrigation channels ticking somewhere under the leaves, and Guglielmo told it.

“Their father held this land — both sides of the lane you’ll see in a minute — and he was a serious man, a grower the district consulted, and he raised the two of them into the work the way the shipwright raises the granddaughter: hand over hand, decades of it. By every account the three of them were a single operation and glad of it. Loizos stayed; Savvas went to town young — the harbour office, then his own customs business, did well — but came out every weekend of his life, and the weekends were the week’s point for all three of them; you’d see them Sunday evenings, the father in the middle, walking this lane like a procession of one family.

“Then the father died — this is twenty-six years ago — and the will was read. And here, Fridrik, you must go slowly and get the man right, because the will is the hinge of everything, and it was not made in malice or in dotage. It was made with immense care, over years, by a father who thought about it the way he thought about grafting. He did not split the holding down the middle — half the trees each, a fence, two tidy freeholds. He wove it. The trees on both sides of the lane to Loizos, who had stayed and knew them. The house to Loizos too. But the well — the good well, the deep one, the only serious water on this ridge — to Savvas. And the pressing shed and the cold store, Savvas again. You see the design. Neither son could work his inheritance without the other: Loizos’s trees drink Savvas’s water; Savvas’s shed is worthless without Loizos’s crop. The old man had sat with his notary and engineered a dependency — deliberately, lovingly. He knew his sons: one rooted, one mobile, both proud. He was afraid, I think, of exactly what happened; his solution was to make separation impossible. He tried to write the brotherhood into the deed. If the property is entangled, he reasoned, the brothers must remain entangled; the will itself would hold them together when I am not here to be the middle of the procession.”

“He tried to grip what he had already given,” said Fridrik quietly.

“Say it fully; it’s the theorem of the whole lane.”

“He had already given them the thing itself. Decades of it — the craft hand over hand, the Sundays, the being-raised-together into one operation: the true bequest, the kind that goes to both whole and can’t be divided because it was never a possession. Brotherhood isn’t in the gift registry, Guglielmo; it’s the pause, it’s the flame — more for being shared, unassignable, quarrel-proof. Nobody has ever gone to law over who inherited the father’s way of pruning. And he didn’t trust it. He looked at the one inheritance that couldn’t be fought over, and he was afraid for it, and so he tried to secure it — with the only instrument a notary has, which is assignment. He converted the unassignable bond into an assignment structure: your water, his trees, entangled forever. He tried to bequeath the between by deed. And a deed can carry whatever can be owned or owed — things, sums, rights, duties, dependencies; everything it carries is rival — my well is not yours, your trees are not mine — and the one thing it can never carry is the between; and so what the will actually did was take two brothers and appoint them parties. The father built a knot to hold them together, out of the one material that cuts.”

“And it cut within a year. The mechanics were almost boring — they always are: a dry spring, a dispute over the pumping schedule, an invoice Savvas sent that Loizos considered an insult, a sluice Loizos repaired without asking that Savvas considered a trespass. Current, Fridrik — every particle of it. Fierce, yes; brothers fight worse than strangers because they know where everything is kept. But negotiable, all of it — schedules, metres, money: the harbourmaster could have settled that dispute in an afternoon, and in fact the lawyers did settle it, entirely, in the third year: there’s a water agreement, it works, it has worked for twenty-two years; the pump runs on its clock, the payments go through the lawyer’s office twice a year, the trees have never once gone dry. Hold that fact; you’ll need it. The dispute is over. It has been over for twenty-two years.”

“Then what happened at the funeral table?” said Fridrik. “Because something did. Water quarrels make men shout across lanes; they don’t make that curve I watched, that half-metre of practised sea-room. Something was said.”

“At the makaria — the funeral meal — with the priest still in the room. It’s town scripture now; there are seven versions; the two sentences are the same in all seven. They were already raw — the will had been read two days before, and each had heard the other’s silence at the reading as a verdict. And at the table, in front of forty people, Loizos set down his glass and said to his brother: ‘You came back for the well. Not for him.’” Guglielmo let the sentence stand in the evening heat. “And Savvas — who had driven out every weekend for thirty years, Fridrik, whatever else is true — Savvas went white, and stood, and gave it back: ‘Better than staying twenty years to wait for him to die.’ And then nothing. That’s the thing the seven versions agree on most: no shouting, no thrown chair — the two of them simply became, in front of the whole table, unable to be looked at by each other, and Savvas took his coat, and the silence that started in that room has been maintained across that lane ever since.”

Fridrik walked in silence for a while, and the channels ticked under the leaves.

“Now do what we came out here to do,” said Guglielmo. “You’ve had the Line and the baker; you have the tools. Separate it. What was the quarrel, and what was the wrong?”

“The quarrel was water, and the quarrel is settled.” Fridrik spoke slowly, assembling it. “Twenty-two years of a working agreement — that’s your held fact, and it’s the cleanest control since the interrupted street: if the silence were about the dispute, the silence would have ended when the dispute did. It didn’t blink. So the wrong is something the water agreement couldn’t reach, because it was never about anything the lawyers had jurisdiction over. Look at the two sentences. Neither one disputes a claim — no metre, no schedule, no drachma. Each disputes a standing. ‘You came back for the well, not for him’ — that doesn’t say you owe me water; it says your grief is counterfeit: it unmakes Savvas as a mourner, as a son — thirty years of weekends re-described in one sentence as a long visit to an asset. And the reply does the identical surgery in the other direction: ‘staying to wait for him to die’ — thirty years of Loizos’s actual hands in the actual trees beside the actual old man, re-described as a vigil over a bequest. Each sentence takes the other’s whole relation to the father — the truest thing either man had — and re-names it greed. That’s not an insult, Guglielmo; insults are current, insults heal by supper. It’s the whisper said out loud, once, with a name attached: the demotion of a someone — not out of the field entirely, the way the town unpersoned the baker, but out of the one standing that mattered: son. Each unmade the other as their father’s mourner, in front of the town, at the father’s own table. And that can’t be negotiated afterward, because it was never a claim. There’s no counter-invoice for it. The lawyers settled everything that was ever actually in dispute, and the wrong sailed on over the settlement untouched, because the wrong was never the water. The wrong was two de-memberings, three seconds apart, and the silence is their monument — maintained daily, like the barrels.”

“Like the barrels. And now the last thing, because the dark needs it and so does the next chapter of this, whenever the town writes it. You asked with your face, back at the corner, whether a thing like this is dead — whether twenty-five years kills the between outright, second death, no funeral. Two facts, and then we’ll walk back for supper. First fact: nine years ago Savvas was in the district hospital, badly — his heart; a week in danger. And every single day of that week, Loizos called the ward sister — whom he knew from the church — and asked. Daily. Never visited, never sent a word that could reach the bed, swore the sister to silence, and called at seven each evening for eight evenings. Second fact: walk twenty steps and look over the two gates, left and right, and tell me what you see.”

They walked the twenty steps. The light was almost gone, but the evening cool had brought both brothers out, as it brought the whole district out, into their trees: Loizos on the left of the lane among the old carobs, Savvas on the right in the smaller plot he’d bought himself years back rather than touch a tree of the entail — each with a pruning knife, each at work in the last light. And Fridrik looked left, and looked right, and stood absolutely still.

They pruned identically. Not similarly — identically: the same slight settling of the feet before each cut, the same left thumb run down the branch first, the same tilt of the head, the same little backhand flick that cleared the cut twig — one gesture, inherited whole, executing itself in two estranged bodies forty metres apart in the dusk, in perfect unison and perfect silence.

“The father,” said Fridrik. It was barely a voice.

“The father. Whole in each — you wrote the law yourself at the boatyard: handed to forty, undiminished; handed to two, likewise. The will divided everything that could be divided, and the two sentences at the table divided the rest — and there is the one inheritance that never heard about any of it, performing itself on both sides of the lane every evening of the world. They have not spoken for twenty-five years, Fridrik, and they have never once stopped saying this together.” Guglielmo turned back down the lane. “Held in the worst keeping there is: a silence maintained like a border, at daily cost, by two men who ask the ward sister and don’t visit. But held is held. Nothing here has died the dateless death — it is all of it dormant, which is a different country. What it would take to wake it, and whether anything ever will, and what the town’s paperwork has blindly scheduled for this autumn — that is for another walk. Supper. The boy is expecting us, and he has opinions about his own lamb now, which must be endured.”



After the seeing, the result named once. The testament produced what the true bequest never could: a war. The father had already given his sons the undividable inheritance — the craft hand over hand, the formation, the brotherhood itself, whole in each, quarrel-proof because never a possession: nobody has ever gone to law over who inherited a way of pruning. And he did not trust it; he tried to secure the unassignable with the notary’s one instrument, weaving a dependency of wells and trees to write the brotherhood into the deed — the grip in its most loving form, and its most instructive: he tried to grip what he had already given, and a deed carries whatever can be owned or owed, and everything it carries is rival, and the between is not carriable, so the will converted brothers into parties and built a knot out of the one material that cuts. The cutting itself must then be read with the town’s own precision: the quarrel was water, and the quarrel was settled — twenty-two years of a working agreement stand as the control — and the silence never blinked, because the wrong was never the water. The wrong was two sentences at the funeral table, each disputing not a claim but a standing: each re-naming the other’s whole relation to the dead father as greed, each unmaking the other in the one membership that mattered — son and mourner — in front of the town, at the father’s table: the whisper said aloud, once, with a name attached; and for that there is no counter-invoice, so the settlement of everything disputable left it untouched, and the silence is its monument, maintained daily across one lane, like the barrels, at daily cost. And beneath the maintained silence, the two facts that keep the country dormant rather than dead: the brother who telephoned the ward sister every evening for eight evenings and never visited; and the two old men in their separate trees at dusk, pruning in perfect unison — the same settling of the feet, the same thumb down the branch, one father executing himself in two estranged bodies — the inheritance that never heard about the will, being said together, every evening, by two men who do not speak.


20. The Laughter

The boy’s taverna stood two lanes back from the front, eleven tables under a vine he had trained himself, and he served them the lamb with the face of a man submitting a thesis. It was, in fact, superb, and Fridrik said so at length, and the boy took the praise badly — that is, he shrugged it into the middle distance and went pink to the ears and said the butcher deserved most of it — and Guglielmo observed that the young invent modesty fresh every generation and always believe it undetectable.

It was a good evening, the room half full of regulars, and it would have stayed a good evening if the long table by the wall had not been what it was.

The long table was a family party, nine or ten of them, and its centre of gravity was unmistakable within a minute: a man of sixty in a beautiful shirt, broad, tanned, loud, pouring wine down the table with a heavy arm and holding court — a builder, the boy murmured in passing, big contracts, half the new coast is his. Around him: his wife, watchful; assorted family; and at the table’s foot, a man of perhaps thirty-five with a napkin already wrung to a rope in his lap — the son-in-law, the boy supplied later, who also worked for him.

The routine, once Fridrik noticed it, was impossible to un-notice, because it had the polish of long practice.

“Of course,” the builder was saying, at volume, to the table at large, “we nearly lost the Andreou job in March. Ask Petros why.” A gesture down the table, generous, inviting. “No, no — tell them, Petro. Tell them about the measurements. It’s funny now.” And the son-in-law, smiling hard, began some abbreviated confession, and the builder talked over its ending: “Twice! He measured it twice and it was wrong twice! University man!” — and the table laughed, because the wine was the builder’s, and the jobs around the table were the builder’s, and the house two of them lived in was the builder’s — and the son-in-law laughed too. That was the detail Fridrik could not look away from: the son-in-law laughed hardest, threw his head back with it, applauded the blade on its way in.

It came again with the fish — “careful, Petro, count the bones, count them twice” (the table, obedient, roared) — and again over some story of a christening where the son-in-law had apparently fainted, told entirely by the builder in the first person plural while its subject sat at the table’s foot being narrated, smiling, smiling, his wife — the builder’s daughter — looking at her plate as at a long sentence she had stopped appealing years ago.

And then the boy did a thing.

He had been reading the room all evening the way a helmsman reads water — he was, they saw now, always reading it — and between the fish and the fruit he materialised at the son-in-law’s shoulder with a problem. A genuine-looking one: the wine for the sweet course, two bottles, a decision needed, and the builder waved a hand to dispatch it — and the boy said, to the table but at the builder, with total professional innocence: “It needs a palate, not a wallet. Kyrie Petro — you chose the Xynisteri at the Andreou site dinner; everyone still talks about it. Come and choose.” And he extracted the son-in-law bodily from the table’s foot and bore him away to the cellar door, and kept him there five full minutes in visible consultation, bottles held to the light, opinions solicited and — anyone could see — genuinely weighed; and when the son-in-law came back to the table he came back as the man who had chosen the wine, and the boy poured it announcing the choice as his, and the builder, wrong-footed by the room’s approval of the bottle, had to raise a glass to his son-in-law’s palate, and did it with the good grace of a man who intends to make him pay for it privately later — but the evening’s machinery was broken; the routine did not restart.

The walkers stayed till closing, as had become the custom, and when the chairs were up and the vine was ticking overhead in the night breeze, the boy brought three small glasses and the bottle without a label and sat down with them, and Fridrik put it on the table at once, because he had been sitting on it for two hours.

“What we watched tonight,” he said. “I want to take it apart, and I want you here for it” — this to the boy — “because you did the only thing in the room that answered it, and I don’t think you could say what you did, and I can’t yet either, and between the three of us we own the tools. Guglielmo — I thought I had the catalogue of wrongs. The baker: un-seen, the address deleted, the man dissolved by a voice that was never anyone’s. The brothers: two sentences that unmade two standings, and then silence. But this was neither. Nobody deleted that man tonight. The opposite — he was the most attended person in the room: named, toasted, narrated, lit up like the fort. His father-in-law never once withheld the address. He kept it wide open — and drove down it one-way, all evening, at speed. What is that, and why is it worse to watch than the silence in the lane?”

“Build it from the pieces,” said Guglielmo. “You saw all of them. Start with what the laughter was doing.”

“The laughter was the instrument.” Fridrik turned his glass. “Not the sentences — the sentences alone were almost nothing; ‘he measured twice,’ who cares, men tease. The sentences were the blade’s handle; the table was the edge. Ten people laughing on the builder’s wine, in the builder’s employment, under the builder’s roof-beams — every laugh a small signature on the verdict: yes, this is what you are; the room agrees. Humiliation is the one wrong that cannot be done alone, Guglielmo. The whisper needs no witnesses — it works best without them. This needs the audience the way the auction needs bidders: the third parties aren’t bystanders to it; they’re conscripted into being the weapon. He wasn’t mocking Petros. He was conducting the room’s agreement that Petros is mockable — and the room, bought and dependent, played.”

“And the man himself? The detail you couldn’t look away from.”

“He laughed hardest.” Fridrik was quiet a moment. “And I understand it and it’s terrible. Answering was impossible — that’s the trap’s engineering. Defend yourself and you’re humorless, you’ve made a scene, you’ve proven the joke; the court is rigged so that every plea for standing is entered as evidence against standing. Silence is sullen; protest is spectacle; the only move left on the board is to join the laughter — to buy your seat at the table by co-signing the verdict on yourself. He kept his membership at the price of his standing. He paid for his place in the address with the address’s whole content. And that’s the anatomy, isn’t it — that’s what makes it a third species. The whisper is address deleted. The funeral sentences were standing revoked, once, and then silence. This is the counterfeit: the form of address kept gleaming — eyes, attention, your name in every mouth — and the substance hollowed out: you are spoken at, spoken about, spoken for, and never once left a square inch to answer from. A greeting with the reply surgically removed. It looks like the floor and it is the floor’s mockery, and that’s why it’s worse to watch than the lane: the lane at least has the honesty of its silence. This wears the between as a costume.”

“Now the boy,” said Guglielmo. “Because the analysis is complete except for the only practical question it raises, which is the one every decent person at every such table has swallowed since tables began: what can the room do? Not the victim — we’ve established his board has no moves. The witnesses. Us, eating our lamb ten feet away. Name the wrong answers first; you saw me decline them.”

“Confrontation.” Fridrik nodded slowly. “Stand up, name it, shame the shamer — and make a second spectacle with the same victim at the middle of it, now twice narrated, now the cause of a scene, now in debt to his defender in front of his wife. The white knight completes the humiliation with better manners. And the other wrong answer is ours, the polite one: look at your plate, deplore it inwardly, tip well. The room’s silence is what the conductor conducts with.” He turned to the boy. “And then there’s what you did. Say what you did.”

The boy looked deeply uncomfortable, turned his glass twice, and answered the way he answered everything, concretely. “The man knows wine. It’s true — everyone says it; the father-in-law only knows what wine costs. So there was a true thing in the room that pointed the other way, and I’m the host; I can hand anyone anything.” He shrugged. “I handed him the true thing.”

“You did surgery,” said Guglielmo, “and since you won’t dress it up, I will, because it should be teachable and you’ve just taught it. The counterfeit of address can’t be argued with — argument feeds it. It can only be interrupted by the real thing. What the boy did was re-address the man: put to him, in front of the same jury, one genuine question — needing his actual competence, his actual answer, with something actually riding on it — and then treat the answer as an answer: weigh it, take it, announce it, stake the house’s pour on it. Five minutes at a cellar door and the man went back to that table re-membered — not defended, which would have kept him an object; consulted, which made him a subject again, and made the whole room watch it happen. That’s the third’s true move, and note its grammar, because it’s the book’s grammar: not speaking about the victim against the mocker — that’s just contested narration, two authors fighting over a character — but speaking to him, about something real, and abiding by what he says. The host restored the reply. Everything else restored itself.”

The boy refilled the glasses to cover his ears going pink again, and there was a silence of the comfortable kind, the vine ticking, and then the boy said, in a different voice, not looking at either of them:

“I know the other one, too. The one you did at the brothers’ lane — I heard about that walk. The broken promise.” He turned his glass. “You’ve never asked me about my father. Everyone in this town knows, so you must know, and you’ve never asked, and I’ve noticed the not-asking for two years, and it’s the politest thing anyone’s ever done to me, and tonight I find I’d rather tell you than have you keep being polite.”

“Then we’re listening,” said Guglielmo, and they were.

“He went north for work when I was six. To the factories — half the men of that street went; it was the years everyone went. And he stood in the kitchen with his suitcase and he made me a promise, the real kind, down on his knees so his eyes were level with mine, holding my shoulders: One year, two at the most, and I send for you and your mother. I will send for you.” The boy recited it without drama, a text known by heart for twenty years. “The money came. I’ll say that always, because it’s true and because I understand now what it cost: the money came every month for twelve years, never missed, never short. My mother built this —” he tipped his head at the taverna around them — “the walls of it anyway, on that money. The money came. The sending-for never came. There was a woman there within three years — we learned it the way you learn those things, sideways, at a christening. Then children there. The letters got shorter the way days get shorter, so slowly you can’t name the week it happened. And I did the arithmetic you do: I stopped waiting when I was — ” he considered — “fourteen? Fifteen. You don’t stop all at once. Waiting was the shape of us, you understand — my mother and me, the house was a waiting room, we ate facing the door. The promise wasn’t a thing he broke one day. It was the room we lived in, and it came down slowly, one wall a year.”

Nobody said anything for a while, which was correct.

“Two things,” the boy went on, steadier, “and then I’ll say the part I actually want to say. First thing: it never made me doubt promises. Everyone assumes it must have — my mother assumed it; she used to watch me make them and flinch. It did the opposite. I keep them like a fanatic — ask Andreas, ask the fish men: if I say Thursday, Thursday is what happens, if I have to row the order over myself. For years I thought that was me spiting him. It isn’t, I worked it out eventually: it’s me keeping him — the six-year-old’s father, the one on his knees in the kitchen, the one who meant it. Because he did mean it, that morning; I was there; I have checked that memory ten thousand times and it holds. That man existed, and that man’s promise was real, and that man got on the boat and — went out of existence, somewhere in the north, one shortening letter at a time, and some other man with his name and his handwriting sent money for twelve years. So I keep the first man’s promise for him. Not the content — nobody can send for anybody anymore; my mother is in the ground by the fort road and I wouldn’t leave this town for a fleet. The keeping itself. He dropped it; I picked it up; I’ve carried it into every Thursday since. You told me once, in the van —” to Guglielmo — “words don’t stay where you put them. Neither do promises. His didn’t stay broken where he dropped it. I took it up.”

“And the second thing?” said Fridrik gently.

“The second thing took me until about two years ago, and honestly, the walks helped — the way you two return everything to its ground before you weigh it. I did it to him. Returned him to his ground: the street of that year, the factories, the men he went with — I’ve talked to two of them, old men now, back with their pensions. It was a machine, that emigration, and it ate exactly this: it took men who meant their kitchen promises and it put six hundred kilometres and a language and a shame between them and the meaning. He couldn’t send for us by year two — the money says he was barely standing — and by year four he couldn’t write the sentence ‘I cannot send for you,’ because the sentence would have killed the man on his knees in the kitchen, and that man was the best thing he’d ever been. So he protected the promise by not touching it, the way you’d not touch a wound, and the not-touching was the breaking, one silent month at a time. I’m not excusing it. My mother ate facing a door for twelve years; there’s no ground deep enough to file that under. I’m saying I stopped asking what he owed me — the ledger only has one line and it’s unpayable and I know it by heart. I started asking what he could carry. And the answer is: the money, which he carried perfectly, and the sentence, which he couldn’t. He wasn’t a monster, my father. He was a man who couldn’t carry one sentence.” The boy emptied his glass and set it down with great care. “That’s not forgiveness. I want that exact. I don’t have his address and if I had it I don’t know what I’d do with it. It’s just — the accounts are drawn up correctly now. For years I was owed everything by a monster. Now I’m owed one sentence by a man. It’s lighter. It’s not light.”

The vine ticked. Somewhere down the lane a scooter passed and faded.

“You asked at the brothers’ gate,” the boy said finally, standing to gather the glasses, host again, “whether a thing twenty-five years quiet is dead or only dormant. I’ve heard the whole story of that lane since I could walk. I serve Loizos every second Friday; Savvas gets his ice from my cousin. And I’ll tell you what the town knows that the philosophy might miss: this autumn the cemetery board posts its list, and their parents’ concession is on it, and it needs both signatures or the bones go to the wall. Both signatures, kyrie. One paper.” He balanced the glasses in one hand with professional insolence and smiled at them, the town’s smile, the one that knows things. “Same hour tomorrow?”

“If we take it up,” said the two old men, together.



After the seeing, the result named once. Humiliation is the third species of wrong, and the worst to watch, because it counterfeits the very thing it destroys: the baker’s whisper deletes the address, the funeral sentences revoke a standing and fall silent, but humiliation keeps the address gleaming — the name in every mouth, the eyes all turned, the victim the most attended man in the room — and hollows out its substance, speaking at him, about him, for him, and leaving no square inch to answer from: a greeting with the reply surgically removed, the floor worn as a costume. It is also the one wrong that cannot be done alone: the sentences are only the handle; the conscripted table is the edge — every dependent laugh a signature on the verdict — and the victim’s own laughter, loudest of all, is the trap sprung: with defence entered as evidence and silence read as sulking, the last move on the rigged board is to buy membership at the price of standing. Against it, the room has exactly one true move, and it is neither the white knight’s scene, which completes the humiliation with better manners, nor the polite plate-staring the conductor conducts with: it is re-address — one genuine question put to the victim’s genuine competence, his answer weighed and taken and staked on, the reply restored in front of the same jury; not speaking about him, which is contested narration, but speaking to him and abiding by it. The host restored the reply; everything else restored itself. And the broken promise, told at last at closing time, showed its true anatomy: not an event but a room the promised live in, coming down one wall a year; a wound that does not transfer to promising itself, for the dropped promise, like every word, does not stay where it falls — it can be taken up, its keeping carried forward by the one it was broken to, who keeps not the content, which died, but the keeping, which needn’t. And the accounting the walks teach was performed by their youngest walker better than the book can: return the promiser to his ground, subtract nothing from the debt, and re-address the ledger — owed everything by a monster becomes owed one sentence by a man. It is lighter. It is not light.


21. The Concession

The boy’s intelligence network delivered the date with breakfast: the cemetery board’s list had gone up on the gate, the brothers’ concession was on it as the town had known it would be, and the deadline was Friday. He reported it while setting down the coffee, in the flat tone of a man relaying troop movements, and added, because the town was the town: “Stavros is holding a book on it. Quietly. The odds are against — but shortening. Old Kyriakou put ten euros on ‘they sign’ yesterday, and Kyriakou has known Loizos since the army, so the smart money noticed.”

“A book,” said Fridrik. “The town is wagering on two men’s dead parents.”

“The town,” said the boy, unruffled, gathering cups, “is hoping, kyrie. This is what hoping looks like when it’s embarrassed.”

The walkers had their own debate about Friday, and it was short but real. Fridrik put the case against with some heat — “we are not going to stand among the cypresses watching two men at their parents’ grave like birdwatchers; there are things the method is not entitled to” — and Guglielmo heard him out fully, and then said, quietly, that he would be making his Friday round in any case, as he made it most Fridays, and that Fridrik was welcome to come, as he had been welcome for forty years, and after a moment Fridrik understood, and had the grace to say nothing except “Of course. Forgive me. Yes.”

So on Friday morning they went out early together, in the first cool of the autumn, and the round began where it always began: not at the hill at all, but east along the shore, where the ruins of Kition lie open to the sky and, beside them, on a modest rise, the old British cemetery keeps its garden — a walled acre of grass and quiet stones under old pines and pepper trees, unreasonably green, its small gate open to any daylight visitor in living memory. Guglielmo led the way left along the third row, to a modest stone with an English name and a photograph of a woman laughing at something outside the frame — taken, anyone could see, decades before anyone thought of it as a photograph for a stone — and he set down the bag he had carried, which held what such bags hold: the soap, the cloth, the small shears, the bottle of oil for the lamp.

Eighteen years, and Fridrik had stood here perhaps ten times across them, always like this, two steps back and to the side, in the place where forty years of knowing her too gave him standing. He watched his friend do the work — the soaping of the marble, the thumb over the enamel oval, the dead blooms out and the fresh water in, the wick trimmed, the little glass door of the lamp wiped and closed — the same economy he had watched in the woman in black on the town’s hill years ago and had needed a philosopher to read, and needed none now. Guglielmo worked without hurry and without ceremony and said nothing, and the ruins lay open beside them in the early light, the town below the town keeping its three thousand years of appointments, and when he had finished he stood for a moment with his hand flat on the top of the stone, the gesture from the library shelf, the hand on the arm of an old companion, and then packed the bag.

The round had a second station, and they walked it: inland and up, to the hill of cypresses, where Guglielmo’s mother and father lie under one slab not far from the standpipe, and where he keeps their candle as he keeps her garden, most Fridays, in an order that never varies: the ruins first, the hill after. So it was as keepers, with a taper lit and business of their own, that they came up past the notice board; and they had barely finished at the parents’ slab when the sound of a wheelbarrow came up the gravel, and Loizos went by along the main path — bucket, brushes, a coil of hose over his shoulder, not glancing at anything but his destination — and turned in at the family plot two rows down and across, in plain sight below them, and set down the barrow, and stood before his parents’ grave for a long moment with his cap off. And then he filled his bucket at the standpipe and went to work.

He worked the way he pruned. The walkers, their own business done, had settled onto the low wall by the cypresses, at the distance the place itself proposes, and watched the same settling of the feet, the same thumb run along the stone’s edge before the brush followed it. He did the marble, and the lettering with a toothbrush, and had started on the weeds at the border when the gate clanged below, and Savvas came up the path.

He was carrying a watering can and a paper cone of flowers, and he saw his brother from thirty metres, and stopped.

The stillness lasted long enough for everything to be in it. The walkers did not breathe. Loizos, kneeling at the border, had gone equally still — he had heard the gate, and the stopped footsteps said the rest — and he did not turn around, and Fridrik understood that not turning was the entire diplomacy available to him: he was leaving the decision where it had arrived, at the gate, with the man holding the flowers. Savvas stood. A long four seconds, five. Then he came on — not to the grave; to the standpipe — and filled his can, taking his time about it, the water drumming; and he walked to the family plot and went to work on the far end of it, the length of the grave between them, trimming the border his brother hadn’t reached, setting the flowers in the marble vase, straightening the frame of the parents’ photograph. And Loizos moved his bucket half a metre to make room for the hose, and they worked.

They worked for forty minutes, two old men on one stone, in a silence that was not the lane’s silence. Fridrik, watching, gripped Guglielmo’s sleeve once, at the moment he saw it: the two of them reaching the long top slab from opposite ends, brushes moving, the same stroke, the same overlap, the same little flick at the end of each pass — the father’s rhythm, closing on itself from both sides of the marble like a seam being sewn shut by its own two halves.

When the stone was done, Loizos stood, with the sounds a man of his age stands with, and looked at the lamp — the kandili at the head of the grave, whose little red glass, visible even from the wall, was cracked through and dark — and he took the glass out of its housing, and turned it over in his hands, and then he said, in a voice that had not addressed his brother in twenty-five years and was pitched with terrible care at exactly the volume of an ordinary remark:

“The glass is cracked. I have the spare at the house. I’ll bring it Thursday.”

The hillside was very quiet. Savvas looked at the lamp, and not at his brother, and turned his own voice to the same ordinary pitch, and answered:

“I’m here Thursdays. I’ll bring the oil.”

And that was all. They gathered their tools with the unhurried thoroughness of men closing any working day; and they went down the path together — not together: in the same direction at the same time, two metres apart, the barrow’s wheel ticking between them; and at the bottom, where the path passes the board’s little office, they were seen — the whole town had it by evening, with the clerk’s testimony attached — to go in, the two of them, one after the other through the one door, and sign the renewal on the clerk’s counter, one visit, one pen, Savvas holding the paper flat while his brother signed, which the clerk, interviewed at the kafeneion, called “nothing special, gentlemen, a signature is a signature,” and bought no drinks for the rest of the night on the strength of.

The walkers came down the hill an hour later, slowly, and Guglielmo let Fridrik carry the silence as long as he wanted it, which was most of the way.

“I need to say what I saw,” Fridrik began finally, “because I can feel the town’s version forming already — Stavros paying out, the clerk holding court — and the town’s version will be reconciliation, the brothers reconciled, embrace by Christmas, and it will be wrong, and being wrong it will endanger the true thing. So say the true thing with me while it’s still ours. What happened up there?”

“Inventory it. You watched every second.”

“A grave was cleaned by four hands. A cracked lamp glass was diagnosed. One sentence was spoken about a spare part, and one sentence answered it about oil, and a lease was signed. That’s the whole visible ledger — and, Guglielmo, the sentences. I have them by heart already; I’ll have them at my own funeral. The glass is cracked; I’ll bring the spare on Thursday. I’m here Thursdays; I’ll bring the oil. Not one word about the twenty-five years. Not one word about the table, the will, the water, him, them, it — nothing was mentioned, nothing forgiven, nothing taken back. The two killing sentences from the makaria are exactly as unsaid-un-said as they were on Thursday. And yet the world is different this evening — the town knows it, I know it, the clerk with his free drinks knows it. So the difference has to live entirely inside those two little sentences about lamp parts, and I’ve been turning them over the whole way down, and they’re not little at all, are they. They’re a promise. The smallest one constructible — a spare glass, an oil bottle, a Thursday — but load-bearing, fully: each man committed a future, to the other, out loud, and accepted the other’s in exchange. After twenty-five years, the first thing across the line wasn’t an apology or an accounting. It was the promise-form itself, carrying almost no cargo. The boy would understand it instantly: they said Thursday to each other. And Thursday is what happens.”

“Now do the harder half: why the lamp? Why could the first sentence in twenty-five years be about a lamp glass, when it could never once, in twenty-five years, be about anything that mattered? Because they tried, Fridrik — or at least the town believes the priest tried twice, and the daughters tried, and there was a nephew’s wedding where a table plan attempted it. Every engineered approach failed. Why did the lamp succeed where the priest failed?”

Fridrik walked a while.

“Because every direct approach was a claim,” he said slowly. “That’s the trap I hadn’t seen until you aimed me at it. After what those two sentences at the makaria did — each unmaking the other’s standing — any direct move re-opens the case. Think it through: Loizos crosses the lane and says I’m sorry — but sorry concedes the verdict on himself and leaves his brother’s sentence standing; his pride can’t pay that, and worse, his justice can’t; he doesn’t believe he was the only wrong one. Or he says I forgive you — which is a claim to the bench: I forgive you means you were the guilty party, and Savvas would have shut the door on it, rightly. Even neutral ground fails — the priest’s parlor, the wedding table — because being brought together is itself a verdict: it says this quarrel is yours to end, gentlemen, perform your reconciliation — and they are made claimants again, face to face, with the whole standing-question awake between them and an audience holding score. Face to face was ruined, Guglielmo. The face-to-face channel is exactly where the wound lives; every message down that channel arrives at the wound first. But the lamp —” he stopped on the path, working it. “The lamp isn’t on that channel at all. The lamp belongs to the parents. When Loizos says the glass is cracked, he isn’t addressing Savvas about their quarrel, or about Savvas, or about himself — he’s addressing a fellow keeper about a shared charge. Side by side, both facing the stone. The sentence travels brother-to-brother, but its cargo is entirely about the third thing — the tending they both inherited whole, the one estate the will never touched and the sentences never poisoned. They couldn’t approach each other. They could both approach the parents — and find each other there, shoulder to shoulder, already collaborating before a word was said. Forty minutes of four-handed work built the road, and then one sentence about a spare part drove across it. The between doesn’t heal face to face. It heals shoulder to shoulder, facing the third thing.”

“And you’ve seen it before.”

“The garden.” Fridrik half-laughed at the obviousness of it. “The surveyor and the husband, twenty minutes bent over the lemon tree’s roots, disagreeing comfortably — the tree, the third thing, standing in the middle of a wrong the size of an island. And the professor and me, come to that: twenty years of a feud kept warm entirely through the lectures — we never once discussed us; we had the nothing to face together. It’s the same grammar everywhere: where the I-to-you channel is wounded, the repair runs I-and-you-towards-it. Every table needs its lemon tree.”

“Then finish with the two guards, because the town’s version will trample both by Sunday, and this book exists to keep what towns trample. First guard: what was founded up there — and what wasn’t. Nothing was restored. Get the verbs right the way we got them right at the crossing: the twenty-five years were not annulled, the makaria sentences were not withdrawn — they are unwithdrawable; that species of sentence has no reverse gear, which is precisely why it should never be fired — and the brothers are not, this evening, friends. What exists tonight that did not exist this morning is: one Thursday. A standing appointment at a grave, with parts and oil, renewable weekly, cancellable by either, guaranteed by nothing. That is the entire foundation, and it is enough, because it is the same size as every foundation we have found anywhere: the temple floor was one winter’s relaying, renewable; the friendship was one letter, answerable; the town is one dawn’s shovels. Repair is a founding, and foundings are always this small — the town wants an embrace because an embrace looks like an ending, and this is not an ending; it is a beginning, which looks like a lamp part.

“And the second guard: the paper. Honour the paper, Fridrik, because the theology of this will be misassigned by everyone. Neither brother could create the occasion — we’ve just established why; every human channel was mined. What broke the stalemate was a cemetery board’s filing deadline: a form, a date, a list on a gate — the most senderless annunciation imaginable. No angel, no priest, no design: a bureaucracy renewing its leases sent two men one paper requiring two signatures, and the paper did what no person could do, precisely because it was no person: it carried no claim, took no side, opened no wound — it just made Friday exist, a day on which both men had a reason to stand at that stone that was nobody’s overture. The kairos, my friend. The opening that arrives unengineered, from the calendar’s blind machinery, addressed to no one, promising nothing — the form of the annunciation with the sender deleted. And mark what it did and did not do, because here is the whole first law wearing a clerk’s sleeve-protectors: the paper opened the day. It could not make anyone climb the hill. The clerk himself told the town the escape was available — separate visits, he’d have held the form open, gentlemen do it constantly. The dodge was right there, respectable, precedented. Savvas stood at that gate for five seconds with the dodge in one hand and the watering can in the other. The deadline constitutes the occasion, Fridrik. Only persons climb the hill.”

They walked the rest of the way down into the town’s early lamps, and the smell of the boy’s kitchen came up the lane to meet them like news.

“One thing more,” said Fridrik at the door. “The word the town will use by Sunday and you have not used once today. Forgiveness. Did I watch it this morning, Guglielmo, or not? Because I watched something, and it wasn’t nothing, and it wasn’t that — or if it was that, then everything I’ve ever thought the word meant is furniture from the wrong house.”

“Tomorrow,” said Guglielmo. “That word needs its own walk, and it will be the last hard one of the autumn.”

“Same hour.”

“If we take it up.”



After the seeing, the result named once. After a wounding of standings, the face-to-face channel is mined: every direct approach is a claim — sorry concedes a verdict, I-forgive-you seizes the bench, and even the engineered meeting convenes the old court with an audience keeping score — so the message that travels the wounded channel arrives at the wound first, and twenty-five years of well-meant attempts fail on schedule. The repair, when it came, obeyed a different grammar: not I-to-you but I-and-you-towards-it — two keepers approaching not each other but the third thing, the shared charge, the one estate the will never divided and the sentences never poisoned; forty minutes of four-handed tending built the road, and the first sentence in twenty-five years crossed it carrying almost no cargo: a spare glass, a bottle of oil, a Thursday — the promise-form itself, the smallest one constructible, and load-bearing in full. The between does not heal face to face; it heals shoulder to shoulder, facing the third thing: every table needs its lemon tree. What was founded must be counted honestly, against the town’s version: nothing was restored — the years not annulled, the killing sentences unwithdrawable, the brothers not friends; what exists tonight that did not exist this morning is one standing Thursday, renewable, cancellable, guaranteed by nothing — and this is enough, for every foundation ever found was this size: one winter’s relaying, one letter, one dawn’s shovels. Repair is a founding, and foundings look like lamp parts. And the occasion itself must be assigned correctly: no person could have made it, because every person was a claim; it took the most senderless annunciation there is — a filing deadline, a list on a gate, the calendar’s blind machinery — to open a day that was nobody’s overture. That is the kairos with the sender deleted, and it kept the first law to the letter: the paper opened the day, and the dodge stood available at the gate for five full seconds. The deadline constitutes the occasion. Only persons climb the hill.


22. The Account

They took the last hard walk of the autumn out along the salt lake, where the town thins into eucalyptus and the road runs on a causeway of light.

The lake was filling again. All summer it had been a white pan, salt-blind, a desert the size of a parish lying below the airport road; and now, after the first rains, a sheet of shallow water stood on it once more, perfectly still, doubling the sky — and the flamingos were back, a long pink seam of them far out on the silver, arrived on schedule from wherever the schedule is kept. Across the water, in its island of dark cypresses and palms, stood the mosque of the shrine — domes and one minaret, moored on the far shore like a ship of another century — and the whole scene had the improbable composure of things that have been exactly this for a very long time.

Stavros’s book, the boy had reported at breakfast, was settled: Kyriakou had collected, bought the kafeneion a round, and offered a single sentence of analysis — “I knew the mother” — which the town had received as final.

“So,” said Fridrik, when the causeway had them to itself. “The word. I’ve held it since the hill, and I’ve done my homework overnight, and the homework has made it worse, so you’ll have the problem at full strength. I have two cases now, Guglielmo, and they’re mirror images, and neither one is forgiveness, and between them they’ve dismantled everything I thought the word meant.

“Case one: the brothers. Address restored — a Thursday, a lamp, oil, the whole miracle of the ordinary voice. And the account untouched. Not one syllable about the wrong; the makaria sentences still standing on the books, unwithdrawn, unmentioned; twenty-five years unadjudicated. They’ve resumed the between and walked around the debt entirely. Case two: the boy. The account worked to the last entry — you heard him: the promiser returned to his ground, the debt resized from a monster’s everything to a man’s one sentence, the whole audit done with a rigor that shamed me. And no address at all: no channel, no Thursday, nowhere for anything to be said — and his own verdict, which I’ve been unable to stop hearing: that’s not forgiveness. It’s lighter. It’s not light. So there it is. One pair has the between without the accounting; one man has the accounting without the between. The town calls the first forgiveness and would call the second forgiveness, and both are something else. Build me the thing itself, Guglielmo, or tell me the word is empty and the town can have it.”

“Start where the boy started, because he put the foundation stone in place at his own table and didn’t stay to build on it. He said his ledger had one line and it was unpayable. Take that exactly. What is the currency, Fridrik, in which a standing-wound could be paid? The water quarrel had a currency — litres, schedules, euros; the lawyers settled it in an afternoon of arithmetic. Now denominate the other debt. Loizos unmade his brother as their father’s mourner, in public, at the father’s table. Price it. What payment retires it?”

Fridrik walked a while, honestly trying, which was the point.

“Nothing retires it. That’s not rhetoric — I’ve run the candidates. An apology doesn’t pay it; an apology is an acknowledgment, a receipt confirming the debt, valuable and worthless in exactly that combination. Suffering doesn’t pay it — if Savvas watched his brother suffer twenty-five years of the silence too, and he did, the account shows two debts now, not zero. Time doesn’t pay it; time is what the lane proved. Even revenge doesn’t pay it — revenge writes a matching entry in red on the other page and calls the symmetry a settlement. The debt is unpayable in principle, because the wrong wasn’t a taking — takings have currencies; and post the guard here, before anyone misuses the hill: where a wrong has also taken, the taken stays owed, collectable, the lawyers’ business and rightly theirs — the unpayable is no amnesty for the payable. It was an unmaking, and there is no currency for being. So every account of this kind has exactly one line, and the line is eternal, and —” he stopped on the causeway. “And now I see the fork, Guglielmo. If the debt can never be paid, then the creditor has exactly three exits, and I can name all three from this autumn. He can deny the line — pretend it was never written: forget it, excuse it away, minimise it. False exit; the books know; midnight audits it. He can curate the line — and there’s the lane: twenty-five years of tending an unpayable debt like a grave, polishing it, teaching it to the daughters, being its creditor as a life’s work. The wound as an estate. Being-owed as a career. Or —” 

“Or.”

“Or he can close the account unpaid.” Fridrik said it slowly, testing each word’s weight. “Not deny the line — the line stands; it happened; it was exactly as bad as the audit says. Not collect on it — it’s uncollectable; we’ve just proven that. Close it. Retire the claim while affirming it was never settled. Write under the eternal line, in the creditor’s own hand: not paid — closed. And that’s an act, isn’t it — not a feeling, not a fading, an act: a performative, like the promise, like the greeting; something said or lived that changes the standing of things because a person with the standing to say it says it. That’s the thing itself. That’s what the word is for. Forgiveness is the creditor’s free closure of an unpayable account — without payment, without denial, without forgetting; the debt remembered ever after as closed.”

“And now every property falls out of that definition like fruit, so shake the tree. Who can perform it?”

“Only the creditor. Only the wronged — it’s his account; the standing to close it is the whole of what was left him. No priest can close it for him, no court, no family council voting on it at a wedding — third-party forgiveness is a forged signature on someone else’s books. The first law, in ledger clothes: the account lives between the persons; only a person of the account can move it.”

“Can it be owed?”

“No — and there’s the guard the age needs carved somewhere public, because I’ve watched this cruelty done and never had the anatomy of it till now. Forgiveness can’t be owed, because an owed release is a payment, and a payment-release is a settlement, and we’ve established there’s no currency — the concept eats itself. So it is un-exactable: free or it is nothing. Which means — say it plainly — the victim who never forgives breaks no law. No law of the floor, no law of this book. The woman who releases nothing and walks away and keeps her account open in a locked drawer for fifty years is not a failure of anything; the account is hers; open is a legitimate state of an unpayable account. And everyone who stands over a victim intoning you must forgive, you’ll poison yourself, be the bigger person — the family, the town, the whole forgiveness-industry of our therapeutic century — is doing to the release exactly what the builder’s table did to laughter: conscripting a free act, demanding the form while destroying the freedom that is its entire substance. Forgiveness commanded is counterfeit forgiveness — worse: it’s a second expropriation. The wrong took her standing once; the demand comes back for the one thing the wrong left her, which is the deed to her own account.”

“Now the distinction the town will never make, and the reason your two cases are mirror images and neither is broken. Forgiveness and reconciliation, Fridrik. Two operations. The town pours them into one word and one embrace, and they are as separable as the signature and the Thursday. Take them apart.”

“Release and re-founding.” Fridrik had it almost before it was asked; the night’s homework had been real. “The release is the closing of the account — unilateral, needing no answer, possible even across the border of the bones: a creditor can retire a claim against the dead, against the vanished, against a father with no address; it happens in the creditor’s own books, which are the only place the account ever lived on his side. Reconciliation is the other operation entirely: the re-founding of the between — dyadic, needing both, needing a channel, a Thursday, a lamp. And they come apart in both directions, and both separations are honourable — that’s what the town can’t hold. Release without return: the one who forgives fully — closes the account, means it, carries it closed — and never goes back; never takes the coffee; keeps the two metres permanently. Complete forgiveness, zero reconciliation, and nothing missing: the account is closed, and closed accounts create no obligations to reopen shops. And return without release: the brothers. The between re-founded — genuinely; the Thursday is real, the oil is real — around an account that stands open and may stand open until they’re both on that hill for good. Reconciliation first, forgiveness pending or forgiveness never; also honourable; also whole in its way. The embrace the town wants by Christmas would collapse the two operations into one performance — and probably wreck both, because it would force the account onto a table that has just barely learned to hold a lamp glass.”

“And the boy?”

“The boy has done the third thing, the one that precedes both — and I finally see why it deserves its own name and his own precision about it. The accounting. The audit. The returning of the debtor to his ground and the debt to its true size. It isn’t release — he told us so: the account stands open, one line, owed by a man, unpayable. And it isn’t nothing: it’s the prerequisite. Because here’s what I understand this morning that I didn’t at his table: you cannot close an account you’ve never read. The release of an unsized debt isn’t forgiveness — it’s denial in generous clothing; the books have to be true before the closure can be. His years of work — the old men from the factories, the arithmetic of the money, the sentence his father couldn’t carry — that was the truing of the books. He’s brought the account to the state from which forgiveness is possible: known, sized, owned. Whether he ever writes the closing line under it —” Fridrik looked out at the water. “That’s his, and it’s free, and no one — not his mother’s memory, not this book, not the two of us who love him — no one gets to expect it of him.”

They had come around the lake’s north end, and the shrine stood close now across a last stretch of shallow silver, its gardens dark and ordered, its minaret doubled in the water. Guglielmo stopped and looked at it a while.

“One image before the theory closes, since it has stood across the water offering itself all morning. That is the tomb of a foremother of the other faith — one of its most honoured women lies there; pilgrims came across the sea for her when the sea was the only road, and for three centuries her own kept her shrine: sheikhs, trusts, governors — the dome over the tomb raised by men who prayed towards what they roofed. Then came the summer that moved her people north, behind the barrels. And for fifty years since — measure it, Fridrik; it is exactly the age of the line — the gardens have been weeded, the dome repaired, the lamps lit, by hands that do not pray towards it: the state of one rite keeping, on its own books, with its own gardeners, the shrine of the house it is divided from. And once in my lifetime the two houses sent masons together, under foreign scaffolding, to mend the minaret neither would let fall. Nobody involved calls it forgiveness; I doubt the word has ever been spoken over a single act of its maintenance; the accounts between the two houses of this island are long, and open, and you have seen the barrels that store them. And yet, Fridrik — fifty years of Thursdays. The keeping went on below the accounts the whole time, shoulder to shoulder with the dead of the other house, facing the third thing. I offer it as the lake offers it: without a moral. Some betweens are kept around open accounts for a lifetime and longer, and the keeping is not less true for the accounts standing open. It may even be — I say may — the form fidelity takes when the accounts are too old for any living hand to close.”

“And the promise,” said Fridrik. “Finish the pair; the movement needs its other hand. Because I see now why the two operations belong in one chapter — they’re the same craftsman working the two ends of time.”

“Say it, then, and we’ll have earned lunch.”

“The between lives in time, and time comes at it from both directions with the same threat, which is boundlessness. Behind: what’s done is done — irreversible, unpayable, eternal; the past’s grip. Ahead: anything may happen — the other is free, tomorrow is unowned, nothing guarantees the greeting returns; the future’s openness. And the between has exactly two native tools, both performatives, both free, both possible for mortals with no ground under them and nothing above. Forgiveness unbinds the past: it can’t reverse the deed — nothing reverses; the Aramaic law holds — but it can close the account, so the irreversible stops being the total content of the between. And the promise binds the future: it can’t control tomorrow — the fish taught us what controlling tomorrow costs — but it can lay one plank across the openness: Thursday. The spare glass. I’m here Thursdays. One plank, renewable. Between the closed account and the kept Thursday, a between can live in time — and neither operation needs a guarantor, Guglielmo, that’s the liberation the no-ground hands over at the end of the hard autumn: the old theology said only God can forgive, because the ledger was kept above; and if the ledger were kept above, the theology would be right, and every human release would be a clerk forgiving debts owed to someone else. But the account was never above. It lives where the wrong lived — between the persons — which is why the persons can close it. The no-ground doesn’t make forgiveness impossible. It’s what makes it ours.”

The flamingos, far out, adjusted their seam by some parliament of their own, and settled again.

“They keep better appointments than we do,” Fridrik observed, “and it costs them nothing, and that’s exactly why it isn’t faith. No bird has ever cancelled. The brothers can cancel — either of them, any Thursday, forever. Which is what will make it faith, if it holds: the plank re-laid weekly over the open water by two men who could each, at any moment, not.”

“If they take it up,” said Guglielmo.

“If they take it up.”

Here ends the autumn of the brothers.



After the seeing, the result named once. The debts of the floor are unpayable in principle: a taking has a currency and stays collectable — the unpayable is no amnesty for the payable — but an unmaking has none, so the account of a standing-wound holds one eternal line, and the creditor has three exits and only three — to deny the line, which is forgetting and excusing, the false exit midnight audits; to curate it, tending the unpayable debt like an estate, being-owed as a career, the lane’s twenty-five years; or to close the account unpaid: forgiveness, the creditor’s free closure — the debt not denied, not collected, not forgotten, but remembered ever after as closed: not paid — closed, in the creditor’s own hand. From the definition the properties fall: only the wronged can perform it, for the account lives between the persons and the standing to close it is the whole of what the wrong left; and it cannot be owed, for an owed release would be a payment and there is no currency — so it is un-exactable, free or nothing, and the victim who never forgives breaks no law: to demand forgiveness is to conscript a free act, a second expropriation that comes back for the deed to the account itself. Forgiveness and reconciliation are two operations, separable in both directions and honourable in both separations: the release is unilateral, possible even across the border of the bones; the re-founding is dyadic, needing a channel and a Thursday — one can close the account and never return, whole; one can return, as the brothers have, around an account that stands open and may stand open forever, also whole. Before either comes the accounting, the truing of the books — for the release of an unsized debt is denial in generous clothing — and after the truing, the closure remains free, and no one may expect it. And with the promise, forgiveness makes the pair of the between’s native operations: time threatens the between from both ends — the irreversible behind, the open ahead — and mortals hold exactly two performatives against it: the closed account, which unbinds the past without reversing it, and the kept Thursday, one plank laid weekly across the openness by hands that could always not. Neither needs a guarantor. The ledger was never kept above; it lives where the wrong lived, between the persons — which is why the persons can close it. The no-ground does not make forgiveness impossible. It is what makes it ours.


Movement V — The City


23. The Towers

Before the boat, Guglielmo proposed the city.

“You’ve had the town, the capital, the north, and the lane,” he said over the breakfast figs. “Before you sail, you should see where the island keeps its future — or where the future keeps the island; the grammar is the question. Two days. The bus leaves at nine and I’ve booked us something to sleep in, which is itself part of the curriculum.”

The bus ran west for an hour and a half, past the salt lake at the edge of the town and through carob country, and then the city announced itself the way it announces itself to everyone now: not with a fort or a harbour mole but with a skyline — a picket of glass towers along the sea, twenty, thirty, forty floors, more of them half-built with cranes at their crowns, standing over the old two-storey town like a different civilisation that had landed on the shore of this one and begun, politely, to replace it.

They walked the new seafront in the afternoon: the marina first, where the yachts lay in white ranks, enormous, spotless, and almost entirely unmanned — crews polishing brass on three of them; on the rest, nothing moving but the pennants. Fridrik read the names on the sterns as they passed, in the way of a man collecting specimens: Serenity II, Infinity, My Reward, Serenity IV.

“I find I am concerned,” he said, “about the fates of Serenity One and Three.”

They took the promenade under the towers as the light went amber. It was a handsome promenade — palms, cyclists, families too; the city was not a stage set at street level; children ran, old men played tavli under the eucalyptus exactly as they did at home — and above all of it the glass verticals climbed away into the evening, and Guglielmo said nothing yet, because the lesson he had brought his friend here for could not be taught until dark.

They ate early and came back out at nine, and stood across the boulevard from the tallest of the finished towers, and Guglielmo said: “Now count.”

Fridrik counted. The tower had, by its ranks of balconies, some thirty-four floors, perhaps six apartments to a floor. Behind its glass, against the deep blue of the finished dusk, there were lights in eleven windows. He counted twice. Eleven. The lobby below blazed — marble, a wall of green orchids, a concierge at a desk like an altar, a security man by the doors — and above the lobby the tower stood up into the night almost entirely dark, a lit crown on its roofline advertising its own name to the ships.

“Is it unsold?” Fridrik asked. “Half-built inside?”

“Sold out,” said Guglielmo. “Years ago, off the plans, most of it before the foundations were poured. Every dark window up there has an owner — in one capital or another, several time zones distant, most of whom have seen the property once or never. It is not empty the way the interrupted street is empty, Fridrik; look at it properly, because it is a new thing under the sun and it took me a long walk last winter to see it. The pool on the fourth terrace is cleaned twice a week. The orchids are changed on Mondays; I asked. The air in those dark apartments is conditioned to a set humidity for the sake of the veneers; the correspondence goes to management companies; the service charges are paid by standing order from accounts that never sleep. It is the best-kept building on this island — kept to a standard the temple floor never dreamed of, kept better than the bronze, kept better than your library — and nobody lives there. Eleven windows. The rest is not dwelling, Fridrik. The rest is money, wearing architecture.”

Fridrik stood looking up for a long time, and the amber crown glowed on the roofline, and the concierge behind the glass turned a page.

“Say the old sentence about it,” Guglielmo prompted quietly. “The one from your first week. About stone.”

“Nothing holds itself up.” Fridrik said it slowly, feeling for where it had changed. “Everything that stands is kept — the temple floor by its priests, the trench by the watchman, the town by the dawn shovels. It was the most liberating sentence you ever dug out of the ground for me, because it meant the world was full of hands. If the city stood, someones were keeping it; material persistence was the proof of persons — I could look at any standing wall in Europe and know it testified to a chain of carings, and that’s what the museum taught me to see, the invisible crowd, the wind of improbability. And this tower —” he kept his eyes on it — “this tower breaks the inference. That’s what you’ve brought me across the island to see, isn’t it. For the whole history of the world until roughly my lifetime — near enough, Guglielmo, and always near enough locally; I am reading an inference, not a tablet — kept implied dwelt: you could not have the one without the other for long, because keeping was expensive and personal and near, and nobody kept for long what nobody lived in or lived from; the shutter fell off the abandoned house within the year; the interrupted street grew its fig tree on schedule. Keeping was the signature of dwelling. And here the signature has been forged — no, worse, the signature has been automated: the keeping runs on standing orders, contracts, sensors, a concierge who keeps thirty-four floors for owners he will never meet, and it runs perfectly, and it proves nothing anymore. Persistence has been decoupled — not from hands; the concierge has hands, the pool has its Mondays — from dwellers. The keeping still runs through persons; it has stopped running through anyone who lives in what it keeps. The building is maintained and uninhabited, kept and unloved, alive by every metric the management company files and dead by every measure this book has ever used. I am looking at the ghost city, Guglielmo. Not the dark sibling behind the barrels — that one at least had the honesty of its fig trees. This is the kept ghost city. Vertical, air-conditioned, and growing.”

“And now the guard, before either of us enjoys the disgust that is loitering at the edge of this conversation, because I can feel it in myself and I watched it cross your face at the marina. We are two old men from a small town looking at towers, and the oldest cheap pleasure in the world is available to us at a discount: the monastery. The appetite is base; the money is vulgar; in my day the harbour smelled honestly of fish. No. We closed that gate together at the auction and it stays closed. Look at the current honestly: the buying and building, the fortunes parked, the ambition in the cranes — that is the water, Fridrik, and the water is innocent, and this island has been the water since before the trench’s deepest layer: the Phoenicians did not come to Kition for the philosophy. The town that raised me was made by exactly this appetite, four thousand years of it; half the beauty we’ve spent five movements reading — the temple platform, the bronze, the church floors — was commissioned by men counting profits in a harbour. The current builds. It has always built. Nothing in this book referees it, and the man who bought the thirty-first floor as a vault has wronged no one; there is no victim in that dark window; the floor’s ethics has not one word to say to him. The question — hold us both to it — was never the appetite. The question is the one your inference just died of: what has quietly happened to the coupling. In the old harbour, the money and the dwelling were the same men; the merchant’s fortune kept the merchant’s town because the merchant’s grandchildren had to walk in it. The current ran through the between. Here the current has learned to run without the between — to own without dwelling, to keep without touching, to maintain a building the way an account maintains a balance. And that is not a sin, Fridrik. It’s a subtraction. Nobody did a wrong. Something withdrew.”

They walked back along the boulevard towards their lodging, under the dark glass.

The lodging completed the curriculum, as promised. It was a serviced apartment on the ninth floor of a slightly older tower: found by the boy on his telephone in four minutes, paid before they left, opened — this was the beat Guglielmo had been waiting for — not with a key but with a code: six digits on a lit keypad, sent to the boy’s telephone that morning, forwarded on a slip of paper now in Fridrik’s breast pocket in deference to his relationship with telephones.

Fridrik keyed them in, and stood a moment in the doorway with the slip of paper in his hand, and then held it up.

“Do you know what I did this morning with this? I put it in the pocket where my father’s watch used to ride, and all day it has weighed nothing, and I’ve been trying since the bus to say what a code is, because it opens doors, so it’s a key — and it is no kind of key at all. The surveyor’s key, Guglielmo. Fifty years in a pocket, a door that exists and a lock that doesn’t, and it weighed — you could keep it, carry it, refuse to show it, hand it to a son with everything a key teaches. A key is a kept thing: metal, worn to your own hand, on a ring, in a drawer, in a pocket at a funeral. This —” he looked at the slip — “this was issued at eight this morning and dies at noon on Thursday. I don’t hold it; it holds still for me, briefly, by permission. Nobody will ever carry a door code for fifty years. Nobody will ever press one into a grandson’s hand. There is nothing here to keep — it is access with the custody removed, the door’s answer without the door’s relationship, and when we leave on Thursday it will be reassigned to strangers and no trace of our having been behind this door will exist anywhere but in an invoice. The key was the smallest unit of dwelling, and we have improved it into nothing.”

Inside, the apartment was impeccable and without a single object that had ever been chosen by anyone who would sleep there: art selected by the square metre, a tablet on the wall offering services, a folder of instructions, a fruit bowl arranged by contract. Comfortable, warm, spotless, and belonging to no one alive. They stood in it like two men in a very good diagram of a home.

“Two nights,” said Guglielmo, opening shutters no one had ever opened for pleasure, onto the lit crowns of the towers and the black sea. “Tomorrow, the old quarter — because the city has a second ghost, the horizontal one, and it is more instructive than this one, because in the old quarter the keeping is done with love, by hand, beautifully, and the result is the same. And then Thursday, the counter-current, before your boat: there is a man behind the covered market I want you to meet while the island still has him. Sleep well in the diagram.”

“Same hour,” said Fridrik, pocketing the slip of paper that was not a key beside the memory of the watch that was not the inheritance.

“If we take it up.”



After the seeing, the result named once. For the whole history of the world until living memory — near enough, and always locally — kept implied dwelt: keeping was costly, personal, and near, so nobody kept for long what nobody inhabited, and material persistence was therefore the proof of persons — every standing wall testified to its chain of carings, and to see a city upright was to see its invisible crowd. The tower breaks the inference. Sold out and dark, its pool cleaned, its orchids changed, its air conditioned for the veneers’ sake, it is kept to a standard the temple floor never dreamed of, by standing order, for owners who have seen it once or never: persistence decoupled not from hands but from dwellers, maintenance without dwelling, the kept ghost city — vertical, air-conditioned, and growing. The guard must be posted at once against the cheap verdict: the appetite is not the finding. The current builds, has always built — the temple platform and the bronze were commissioned by men counting harbour profits — and the owner of the dark window has wronged no one; the monastery stays closed. What the tower shows is not a sin but a subtraction: in the old harbour the money and the dwelling were the same men, and the current ran through the between; now the current has learned to run without it — to own without inhabiting, to keep without touching — and nothing was done by anyone, and something withdrew. The door completes the lesson at the smallest scale: the key was the smallest unit of dwelling — metal, worn, keepable for fifty years, chargeable with everything a key teaches — and the code that replaces it is access with the custody removed: issued at eight, dead by Thursday, holdable by no hand and heritable by no one. Nothing here to keep; and where there is nothing to keep, there will be, in time, no keepers — not because anyone forbade it, but because the school closed, quietly, door by door, while the buildings stood better kept than ever.


24. The Quarter

The old quarter received them the next morning with its best light, and its best light was very good: low sun down lanes of honey-coloured stone, carved doorways, iron balconies, shutters painted in the sober approved blues and greens of the heritage board — a district of perhaps forty small streets around the castle and the old port, and every third house in scaffolding, and the scaffolding itself tidy, and the work behind it, Guglielmo pointed out at the first opportunity, exemplary.

They stopped to watch a mason at it. He was young, thirty perhaps, up on the boards repointing a facade with lime — the old mortar raked out by hand, the new laid in with a small trowel and struck back so the joint sat a breath behind the stone face, exactly as it should — and beside him on the planks stood the bags and buckets of a man doing it the slow correct way: lime putty, washed sand, no cement anywhere. Fridrik, a connoisseur of margins in every material, watched him work a whole course before speaking up to him, and the mason was glad enough of the talk: yes, lime, always lime on these houses, the stone has to breathe; yes, he’d trained for it specially, there was a programme now, EU money; he did nothing but the old quarter, years of it, house after house.

“You must know these streets better than anyone alive,” said Fridrik.

“Stone by stone,” said the mason, striking a joint.

“And live in the middle of them, I suppose, to be at it this early.”

The mason laughed, without bitterness, at the size of the misunderstanding. “Live here? Kyrie, I couldn’t rent a balcony here. I’m forty minutes up the hill, past the ring road. Nobody lives here.” He tipped his trowel at the house he was healing. “This one — the owner’s a company, Nicosia registered, I’ve never met a person. It’ll be suites. They’re all suites, or will be. Beautiful suites,” he added, professionally, and went back to his course.

They walked on, and Guglielmo let the lanes do their work, and by mid-morning Fridrik had the shape of his unease and began, as always, with an honest inventory.

“I want to start with what’s right,” he said, “because my instinct is to mourn and my instinct hasn’t earned it yet. Everything I learned to demand in the museum is being done here, at the scale of a district. Honest repair — that joint he struck was a textbook of tact. Materials that let the old fabric live. No pastiche, no theme-park turrets; the board’s palette is sober; the new work declares itself quietly to an eye that knows where to look, as the steel declared itself among the votives. Somebody loves these streets, Guglielmo — institutionally, expensively, skilfully loves them; no century before ours ever kept an old quarter this well, and I include every century that actually lived in it, which kept it with cement, bad taste, and neglect. By every standard this book owns, I should be standing here applauding. And instead I’ve had, all morning, the feeling of the tower — the same feeling, in a place that is its opposite in every visible respect. The tower was kept without love, by standing order. This is kept with love, by hand, by that boy on the boards. And something is missing in both, the same something, and I can’t yet name it, and it’s making the beauty ache.”

“Then do the evening test again. Different instrument this time — the windows told us the tower’s secret; they’ll half-lie to you here, because the ground floors will be blazing. Come back tonight and don’t count lights. Count returns.”

They came back at nine, and the quarter was full. Genuinely full: the lanes warm with café tables, music from three directions, young people, families, waiters running trays — nothing like the tower’s eleven windows; the ground floors roared with life. But Fridrik did as he’d been told, and stood at the corner where two lanes crossed, and counted the other thing, and the longer he counted the stiller he went.

“Nobody knows anybody,” he said at last. “That’s what I’m counting. I’ve been watching that waiter for twenty minutes — quick, charming, good at it — and he has greeted forty tables and recognised none of them. Nobody here is a regular. Listen to the greetings, Guglielmo — they’re all first greetings. Every conversation between staff and table, table and table, is happening for the first time and will happen once. Now hold Larnaca against it: Stavros and the woman of the thirty years — after thirty years, to me you do this — the whole normativity of that market ran on returns; the promenade’s greetings were the daily re-stitching of people who would cross again tomorrow at the same hour; the between, everywhere we’ve found it, was made of recurrence — same stall, same Friday, same hour. And this quarter has abolished the same hour. It has traffic beyond any dream of Stavros’s — thousands of faces a night, more human warmth per square metre than the promenade — and the population resets to zero every morning. The upper floors —” he glanced up at the dark windows over the blazing cafés, at the little steel boxes clustered by the carved doorways, four and five to a door, like barnacles on a hull — “the upper floors turn over by the week; even the waiters are seasonal; even the shops rotate. It is a place without regulars, Guglielmo. All of its relations are first-time relations. And I’ll say the last of it carefully, because we watched a between come into force once, on a beach, in a single morning, between two worlds that shared nothing — a first greeting is not nothing; it is the whole floor, live. But what a first greeting founds, only return can thicken — into standing, into after-thirty-years, into the ledger a man can be quietly written in. The first greeting is a seed, and seeds need the same ground twice. This quarter hasn’t abolished the greeting, Guglielmo. It has abolished the second one.”

A tourist couple, at this point in the proceedings, asked with gestures whether they might photograph the two of them — the old men, the lamplit stone, the composition evidently irresistible — and were gently permitted, and went away delighted, and Fridrik stood for a moment in the aftermath of it.

“We’ve been collected,” he said. “Two locals. We are the only people in this quarter mistakable for locals, and we live eighty kilometres east. The exhibit is complete.”

“Then name the whole finding,” said Guglielmo, “because between the mason’s morning and the waiter’s evening you have both halves. This is the second ghost, and it’s the more instructive one precisely because nothing here was done badly and no one did a wrong. The tower’s keeping was loveless and automated; easy to read, cheap to deplore. Here the keeping is everything we’ve ever praised — and watch what it has become on the way to being perfected: a profession. That boy on the boards is a better keeper of stone than any householder who ever lived behind it, and he keeps it for wages, forty minutes from his own bed, for owners he’s never met, and goes home. The heritage board keeps the palette; the conservation office keeps the standards; the company keeps the suites; everyone keeps, superbly, and nobody dwells in the kept — keeping has migrated out of the common life and into the institutions, the way I told you it would when we first said the word religion on a walk, and the institutions do it better than the common life ever did, and the doing-better is exactly how the migration hides itself. We keep more than any age in history, Fridrik, and we are forgetting, person by person, door code by door code, what it is to be keepers — and the quarter is where you can see both truths standing in the same lamplight, each proving the other.

“And weigh the loves, since love is what confused your instrument this morning. The visitors love this quarter — truly; look at them; the photographs are love of a kind. But run the museum’s old arithmetic on it: the attendant’s love weighed twenty-six years; the woman in black’s, forty; keeping-love is denominated in spent lifetime, and the visitor’s love spends an evening and weighs an evening. A thousand evening-loves a night, and the quarter is loved enormously and lightly, like the bronze — admired by everyone, kept by employees, dwelt in by no one. The cases have grown to the size of streets, Fridrik. It’s the museum’s office — legibility, the trace held readable — extended over a whole district: and it is a real office, I said so among the cases and I’ll say it here. The quarter is kept legible. What it is no longer kept as, is a place.”

Fridrik was quiet for a while, watching the waiter deal first greetings off an endless deck.

“Now I’ll make the counter,” he said, “because the melancholy is getting comfortable and the melancholy hasn’t looked at the alternative. What was this quarter in, say, the year I first visited this island? You know and I can guess: half-derelict. The families had been leaving for the suburbs for a generation — freely, Guglielmo, nobody drove them; grandmother’s house with no parking and a leaking roof against a bright flat by the school: the current, choosing reasonably, one household at a time. The quarter the restorers found was on its way to being the interrupted street with better weather — fig trees had opinions about several of these roofs; you can see the photographs in the castle. So the honest fork was never living quarter or museum quarter. It was museum quarter or second death. The boutique economy that empties these upper floors is the same economy that pays that mason’s wages — the keeping has a payroll, we carved that on the Venetian walls, and tourism is the payroll; without the suites there’s no lime. And we of all people are forbidden the easy grief here, because we stood in a Gothic nave eighteen months ago and made a theorem I intend to hold you to: survival is never the preservation of the original use — the original use dies and does not return — but the carrying of the fabric by whatever life comes next, on its own terms. The carpets turned, not the building. Well —” he gestured down the bright lane — “here is the life that came next, with its lockboxes and its lattes, carrying the fabric on its own terms. By our own theorem, this quarter is the mosque-cathedral. Isn’t it?”

“Almost,” said Guglielmo, “and the almost is the finding, so close the gap carefully — it’s the finest joint you’ll strike tonight. The nave survived by conversion, yes, and the quarter survives by conversion; the theorem holds that far. But look at what each was converted to. The cathedral was converted to a dwelling-use: another world’s prayer — but prayer five times daily, four hundred and fifty years of the same families, the same feast days, the same hour; the new use had same-hours, Fridrik; it was thick with returns; the building stayed a place because the life that carried it was a life that recurred in it. The quarter has been converted to a visiting-use — carried by a life that, by its very structure, never comes back: the perfected first time, ten thousand times a season. Both are survival; I don’t take the word away. But conversion-to-dwelling keeps the fabric and the place; conversion-to-visiting keeps the fabric as its own exhibit — alive as legibility, and thinned as a place, better than the fig trees and less than a home: the precise sum, and both terms true. And then say the last thing, because the diagnosis owes it and the book forbids despair on principle: the door isn’t locked. Places have re-thickened before; quarters have been re-dwelt; there is no law — we’ve spent five movements proving there is no law — that assigns these upper floors to lockboxes in perpetuity; in perpetuity remains what the concession board showed it to be, a word for the goodwill of the living. A family takes a floor because the school reopens; three families make a stairwell; ten make a street with a same-hour in it. Nothing forbids it and nothing guarantees it — the vacancy stands open in both directions, like every tomorrow we’ve ever found. The quarter is not a corpse, Fridrik. It’s a possibility, beautifully kept, waiting — like everything on this island, like everything anywhere — to be taken up or not.”

They walked back towards the diagram through lanes still bright, past the doorways with their steel barnacles, and Fridrik asked, at the corner where their street turned, what all the little boxes actually contained, since keys were extinct; and Guglielmo said codes, mostly, printed on cards, refreshed weekly from somewhere; “it’s all in the cloud, the boy tells me — which is the first infrastructure in history named for its own invisibility, and is, somewhere, a very large humming building with a watchman and no windows, kept at great expense and loved by no one, and there is a lecture in that which I am too old and too hungry to give.”

“Thursday,” said Fridrik, “the counter-current. You promised me a man behind the market.”

“Thursday. Before your boat. The island still has him, and you should have him too.”

“Same hour.”

“If we take it up.”



After the seeing, the result named once. The second ghost is the instructive one, because nothing in it was done badly and no one did a wrong: the quarter is kept with skill and love — honest joints, breathing lime, the steel’s ethics at the scale of forty streets; no century that actually dwelt here ever kept it half so well — and it is empty above the ground floor, and the beauty aches. The evening test needs a new instrument: count not lights but returns. The lanes are full and nobody knows anybody; every greeting is a first greeting; the population resets to zero each morning; and a first greeting can found a between — the floor needs only one morning; the beach proved it — but cannot thicken what it founds, for the first greeting is a seed, and seeds need the same ground twice: a place without regulars has foundings without growth, traffic without recurrence, warmth without weight, and the same hour, the whole book’s quiet instrument, is the diagnostic: ask of any street where its same-hours are. The mechanism is the paradox of concentration: keeping perfected by migrating into professions and institutions — the mason who keeps stone better than any householder ever did, for wages, for owners he has never met, forty minutes from his bed — so that we keep more than any age in history while forgetting, door code by door code, how to be keepers; and the loves must be weighed in their true currency, spent lifetime: a thousand evening-loves weigh less than one attendant’s twenty-six years. Against the easy grief stands the honest fork: the alternative was never the living quarter but the fig trees — the keeping has a payroll and tourism is paying it — and the walkers’ own theorem holds: survival is the fabric carried by whatever life comes next. But the theorem gains its joint: conversion-to-dwelling keeps fabric and place, for the new use recurs — the nave had same-hours for four hundred and fifty years; conversion-to-visiting keeps the fabric as its own exhibit — alive as legibility, thinned as place; better than death, less than life, both terms true. And the door is not locked: no law assigns the upper floors to lockboxes forever; a family, a stairwell, a street with one same-hour in it — the vacancy stands open in both directions, a possibility beautifully kept, waiting, like every tomorrow, to be taken up or not.


25. The Watchmaker

The shop was where Guglielmo had promised, behind the covered market, in a lane the boutique economy had not yet noticed: one window, gold letters flaking on the glass, and inside, a single room that was mostly drawers — hundreds of them, shallow, labelled in a hand from another century — and a workbench under a green lamp, and at the bench, bent into the light with a loupe screwed into one eye, the watchmaker.

He was small and dry and somewhere past eighty, and he did not look up when the bell went, because his hands were inside an open movement the size of a coin, and the walkers stood obediently in the smell of oil and brass until the tweezers had set whatever they were setting. On the walls, clocks — dozens, pendulum and spring, each with a paper tag on a string — ticked against each other in a fine democratic disorder, no two agreeing on the minute, all of them alive.

“You’re the friend of the archaeologists,” the watchmaker said at last, unscrewing the loupe and looking at Guglielmo with a bright, unceremonious eye. “The one from Larnaca who wrote to me about the tower clock. And this is the northerner you drag around the island frightening people with questions. Sit. There are two stools. One of them wobbles; decide between yourselves which of you deserves it.”

They watched him work for the better part of an hour, because he made it clear, without saying so, that this was the entrance fee, and because it was unwatchable-away-from: an ancient wristwatch, in for cleaning, dismantled on the bench into a small city of parts — wheels the size of lentils, screws like grains of dark sand, each part lifted, bathed, inspected under the loupe, and laid on the white paper in a pattern that was evidently liturgical.

“People ask what the skill is,” he said, working. “They think it’s the fingers. The fingers are nothing; a girl of ten has better. The skill is this.” He gestured with the tweezers at the whole ordered field of parts. “You go over it. Every wheel, every pivot, every jewel — again, in order, every time, the same order, whether the fault is obvious or hidden. Especially when it’s obvious. The fault you were sent is never the only fault; the obvious one is the decoy, and the movement will stop in a month on the one you didn’t go over, and stopping in a month is worse than stopping now — it costs the trust. So: again. Everything, again. Sixty years, and the discipline has never changed: the discipline is the again. Young people ask me the secret and are insulted by it. They want a secret that isn’t work.”

He reassembled as he talked, and the small city became a machine, and at a certain point — there was no drama to it; that was the drama — he set the balance in its place and touched it, and the watch, which had been an inventory, became a beat: the tick springing up out of the parts like something released rather than made, and running on, tiny and emphatic, in the green light.

Fridrik, who had not spoken for an hour, said quietly: “It’s the middle voice. It doesn’t get ticked. It ticks.”

“It ticks,” agreed the watchmaker, who had no idea what the middle voice was and no need of one, “if you’ve gone over everything. If you haven’t, it also ticks. For a month.” He tagged the watch, hung it on a hook, and looked at his visitors properly for the first time. “So. The tower clock. You want to know who winds it when I die.”

“We want,” said Guglielmo, “whatever you want to tell us.”

What he wanted to tell them arrived, ten minutes later, through the shop door with a paper bag of lunch: a young man of twenty-two or so, earring, telephone in his back pocket, who nodded at the strangers with the town’s nod and went without a word to the second bench — a smaller bench, newer, by the window — and unwrapped not his lunch but a clock movement in a cloth, and set to work on it with a screwdriver whose handle was worn to the shape of a much older hand.

“Eight months,” the watchmaker said, not lowering his voice at all, in the manner of masters. “I’d stopped looking, you understand. Twenty years I looked — I asked at the schools, I asked the guild while there was a guild, I offered money, I offered the shop. Nothing. The trade was ending with me and I’d made my arrangements with the fact — you make arrangements; ask anyone my age about anything. And then this one walks in off the street on a Tuesday, no appointment, and asks if the bench is real.”

“The bench?”

“He’d seen it on the telephone.” The watchmaker said the word telephone the way one names a strange sea. “There are films, apparently. Men like me, in shops like this, doing exactly what I did this past hour — cleaning a movement, part by part, in silence, for an hour — and it is watched, gentlemen, by millions. He showed me. A Japanese, a Pole, an American with very clean nails: ten million people, watching a stranger go over a watch. The world is lonelier than the church thinks.” He tipped his head at the young man, who worked on, unembarrassed, evidently well used to being exhibited. “He watched those films for three years. Thousands of hours of them. Knew the name of every part in English before he knew them in Greek; knew the whole choreography by eye. And then he did the thing the ten million don’t do: he got up, and found out there was such a bench in his own city, and came and asked if it was real.”

“And the films,” said Guglielmo carefully. “Had they taught him the trade?”

“They’d taught him everything except the trade.” The old man said it without contempt — with precision, weighing it like a part. “Listen, because this is the honest answer and nobody wants it whole. When he sat down at that bench the first day, he knew more watch theory than my own master knew when he died. The films are not nothing — I won’t have them mocked; they carried the possibility of this trade across a world that had stopped carrying it, to a boy in a flat by the ring road whom I could never have reached; the trade’s seed travelled by the only road still open, and I am too old to despise a road. But he sat down, and I gave him a movement, and asked him to feel when the pallet fork clicked home — a thing every film he’d seen had shown him a thousand times — and he could not do it, gentlemen, because a screen shows the click and the hand learns the click, and there is no road from the eye to the fingers except through the fingers. Eight months at that bench. Now he has the click. In ten years he’ll have the tower clock. The films brought him to the door. Only the bench could let him in.”

Fridrik looked from the old bench to the new one, and something in his archivist’s soul settled a long-open file. “The trace and the competence,” he murmured. “Both halves. The key in the drawer found its reader.”

They stayed until the market closed, and near the end Guglielmo asked the old man — it had been circling the shop all afternoon, among the disagreeing clocks — whether he was a churchgoer, and got a dry look and “not since my wife’s funeral, and the priest knows why, and we bear each other no ill will,” and Guglielmo nodded and said:

“Then I’ll tell you something in Latin and you’ll do me the favour of not being insulted. There is an old argument about where the word religion comes from. One party — the later, louder party — says religare: to bind back, to be tied to the god; religion as the leash. But the older party, the one I hold with, says relegere.” He nodded at the bench, the drawers, the white paper. “To go over again. To re-gather, re-read, re-trace — with scruple, in order, every time, especially when the fault seems obvious. The religiosi, the first time anyone used the word, were not the tied ones. They were the ones who went over it again. Sixty years at that bench, friend: by the older and better etymology, you are the most religious man in this city, and your church has ten million distracted parishioners watching through the window, and one, thank God, who came in.”

The watchmaker considered this for a moment with the loupe-bright eye.

“Sixty years,” he said finally, “and it takes a Latinist from Larnaca to tell me I never left.” He stood, with the sounds men of his age stand with, and shook their hands at the door, and said to Guglielmo, in parting, the sentence Fridrik would carry north like a coal: “Send me your tower clock people. And come back yourself — the walking ones always think there’s time, and there’s never time, there’s only the again.”

The boat went at six. They walked to the port the long way, along the seafront under the towers, in the amber end of the afternoon, and it was Fridrik who opened the last hard exchange, because it had been assembling in him for three days and he was sailing with it or without it.

“Answer me now, Guglielmo. The whole autumn has been the question and I want it answered on the record before the gangway. The towers: keeping decoupled from dwelling — the inference dead, the ghost vertical. The quarter: keeping perfected into a profession and the dwelling gone out of it — the ghost horizontal. The codes, the lockboxes, the diagram we slept in. Against them: one watchmaker, one apprentice delivered by the very machinery that empties the quarter, one Thursday between two brothers, one taverna, the shovels, the flame. I can do the arithmetic of examples forever and it will never close. So close it with judgment, which is what I keep you for. Are we crossing the threshold? Is this the vacancy — the quiet mode, nothing falling, the common dying inside a substrate that works — or is it another turning of the weather that old men have always read as the end? You’ve made me swear off consolation. I’m asking you also to swear off its twin. Tell me the truth.”

Guglielmo walked a while with his hands behind his back, and the towers stood up ahead of them with their early lights — eleven, twelve — coming on.

“The truth has two halves and they don’t comfort each other, so take them separately. First half: the instrument is compromised, and the instrument is us. Two old men, Fridrik. Every generation’s old men, since old men began, have stood on some seafront and diagnosed the death of keeping — the young don’t tend, the crafts are dying, the words are losing their weight; it is the oldest lecture in the world, and it has been wrong for four thousand consecutive years, because the old cannot distinguish the world’s decay from their own: our instrument reads its own dimming as the evening. I have caught the lecture forming in my own mouth twice this week — at the marina, and over the lockboxes — and both times the honest half of me filed an objection: the boy took up the taverna; the mason loves his lime; the apprentice crossed three years of screens to find a bench; the brothers found a Thursday no priest could build them. The counter-examples are not decorations, and a man my age is structurally inclined to under-weigh them. That half of the truth says: recuse yourself, old man; the case is not yours to judge.

“And the second half says: and yet something in the case is genuinely new, and no recusal makes it old. Not the appetite — the appetite is four thousand years deep in your trench. Not even the forgetting — forgetting is what the shovels answer every dawn. What is new is the one thing we found on the first evening here and I have checked it against every century I know: the broken inference. Kept has implied dwelt, near enough, since the first wall stood — and the exceptions were small, and paid for; maintenance without dwellers was not a possibility in the world — and now it is; the substrate can outlive the common, indefinitely, in perfect condition; the quiet mode exists, for the first time, as a matter of engineering. That is not an old man’s mood, Fridrik. That is a fact about machinery, and it means the threshold, if we cross it, will not announce itself — no bells, no fig trees, nothing falling; the lights stay on; that is the whole terror of the quiet mode and the whole novelty of our position. So the honest answer — the one you asked for, with both twins sworn off — is this: I don’t know, and it cannot be known, and the not-knowing is not a gap in my information but the very structure of the thing. A civilisation’s tomorrow is not a date that arrives; we carved that long ago; it is a retrieval — and retrievals cannot be forecast, because they are free: whether the vacancy fills or spreads is not written anywhere, not in the towers’ curve, not in the statistics of apprenticeships, not in the stars we buried five movements ago. It is exactly as open as the boy’s Tuesday walk to the watchmaker’s door was open, the moment before he took it. Nobody is entitled to the despair, Fridrik, and nobody is entitled to the reassurance. There is no weather bureau for this. There are only the shovels — and the one thing I know for certain on this seafront is which side of that arithmetic you and I have spent our lives on. We are not the forecasters. We are two of the shovels. And the snow, as your town taught me, comes again every night, and asks the same question every dawn, and has never once been owed an answer.”

The port took them in through its fences and lanes of cars, and the boat stood at the quay with its ramp down, and the parting had its ritual by now, worn smooth as the apprentice’s screwdriver handle.

Guglielmo produced the bottle: squat, dark, wax-sealed. “Commandaria. From the hills behind this city. They have been making it, under that name, since the Crusader knights ran the vineyards — the oldest named wine still in production; eight centuries of somebody, every autumn, taking it up. You’ll drink it at Christmas and toast the chain.”

“And you’ll have the cloudberries at Easter, and we’ll be even.” Fridrik weighed the bottle in his hand, and looked at his friend, and for a moment the gangway of two years ago stood between them on the concrete, with everything that had been said on it.

“No arithmetic this time?” he said.

“The arithmetic stands,” said Guglielmo. “It always stood. Nothing owed.”

“Nothing missing.” Fridrik shouldered his bag. At the foot of the ramp he turned, as men do there, at the seam of the two elements. “Spring, then. I’ll come for the flame — I want to see the boy’s face when the light crosses the square this year, now that he owns half of it. Same hour, Guglielmo.”

“If we take it up,” said Guglielmo.

The boat went out at six exactly — the tower clock of that city being, for another few years at least, in excellent hands — and Guglielmo stood on the quay until the hull was a shape, and then a mark, and then the sea’s ordinary evening dazzle, and then he took the last bus east along the coast, dozing against the window like any old man, and walked up from the station through his own town in the dark, past the fig stall shuttered for the night, past the fence where the watchman’s lamp burned over the trench so that no one would fall into the town below the town, and climbed his stairs, and before bed he moved the framed verse two finger-widths on his desk, to where the morning light would find it, the way he had every night since the north — dead the fine hopes, dry the dreaming, and still — and stood a moment at the balcony door with the whole excavation quiet below him, three thousand years of it, kept, and went to sleep above his city.

Here ends the autumn in the city.



After the seeing, the result named once. The counter-current has a bench and a discipline, and the discipline is the again: everything gone over, in order, every time, especially when the fault seems obvious — and this is religio in the older and better etymology, relegere, the scruple of the re-going-over, so that the most religious man in the city has not been to church in thirty years and has never once left. The trade’s rescue tells the double truth of the age in one apprentice: the screens carried the possibility across a world that had stopped carrying it — ten million watching a stranger clean a watch; the world is lonelier than the church thinks — and the screens taught everything except the trade, for the hand learns the click only through the hand: the trace travels by whatever road is open, and only the bench lets it in; the key in the drawer found its reader, by the strangest of roads, which is still a road. And the question of the threshold, asked at last on the record, receives the only honest answer there is, with both consolations sworn off. Half one: the instrument is compromised — old men have diagnosed the death of keeping for four thousand consecutive years, reading their own dimming as the evening, and the counter-examples are real and structurally under-weighed. Half two: something is genuinely new and no recusal makes it old — the broken inference; maintenance without dwellers, impossible in every prior century, now exists as engineering, so the threshold, if crossed, will not announce itself: the quiet mode’s whole terror is that the lights stay on. Therefore: it is not knowable, and the not-knowing is not a gap in the information but the structure of the thing — a civilisation’s tomorrow is a retrieval, and retrievals are free, forecast by nothing, open exactly as a Tuesday walk to an unvisited door is open. Nobody is entitled to the despair and nobody to the reassurance. There is no weather bureau. There are only the shovels; and the snow comes again every night, and asks again every dawn, and has never once been owed an answer.




Coda

Dead my finest hopes;
dry my dreaming. But still —
iris, blue, each spring.


The News

The call came to the library, because the boy had kept, in the wallet made for it, the card on which Fridrik had once written the only two telephone numbers he acknowledged, and the flat’s number rang into an empty flat, and the library’s number rang under the roof beams at four in the afternoon of a February Tuesday, where Fridrik sat at the plain table with the Key to the Margins open at its two-hundredth entry.

He knew from the first syllable. Not from any word — from the fact of the boy’s voice at all, on that instrument, at that hour; the boy had never once telephoned him; the channel itself was the message, and the words, when they came, only confirmed what the ringing had already said.

“Kyrie Fridrik. It’s — I’m calling because —” and then, abandoning every preparation, the boy said it the way the town says such things, plainly, which is the kindest way there is: “He walked the front last night and went home and went to sleep, and this morning he didn’t come down, and Maroulla went up, and he was in his bed, kyrie, and he had gone in the night. In his sleep. He walked the front last night,” the boy said again, holding on to it, offering it across two thousand kilometres like a lamp. “Andreas saw him at the turn. He greeted everyone. He turned at the fort.”

The funeral, in the way of the island, could not wait for the north. It was held two days later in the Latin church, the Franciscans’ — for he was of the old Latin rite of this island, as the town had always known without ever needing it said — and Fridrik was over water somewhere between one connection and another while it happened, and so his friend of forty years was buried without him, on a bright cold afternoon, by his town — and the town, the boy told him afterward, giving the account in the taverna with the chairs up, had come entire. Stavros closed the stall, which had not happened since his own wife. The museum attendant came, and the watchman of the trench in a black suit no one had ever seen, and the mason had driven from Limassol, and the surveyor with the lemons had crossed that morning specially to be there, and the woman in black had stood at the back as one who knew the whole liturgy of such mornings by heart. And the brothers came, the boy said. Together. They stood together, and no one remarked on it, which was the town’s way of remarking on it.

“Who carried him?” Fridrik asked.

“We did,” said the boy, and did not elaborate, and Fridrik did not ask him to, because the we was doing what that word does when it is earned, and needed no spokesman.

He went out to the garden by the ruins alone the following morning, in the sharp February light, through the gate that has never been locked, left along the third row — past the stone of the laughing woman, which someone, he saw, had already washed; the town had assigned itself the grave of the man who washed graves, without a rota, without a word — to the new place beside her — his since the day of hers, bought double in the quiet English manner when the buying was only a formality — where the earth was still raw and the marble not yet come, and the photograph not yet chosen, and a jar of garden flowers stood against the temporary wooden cross, changed recently, by hands unknown, plural.

He stood there a long time in the cold sun, two steps back and to the side, out of forty years’ habit, in the place where knowing them both gave him standing. And then, because there was no one else now to conduct the walks, he conducted it himself, aloud, alone, in the voice a man uses at a fence.

“I came prepared,” he said. “That’s the first thing I have to tell you. I’ve been preparing since a gangway two and a half years ago, when I stood in front of you and did the arithmetic out loud, and you refused to protest, and gave me instead the two sentences I have carried since like the key I don’t have. And I must report — you’d want the report; you never once wanted the condolence — that I had the arithmetic backwards. I audited my own death, Guglielmo. Seventy-one, I said, six years is not a unit I own, this may have been the last walk — always my boat, my arithmetic, my going first; it never entered the books that the survivor might be me. So the sentences arrived this week with the names reversed, and I have been testing them for three days the way you taught me to test everything, at the breaking load, and here is the finding.

“They hold. It will have wholly happened. It has wholly happened, my friend — every morning of it entire on the morning it happened, the trench and the auction and the snow and the watchmaker, the last gangway included, where you said the arithmetic stands and I said nothing missing, and we were both, as usual, right. Nothing was cut short. We were never on the way to anything; there is nothing we were prevented from arriving at; the forty years are out of reach of everything now, including loss — wholly happened, closed like a fine account, not one entry disputable. It holds, Guglielmo. It holds like a floor.

“And it does not comfort. I said that too, on the gangway — it isn’t comfort; it converts — and I said it then like a clever man making a distinction, and I say it now like a man standing in the thing distinguished. The conversion is real: this is not a wound the future has dealt our past; the past is safe — safe from undoing; not from forgetting, for the keeping of it is ours now, like everything kept — you are unlosable there, and I feel the difference every hour between this grief and the other grief it could have been, the disputing kind, the if-only kind, the kind with an open account. Ours is closed and clean and I would not trade it. And I am also standing at a heap of February earth telling the finest interlocutor of my life about it, and he is not answering, and no doctrine in this garden touches that, and you would be the first to forbid me the pretence that it did. The comfort is real; its account of itself is not — my father wrote that against a different page. Here is my margin against yours, old friend, in the same pencil: the conversion is real, and its arithmetic is perfect, and the man who has it is crying at a fence, and both lines stand, and neither corrects the other.”

Before going home he walked into the town, and did the thing he had been saving without knowing he was saving it. The church of Lazarus was open and empty at that hour, and he descended the worn steps under the altar, into the crypt, to the second grave of the only man who ever needed two, and stood before it with his hat in his hands.

“I saved you for later use,” he said to the stone. “He told you that about me, I expect; he told you everything; he paused at your door every walk we ever took past it. Well. Here is the use. I understand your first funeral now — the one before your famous week; the one nobody writes about. They wept at that one too, your sisters; it was real, all of it, the spices bought, the stone rolled. Everyone signs for the first tomb, neighbour — even he did; it is the receipt all flesh signs. It is the second that sorts the cases: yours full, here, under my feet, the interval’s receipt in stone; his, they say, empty and only, final by being first. One tomb, two tombs, one-empty-and-only: the whole question of hope, filed in masonry. And then they got you back — the one time, the great exception — and I have been asking myself all the way from the garden whether I would take it. The exception. For him. And the honest answer is the one this whole crypt exists to teach, isn’t it: they got you back, and Bethany rejoiced, and thirty years later this island buried you again, and the second time the stone did not roll, and your sisters’ daughters wept the weeping their mothers had already wept once, doubled. The exception was an interval. Even for you, the door had one direction, in the end. And I have stood here long enough tonight to notice the two strangest things about you, neighbour, which nobody preaches. The first: you came back, and you said nothing. Not one sentence of yours from after the tomb survives — the book that tells your story gives you no line; the one man in history who returned from the far side returned without testimony, as if even resurrection could not carry it across. And the second: they say in this town that you never laughed again — once, they say, in thirty years, at a thief making off with a stolen pot: the clay steals the clay — and I believe the legend the way I believe weather, because it fits the first thing exactly. Whatever crossed back with you, friend, the report didn’t, and the jokes didn’t. So no — I will not spend my grief wishing him the reprieve that only reschedules the weeping. What I want is not to have him back for an interval. What I want is not to have lost him, and that is not a wish, it’s the wound itself wearing a wish’s grammar, and I will carry it as what it is.” He put his hat on. “Two funerals,” he said, at the door of the crypt. “And he used to say of the craft that died in the green shed: the second death has no funeral. You are the one man in history who got a funeral for both. Somebody should have told him that joke. I’ve just realised it’s mine now. That’s how it works, apparently. The jokes are also part of the estate. Yours, they say in this town, stayed behind in the first tomb. His crossed whole. I intend to keep them crossing.”

After the seeing, the result named once. The doctrine of the gangway pays at the breaking load, with the names reversed: what wholly happened cannot be cut short and cannot now be lost — the past is out of reach of everything, including loss; the account is closed and clean; the conversion is real. And the conversion is not comfort, and the man who possesses it entire stands crying at a fence, and both lines hold, and neither corrects the other: the comfort is real; its account of itself would not be. Even the one exception, consulted in its crypt, teaches the direction of the door: the reprieve only reschedules the weeping; the wish for the dead’s return is the wound itself wearing a wish’s grammar, and is to be carried as what it is. What remains is what always remains: the town that assigns itself the keeper’s grave without a rota; the we that carries and needs no spokesman; and the estate, which includes, it turns out, the jokes.


The First Greeting

He stayed. There was no decision in it that he could ever afterward locate; the return ticket lapsed quietly in a drawer of the flat — the boy had a key, and had aired the rooms, and it had seemed, without ever being discussed, that the friend from the north would stay in them, among the shelves and the coffee things and the desk he was not yet ready to look at properly — and February became March, and the town absorbed him the way it absorbs weather. He walked. He was fed at the taverna on the town’s schedule, informed about figs by Stavros as a matter of civic duty, nodded through the museum door as furniture. He made the Friday round with the soap and the shears, because it was his now — the garden by the ruins, where the row held both stones, and then the hill, where the parents’ candle still expected its Friday — and the woman in black, meeting him at the hill’s standpipe on the third Friday, examined his technique and made one correction, wordlessly, taking the cloth from him and showing the wrist, and gave it back, and that was the whole conversation, and it was enough, and after that they nodded across the rows like colleagues.

In the last week of March the boy came to fetch him with the van, refusing all questions, and drove him to the boatyard.

The yard was as it had been: the long shed, the smell of shavings, a hull on the stocks. The old master was at his bench, slower now, whiter; and the granddaughter — the young woman of the rib and the corrected grip, mistress of the yard’s daily work these past two years — was standing in the shed door with a bundle against her shoulder, and the bundle, when they came close, turned its head.

The child was five weeks old, a boy, born at the end of February, and the yard had already made its adjustments: a basket on the workbench where the templates used to sit, a mobile of sanded offcuts turning slowly over it on fishing line. Fridrik was handed the bundle with the island’s total lack of ceremony in these matters — he had not held an infant in thirty years and his arms remembered before he did — and he stood in the shed door in the spring light with the child looking up at him.

And the child, in the way of five weeks, was working on the human face. The eyes found his and held — the gripless, undefended holding of that age — and the small features assembled themselves around the gaze with visible labour, trying combinations; and Fridrik, who could no more have prevented himself than the man behind him in the Easter square once could, made the ancient idiot face all men make, and said something to it with no words in it; and the child studied this offering with enormous seriousness, and then, in its own time, from somewhere it had never yet been, produced the thing itself: the smile — the first-position, whole-face, gum-lit smile of the very new — aimed, unmistakably, at him; and held it, and waited, exactly as if a reply were owed.

A reply was owed. He gave it. It was returned with interest. The conversation, all told, lasted perhaps forty seconds and had no content whatsoever and was not one particle diminished by that, being made of the pure exchange itself, the greeting and the answer with everything else subtracted — the floor, bare, brand new, five weeks old, working perfectly.

“He does it for everyone now,” said the granddaughter, with the false modesty of all parents. “Since Tuesday.”

“Since Tuesday,” Fridrik repeated, and looked down at the person for whom the greeting itself was this year’s invention, and had to look, for a while, at the sea.

He came back for the Anastasi three weeks later, to the square before the church of Lazarus, on the night of the year’s great fire. He had seen it once in Nicosia and knew the choreography; he had not known what it would be to stand in it here, in the town’s own square, over the crypt of the man with two funerals — where the fire of the one who left no second tomb is handed, hand to hand, across the stone of the one who did — among faces that all knew him now and knew what February had taken from him — and when the lights went out and the packed dark came down, he felt what he had felt before, the animal assembling, and felt it now without fear, knowing what this town, of all towns, chose to put in the dark.

The flame came out of the church door. It was handed, and handed, and came across the square towards him neighbourwise, the small annunciations climbing the crowd — and the hand that finally turned to him in the dark, holding the light, was the boy’s. Of course. He had arranged to be adjacent; he had been arranging it, Fridrik understood in that instant, for weeks — the flat, the meals, the van, the boatyard, this: the boy had taken up, one duty at a time, without one word of appointment, the whole office of the man they had buried, and here was its liturgy: the boy tipped his flame against the old man’s candle, and said the words of the night, the call — and Fridrik, his candle standing up alight between them, gave the answer, in his terrible Greek, and the boy corrected his pronunciation with a grin, in the middle of the resurrection, exactly as his teacher would have done.

At midnight the bells avalanched, and the bonfire went up at the square’s edge, and the baby from the boatyard — carried against its mother in the crowd not ten metres away — was held up briefly over the sea of small flames, fist waving, five-weeks’ eyes enormous with the light of ten thousand handed fires; and Fridrik stood with his candle among the pairs of the greeting, in the town that had buried his friend and assigned itself his grave and corrected his own wrist at the standpipe, and let the two facts stand in him at their full size at the same time, as the night insisted: the earth in the garden still raw; the flame in his hand descended, through the boy, from the church door, from last year, from every year, arriving in a five-week-old’s eyes as pure astonishment; the Irreparable, and the blooming, one square, one midnight, one fact — and nothing between the two of them but a man holding a candle, which is to say: nothing owed, and nothing missing, and no consolation anywhere, and the light multiplying anyway, hand over hand over hand.

Walking home through the constellations, the boy beside him sheltering his own flame, Fridrik said: “You’ll mark the lintel at the taverna.”

“And at the flat,” said the boy. “He did it every year. There’s twelve of them over that door now, look tomorrow. Faint to fresh, like tree rings.” And then, after ten steps: “Thirteen, after tonight.”

They marked it together, the old man holding the candle to the stone while the boy steadied his arm, the newest cross in a chronicle of thirteen, and the smoke made its small addition to the lintel over the door of the man who was not coming back, in the hand of the two who had.

After the seeing, the result named once. Spring constitutes; only persons greet — and in the fifth week of a life the greeting comes again: not handed down the chain like the flame, and not conjured from a void, but sprung, whole, gum-lit, aimed, in answer to a face offered first, waiting for the reply it is somehow already owed: the floor does not descend to the new from the old; it springs up in the new, brand new, as it sprang in everyone once, which is why no death subtracts from its stock. The feast, kept by the town through the carrying month in which the keeper died, puts the whole coda in one square: the raw earth in the garden and the flame multiplying hand over hand are not in negotiation, not in balance, not consoling one another — they are one fact, held at full size at the same time, with nothing between them but persons holding candles. The office of the dead man is not inherited by decree and not seized: it is taken up, one duty at a time, without a word of appointment, by whoever takes it up — the flat aired, the meals arranged, the flame brought adjacent through a crowd — until the survivor discovers, in the dark, at the moment of the call, whose hand the light was always going to arrive by. And the lintel keeps the chronicle: twelve faint crosses and a thirteenth, fresh, made by other hands over the same door — for the mark was never the man’s; it was the keeping’s, and the keeping did not die.


The Iris

He looked at the desk on the last morning, because it could not be put off past the last morning.

He had been sleeping in the flat for two months among his friend’s shelves and cups and had kept, all that time, an unspoken curfew around the desk by the balcony door — dusting it, once, with the cloth held like an apology — and now his bag stood packed by the stairs, and the boat went at eleven, and he drew back the shutter and let the morning light fall where his friend had arranged, every night, for it to fall.

The framed verse stood two finger-widths from the desk’s edge, angled to the window, exactly as a hand had left it on the last evening of its keeping. The glass had February’s dust on it, and then March’s; Maroulla did not touch the desk; the town’s discretion had a floor plan. Behind the frame lay the desk’s small nation: the pens, the paper-knife, the folder of the corpus guide he had been correcting, a saucer of paperclips and fig seeds, and the two jars of cloudberry preserve, one empty and washed and kept — kept, the washed jar said, as the surveyor kept the key — and one unopened, waiting for a spring that had come without him.

Fridrik sat down at the desk, in the chair, which he had also not done, and took up the frame, and read it through the dust, in the translation he had first made aloud in a snowbound study for two old antagonists, in the winter when it had been handed the first time.

Dead my finest hopes; dry my dreaming. But still — iris, blue, each spring.

“Forty years on one desk,” he said to the room, “and eighteen months on another, and I am not going to pretend I don’t know the question, since you left it facing the chair.” He turned the frame over. The professor’s card was still taped to the back, the huge old hand a little faded: I would rather know where it is than have it. “There it is. The whole estate, and its whole law. He couldn’t put you in his books, so he put you where he needn’t own you, and owned you that way for forty years, and then one snowy night he found the only stronger way to keep a thing, which is to hand it. And now the desk is stopped, and you are facing an empty chair, and the question is the question of the green shed and the library and every drawer this book has ever opened: who comes. And the answer is the one he taught me at the fence of his own trench, the first morning of all: you don’t get to choose. You leave the light on. You leave the frame where the morning finds it.” He stood, and set the verse back, two finger-widths from the edge, angled to the window — and did not pack it. The bag by the stairs stayed exactly as heavy as it was. “The boy has the flat now, or will, when the papers do what papers do. Let him find you the way I found you: facing the chair, in the light, unexplained. If he asks me, I’ll tell him where you’ve been. If he doesn’t ask —” Fridrik touched the frame’s top edge once, the flat of the hand, the gesture from the library shelf, from the stone in the garden, from everywhere. “You’ve crossed three desks by outliving their owners’ need to own you. I won’t be the one to interrupt the method.”

He wrote two letters at that desk before he left, and posted them from the box by the fort.

The first went north, to the university quarter, and said what it had to say in eleven lines, and ended: He died the day after walking the front, having greeted everyone, having turned at the fort. You will want to know that the verse was on his desk, in the morning light, and that it stays there, facing the chair, for the next one. You were right, all those winters: under the strata, nothing. You were also holding the wrong instrument, as you half-confessed over the brandy, and I am now in a position to report the reading from the right one. The nothing holds. — Same seat next winter. The seat beside mine will be hard to look at. Come anyway. F.

The second letter was one line, and went to a lane in Larnaca he could have walked to in six minutes, because some sentences want the dignity of a stamp: To Loizos and Savvas, who stood together: he saw the two of you pruning, once, in the dusk, from the lane, and said it was the most hopeful thing on the island. I thought the estate should be distributed. — The northerner.

And then, because the boat did not go until eleven, and because it was the hour, he took the last walk.

The boy came, as arranged — nothing was said about it being arranged; nothing needed to be — and they went down to the front in the early light and walked it at the institution’s speed, though the institution belongs to the evening: past the shuttered cafés, past the fig stall where Stavros raised a hand without pausing his argument with the woman of the thirty years, the full length of the palms to the fort, where they turned, without ceremony or decision, the way the tide turns.

And it was on the turn, with the sea coming into view all silver and the whole morning in front of it, that the boy said, in the tone of a man who has been holding a question overnight, the way another man once held them across a whole sea:

“Can I ask you something? It’s been bothering me since the vigil.” And, taking the silence correctly: “The flame. Everyone says we get it from the church, and the church gets it — you know. From beyond. First light of the new fire, from outside everything. But I watched the sacristan on Holy Thursday carrying a lamp into the sanctuary, an ordinary lamp, lit off a match, kyrie, I saw the match. So the flame that crossed the whole square hand to hand, that I gave you, that we marked the lintel with — it started as a match behind a screen. And I can’t decide —” the boy wrestled with it, frowning at the sea — “I can’t decide if that ruins it or if that’s the whole point, and I didn’t sleep properly, and there’s no one now to —” He stopped himself. “And I’m asking you.”

Fridrik walked three steps, four, while the thing arrived in him entire: the question, and the shape of the question, and whose shape it was; the trench’s first morning standing up inside a boy’s insomnia about a match; the office passing, one duty at a time, and this the last duty, and the light going neighbourwise as it always goes, never from the source, always from the hand beside you.

“No one now to —” he agreed gravely. “So you’re asking me.” He clasped his hands behind his back, because it could not be walked otherwise. “Then let’s do it properly, and properly means slowly, and slowly means you’ll miss your lunch prep. You saw the match. Good. Hold on to the match; the match is the best thing you own. But first your chain of custody, because a question this good deserves the right facts under it, and records are what I’m for. The lamp your sacristan lit is the one they call unsleeping — the altar lamp that burns the whole year, and goes out anyway, kyrie, because oil runs low and doors make draughts; and then a man with a match brings it back. Which means: even the unsleeping is kept awake by somebody. And the flame at midnight comes from farther down the chain than you saw. It comes off a plane. On the Saturday afternoon it lands at the airport, down from the city of the empty tomb, in windproof lanterns, and it is divided at the foot of the aircraft steps, and men on motorcycles carry it out through the dusk, parish by parish, riding with fire — and if the plane is late, the priest does not wait on aviation: he opens the doors with the unsleeping lamp’s own flame. The one your match, perhaps, had lit. So your genealogy forks, and no one alive can tell you which branch your lintel’s cross came down — the tomb by air, or the lamp by match — and notice that your unease survives both branches, because at the bottom of either there is a hand, and a wick, and something struck or kept. Good. That is the right unease. Now tell me exactly what you think the match takes away — name it, the thing the flame is supposed to have and the match is supposed to ruin — and don’t say ‘the magic’; say what the magic was doing…”

And they went up the front and back, the old man and the boy, at the walk’s own speed, taking it up.

After the seeing, the result named once — and this once is the book’s. The frame stays on the desk, facing the chair, in the light: what cannot be owned can be kept, and what is kept can be handed, and the strongest keeping is the handing — three desks now, each crossed by outliving its owner’s need to own; the light is left on; who comes is not chosen. The estate distributes itself in its own currencies: a joke to the survivor, a sentence by post to two brothers, a flat to a boy, an office taken up duty by duty without a word of appointment, a question arriving on the morning front in the exact shape of the man who taught the asking — for of a man, too, only possibility crosses, and it crosses only into hands, and it has crossed. Thanks, at the end, runs the whole gradation and out the far end of it: the living can be thanked, and were, at a fig stall, at a standpipe, on a gangway of the mind; the named dead are thanked the only way the dead are thanked, by the continuing — every walk taken up is the letter that reaches them; the unnamed keepers, the hundred hand-overs, the thousand mouths, are thanked by joining the chain, and the chain was joined; and past them all stands what cannot be thanked because it is no one — the spring, the light, the sheer unowed fact that there is a front to walk and a morning to walk it in and a boy with a question — and to this no-one the last thanks goes out anyway, without address, without creditor, without why: gratitude for the groundless, the only thanks entirely free, the affect of the whole ethics, felt on a seafront at the turn by the fort. Dead the fine hopes; dry the dreaming. The earth in the garden by the ruins is raw and will stay raw; nothing returns, and nothing is owed, and nothing is missing; and the iris — which does not bloom for us, which is what makes it honest — is blue again this spring, each spring, over the town below the town, for no one, for whoever takes it up.


After the Coda

The first night out, Fridrik walked the promenade deck until the cold defeated him, and nothing came, which he noted, being now the only record-keeper of the method: it cannot be summoned. That, as it turned out, was the first result.

He had boarded at the western port in the last of the light, with a bag of dried figs pressed on him by Stavros (“for the crossing; the north has fruit the way the sea has forests”), and had watched the island go down into the water astern before the first stars; and he slept badly, and spent the day at the rails with the sea keeping its own counsel; and when the second night came on clear and enormous, he went up again to the long deck where a few lit windows kept the dark honest, and walked it at the institution’s speed, bow to stern and turn, stern to bow and turn, an old man with his hands behind his back on a black sea under too many stars.

He was not trying, this time. That was afterward his best account of the mechanics, and he gave it honestly, because somebody someday may need it: the first night he had tried, had walked the deck composing questions, holding the chair open, arranging the silence hospitably, and the silence had stayed silence. The second night he was only walking, thinking about the boy’s lamb of all things, and he made the turn at the stern rail where the wake unspooled white and closing into the dark, and the voice said, in the exact pitch, with the exact patience:

“Same hour, Fridrik.”

He did not stop walking. That seemed important, and proved to be. He finished the turn, settled his hands deeper behind his back, and said, to the deck and the dark and the closing water: “Same hour, Guglielmo.”

And here the record must pause once, briefly, to say what it is, because this book has never cheated its reader and will not begin on the last night. No one came back. Nothing on that deck was present except one old man, the sea, and the sky; the voice that answers in what follows is a retrieval and not a return; it is Fridrik’s, made of forty years of formation and two and a half years of walks, speaking with the fluency of a thing handed whole; and every line of both parts has exactly one answerable party, who knew it, and said so, early, out loud: “I am answerable for every word of this, including yours. That is the licence and the whole of it. And anyone who ever walked with us can audit every line I give you — the boy could, the professor could, the town could — and the moment I put in your mouth a sentence you would not own, the deck goes empty and I am an old man talking to weather. Recognisable or nothing, my friend. That is your mode of existence now, and it is stricter than the old one.”

“Then govern yourself accordingly,” said Guglielmo, “and stop stalling, because you have been carrying a question up and down this deck for two nights and I know its shape from here. Put it.”

“You know its shape because it is the only one left.” Fridrik walked a length of deck before he said it, because it had taken two books to become askable. “We anatomised every keeping in two countries, and before that, on the old walks, every greeting. The floor, the worlds on it, the bequests, the wrongs, the repairs, the whole economy of the taken-up. And in every figure, under everything, there was the same unexamined thing, the thing all of it was made of: the happening. The greeting happens. The field goes live. The kairos arrives. The feast is taken up. Two books, Guglielmo — three, counting the old walks — and we never once asked what the happening itself is: the eventfulness under all the events. I am asking now. What is it?”

“And you ask it standing where?”

“On a ship.”

“Then you have been answered once tonight already and walked past it. Go back to the stern rail, look down, and tell me what the sea is doing with our passage.”

Fridrik went back and looked down. The wake ran out from under the counter, white, churned, phosphorescent at its edges, a long wound in the black water — and closing. That was the whole spectacle: it closed. Twenty metres astern it was seam and swirl; fifty, a paleness; a hundred, the sea again, entire, unmarked, keeping its counsel as if forty thousand tons had never passed.

“I see the trace at the moment of its erasure,” said Fridrik slowly. “On land you never get this. On land the trace persists and is kept or lost slowly, over years, with hands in it; there is always time to mistake the kept for the durable. Here there is no time and no hands. The giving and the closing in one view.” He watched it a while longer, and then the important thing arrived the way the important things arrived. “And inverted, it says what the land is. The land is the sea with keepers. Every standing thing ashore is a wake that did not close — held open, day by day, by hands: the temple floor is our wake, the tongue is, the town is. Take away the shovels for one winter, the pruning for ten, the reading for a hundred, and the land does exactly what this water does, at its own pace. The kept world is a wake held open. And here, where there is no gift standing, you can finally see what the giving looks like by itself. It looks like nothing. It looks like the sea, healing.”

“Good. Then you know why tonight can only be one kind of night. The thing you asked about does not sit for its portrait — you have just watched why: whatever gives, withdraws from the gift; the giving is never among the given; anything you could point to and say there it is would be, by that very fact, not it. So there will be no direct answer on this deck or any deck. What there can be is the other thing, the thing you of all men were built for.” The voice let a turn of the deck pass. “You are the record-keeper of two books and the archivist of a third. You hold the whole log — every figure we ever walked, both coasts, forty years. Read it back to me, Fridrik. Not as a story. As bendings. Everything we ever found, re-entered as evidence of the thing that never appeared. Class by class, at your own pace, and I will stop you where you bend the bendings. It is the only observation the object permits, and we have, for once, all night.”

Fridrik was silent for half a length of deck, and when he spoke there was something new in his voice, which was the sound of a man discovering that his whole life had been the apprenticeship for one task.

“The log, then. Read back as bendings.” He clasped his hands. “Class one I have already given you tonight without naming it: the wakes held open — the keeping-practices. And now that I start the class I see how full it is. The dawn shovels: a town’s walkability existing from seven to eight each morning or not at all, remade daily because snow forgets overnight. The temple floor, relaid winter by winter and mistaken for stone. The feast, spending February in drawers and habits. The woman in black, forty years of Fridays; your own Fridays, the soap and the shears; the lamp-glass Thursday two brothers built out of a spare part. The pruning — the same settling of the feet in two estranged bodies. My Key, three entries a day while the coffee works. The watchman’s lamp over the trench so that no one falls into the town below the town. Item upon item, and the law under all of them, which I can finally say in one sentence: nobody waters a stone. Every tending-practice on earth is a testimony, given in the hands and never in the head, that its object is held by nothing — creatures who lived on ground would not tend. Tell me what a town keeps daily, and I will tell you what it knows, without knowing it, has no ground under it. The largest visible byproduct in the world is the daily rebuilding, and we walked through it for two books calling it the scenery.”

“Class two.”

“Class two is the dark twin, and it took your death for me to see they are one class seen from two sides. The false lights. Every idol we ever broke — and count them, Guglielmo, because the count is the finding. The mausoleum on the hill: a man’s granite self, installed where his dying withdrew him. The Poet in the square: a Father minted and bolted over the fading-in of a tongue, gold letters where a thousand mouths went unnamed. The giant of the peoples, wearing the barrels for a skin. The weather-gods — someone must be behind the snow, and so the sky got a father. Providence on the avalanche page, installed over the mountain’s indifference. Marching History in the crate-books. The certain self, founded in a stove-heated room over the crack in a continent. Even the baker’s ‘everyone’ — the whisper that was no one’s voice wearing the town’s. Now plot them on a chart, and mark where each one stands. Every single false light is bolted exactly over a withdrawal: the founder over the fade-in, the god over the agentless weather, the giant over the lattice, the granite self over the vanished man. That is not a coincidence; it is a mechanism, and it is the derivation the books owed and never gave: because the giving withdraws, its place stands vacant in the phenomenon, and the vacancy is what the fold fills. The idols are not scattered errors. They are survey-markers. Every one we broke was flagging, precisely, a site where the giving had withdrawn — the whole pathology of both books re-enters the log as our instrument record. We were doing astronomy the entire time, my friend, and calling it demolition.”

“Class three. And slower, because this one is made of needles.”

“The astonishments. The moods — and I resisted this for two years, being a man of documents, until the documents taught me the moods are documents. The wind of improbability in the museum: the felt might-not-have of the bronze, contingency registering as weather on the skin before any argument. My vertigo at the trench, the first morning of all — the ground going soft underfoot was the instrument jumping, not the argument landing. The ache in the beautiful empty quarter — we stood in lanes where everything was done right and something hurt, and the hurt arrived hours before the analysis: keeping without dwelling, read first by the chest. The chill of the eleven windows. The gratitude that overshoots — the flowers at the statue, meant for an army no stone can name; your ‘I can’t thank them’ among the cases. And grief. Grief is the deepest reading ever taken by the instrument, and I have taken it now: what wholly happened, unlosable and gone, both at once, at full size. Each mood pairs with one trait of the thing that never appears — wonder with the might-not-have, vertigo with the nothing-beneath, the ache with keeping’s decoupling, gratitude with the unaddressable giving, grief with the irreversible. The moods are the needles, Guglielmo. A phenomenology of eventfulness has no telescope. It has attunements, and they were calibrated on our walks without our once saying so.”

“Class four you began at the boatyard years ago. Finish it.”

“The arrivals. The class of the preparable-and-unproducible, and I have field data from this very deck: last night I readied everything — the hour, the questions, the hospitality — and produced nothing; tonight I was thinking about lamb and you came at the turn. So: sleep, which every insomniac knows can be prepared for hours and never performed. True laughter — the builder’s table proved the counterfeit can be commanded and the real thing never. Understanding: the whole wager stands on it; you can explain perfectly and cannot make anyone see. Trust. The conversation that goes well, which nobody makes go well. The field going live between two strangers on a sand — the old walk, the first morning of everything: three worlds on the beach and the third one arriving, built from nothing common in the recognition itself. The smile in the boatyard, readied by the whole species for five weeks and then, since Tuesday, come. The tick out of the ordered parts: released, not made. And this, now, on this deck. Everything that matters most is in the class, nothing in it can be manufactured, and everything in it can be prepared for — and the gap between the readying and the coming is the star’s shadow on the ground. Wherever that gap opens, we were already there.”

“You have just said things I never said alive,” Guglielmo observed.

“I know. It frightened me once and it doesn’t now. I did not inherit your sentences; I inherited the way to the next one — a possibility that could only replay its old actualities would be an echo, not an estate. Words do not stay where you put them. Neither do minds.”

“The jokes are also part of the estate,” said Guglielmo. “For instance: note that death has done wonders for my punctuality. Forty years you waited for me at fences, and I am now never once late to a turn.”

Fridrik laughed at that — properly, out loud, alone at a rail in the middle of the night sea — and a young deckhand, passing on his round with a torch, slowed and asked, in the international language of crews, whether everything was all right with the grandfather.

“Everything is in order,” said Fridrik, with dignity. “I am settling an estate.”

The deckhand nodded gravely — estates, said the nod, explain everything, and have sent better men than this one to talk to the sea — and went on with his torch, and Guglielmo said, “You are, too. Class five, archivist. The drawer class.”

“The charged objects. Things whose whole being is a waiting — absence in force, made handleable. The frame on your desk, faced to the chair, for the next one. The Key in my drawer, sixty years of patience built into its purpose. The washed cloudberry jar you kept — kept, the washing said, the way the surveyor kept his key: fifty years in a pocket, a door that exists and a lock that doesn’t, and it weighed. The chant in the dead tongue, from the old walks: a liturgy outliving its language, the could-address kept by fidelity after the living world had died. The bench by the window before the apprentice found it. The plinth that stood empty six years between the emperor and the Poet — even the mint keeps a waiting room. Thirteen crosses on a lintel, twelve faint and one fresh. None of these is a relic, Guglielmo; a relic faces backward. Every one of them faces forward — a poste restante is memory addressed forward — and their charge is exactly the withheld: the possibility in force with no world yet under it, or no longer one, waiting to be taken up by hands it cannot choose.”

“Class six.”

“The occasions. The arrivals’ calendar-face: the kairos and its seizures and its misses. The cemetery board’s list on the gate — the most senderless annunciation imaginable, a filing deadline opening a day no person could have opened, because every person was a claim. Savvas’s five seconds at the gate, with the dodge in one hand and the watering can in the other. The apprentice’s Tuesday walk to ask whether the bench was real. The student in the balcony, whose question arrived trembling and was answered with a promise. Kyriakou’s ten euros — hope keeping a public ledger, embarrassed. And the datum that proves the class is its own: the asymmetry of regret. A failed plan has causes; a missed Friday has a face. We mourn missed arrivals in a different key than failed projects, and the difference in the mourning is the difference in the being: the plan was ours to make; the occasion was only ours to answer.”

“Class seven. The one this ship should teach.”

“The wakes of the word — the unretractable sentences. Address leaves a wake, and unlike the sea’s, it does not close. The two sentences at the makaria: twenty-five years, and we established the species has no reverse gear. The promise on the knees in a kitchen — a room a family lived in, coming down one wall a year. ‘Not paid — closed’: the creditor’s line under the eternal line, unwritable by anyone else, unerasable once written. ‘You have my word,’ said from a stage, and a stranger can finish her winter on it. The two lamp sentences, the smallest promise constructible, load-bearing for whatever years the brothers have. Objects change state and change back; the word-event is irreversible in a way no object-state is — the between has a physics of its own, and its arrow is absolute. That is why the walks kept finding that speech is where eventfulness runs closest to the skin: every sentence spent between persons is spent forever, and the whole ethics of the second person is downstream of that one irreversibility.”

“Class eight you may do briefly, because it will try to become a list.”

“The log-books proper: the calendars. A people dates what happened and might not have — nobody celebrates a necessity’s birthday. The Anastasi, dated fire, the year’s zero struck annually. ‘Since Tuesday,’ said of a smile, and the whole boatyard knew the date mattered. The feast’s return, the name-days, the concession’s autumn, the lecture’s winter seat. Every anniversary on earth is a pin in the chart of the might-not-have: a community’s calendar is its accumulated registry of manifest contingency — the observatory’s log, kept for centuries by people who never once looked up from the feast to the instrument they were maintaining.”

“Nine.”

“The whiles. The shapes of shared finite time — neither instants nor permanences. The volta: down the front, turn at the fort, at the institution’s speed. The same hour. The forty minutes of four hands on one stone. The four-minute crossing that fifty years stood inside. The visit-form itself — our whole late friendship was built of whiles: the week of the trench, the winter in the north, the autumn of the brothers; the book of our walks closes every movement by naming one, and I never noticed until tonight that those closing lines were a taxonomy. And between the whiles, the interval — the carried possibility that made the friendship continuous across two seas. The while is the shape shared time takes when it knows it ends; it is the event’s native duration, and the reason every promenade in the world turns at a fort: a while needs its turn the way a wake needs its stern.”

“And ten. Land it, because it is the class the other nine were for.”

“The takings-up. The estate’s verb; the class this dialogue belongs to. The boy’s Thursdays — a broken promise lifted by the one it was dropped on, carried into every delivery since. The apprentice at the bench, three years of screens and then the walk. My father’s margins waiting out their decades for a reader; my Key waiting for one I will not choose. The brothers’ Thursday. The flame, handed and handed, existing only in the crossing. The walks themselves, taken up by the boy at the fort road and by me on this deck. And the class’s failures, which prove its grammar: the will that tried to assign what can only be taken up, the mausoleum’s instructions, every chosen heir — the grip, in all its loving forms, which converts the endowment into a sentence and kills it. Endowment and assignment, Guglielmo: what is given-along arrives only as what is given-up, to hands that must close on it freely or not at all. The refrain was the whole ontology and we said it as a courtesy for three years: if we take it up.”

The ship ran on. Fridrik had walked, by his own later estimate, three kilometres of deck in the telling, and he stood now at the stern again, warm inside his coat with the peculiar warmth of finished work, and the wake closed and closed below him, and the intimacy of the hour did what intimacy does, which is open the oldest register of friendship, the asking of things. He said:

“That last evening, on the front — did you know?”

Nothing.

The engine kept its low middle-voiced hum under the deck, the hum nobody hums. The wake went on closing. The stars stood in their scattered positions, unfolded, uncountable. And nothing came — not a refusal, not a silence with a shape in it; simply the deck, the sea, the cold, and one old man at a rail with a question standing out of his mouth into air that had no one in it.

He stood there a long time. And then, because he was the record-keeper, he did the record-keeper’s duty and worked it out loud, alone, in his own voice with no one’s pitch in it:

“Nothing came. And nothing will, and I must enter why in the log tonight, while the edge is still bleeding, because it is the exactest thing I will ever learn about what crosses and what does not. I asked for testimony. Everything else all night — the classes, the method, the way to the next sentence, the jokes — all of that is form, and form is possibility, and possibility crosses; it crossed whole to me and it crossed to forty apprentices before me. But what that evening was like — what you knew, what you felt on the front with the sea going dark, whether something in you turned and said soon — that was never form. That was the man. The witness. And the witness does not cross, because a witness is not a way but a having-been-there, and having-been-there cannot be handed. I can retrieve your mind’s manner forever. I cannot retrieve one minute of your evening. And I was warned, Guglielmo — warned at a crypt in February, by the highest authority there is: the one man who ever made the crossing back came back and said nothing; the book that tells his story keeps no sentence of his from after. Even resurrection carried no testimony over the line. What chance did an old archivist have, at a stern rail, with a retrieval? So the estate has a coastline, and I have just walked off the end of it into the water. Everything of you that was possibility is mine and the boy’s and the town’s — entire, undiminished, generative. Everything of you that was testimony is in the garden by the ruins, is nowhere, is wholly happened and sealed. The fence sentence holds on this deck too. It holds like a floor. And it does not comfort. It was never once going to comfort.”

He walked the whole deck twice, alone, before he could take it back up; and he took it back up, because the boy’s law governs even this — the dropped thing can be lifted by the one it was dropped on — and when the voice returned, it returned without apology and without acknowledgment, because a retrieval has no experience of its own absences, and what it said was exact:

“You asked the wrong party. Not the wrong question — keep the question; it is a good one; carry it to no one. And enter the finding under its law, because your silence has completed the audit: the tenth class has an edge, and you have just surveyed it. Say it.”

“Of a man, only possibility crosses — and testimony is not possibility. The estate contains every way and no witness. It can teach, and it cannot tell.”

“Now stand on that edge, look at the whole log you have read tonight, and answer your own boarding question — because it answers from here and from nowhere else. Ten classes of bendings. What bends them?”

Fridrik looked up, and the sky was there as it is only at sea: prodigal, three thousand visible fires and the smoke of millions behind them.

“The astronomers have an object for this,” he said slowly. “A star that cannot be seen — no light escapes it — known entirely by what bends around it: the orbits that swerve, the light that curves, the bright matter that gathers and burns at its rim. They never observe the thing. They observe the neighbourhood behaving as if. And that is what the log is, Guglielmo — what both books were, before I knew what I was keeping records of. The tendings, the false lights, the needles, the arrivals, the charged drawers, the occasions, the word’s wakes, the calendars, the whiles, the takings-up: ten families of bendings, one dark object. Our black star. Everything we ever found is its light-bending, and the star itself —”

“Careful,” said Guglielmo, and the word had all the old iron in it. “You are one clause from the oldest mistake in the sky, and half the shapes above you are monuments to it. Look at your constellations. A hunter. A bear. A chained queen. Men stood on decks like this one and could not bear the scatter, and folded it — drew the missing lines, installed the figures, and knelt to what they had drawn: your class two, performed on the heavens, nightly, for ten thousand years. And your astronomers, when they find their unseeable star, at least infer honestly — for them there is a body in the dark: a mass, hidden but there, and the bendings are its effects. Now say the difference, and say it so that a certain colleague in the north can never take it from you over brandy. Is our star a hidden body? When you follow the ten classes inward, what is at the centre?”

“Nothing,” said Fridrik. “And not a concealed nothing — that is the difference, and I have it, and he will not take it. The astronomer’s star is hidden: a something, screened. Ours is not hidden, because it is not a something. Nothing is behind the keeping doing the keeping; nothing is behind the arrival sending the arrival — we spent two books evicting exactly those tenants, and class two is the eviction record. The withdrawal is not a veil over a star. There was never a star. There are only the bendings; the byproducts are byproducts of no product; the black is not concealment — it is the fact. If I infer a mass I have rebuilt the ground, painted it black, and hung it in the sky, and the whole tribunal of both books convenes over my bed. He will say — I can hear him saying it — ‘you have made a negative theology; you have not abolished the throne, you have only turned off its lights.’ And I will answer: an eschaton fills the slot, professor; a hidden god fills the slot; our star is the slot, kept empty, on principle, forever — and the difference between a filled slot and a kept-open one is the difference between a destination and a door, and you of all men have spent fifty years teaching this town the difference. And then he will pour the brandy, because he would rather lose to that than win to anything.”

“Bring the weapon, he said.”

“I am the weapon now.” Fridrik walked forward, the length of the deck, to where the rail looked out over the bow, into the dark the boat was entering; and the last part of the night happened there, facing the direction of travel.

“One question remains, and it is his kind, so stay sharp. The bendings, the classes, the star with nothing in it — granted. But a ship has a bow, Guglielmo. We are going somewhere. And the deepest of the old teachings in these matters gave the epochs a from and fell silent about a towards; it never said where the giving tends. So I ask it for us, on this deck, plainly: is there a towards-where? Does the eventfulness tend anywhere — or is that question the last fold, waiting for me at the end of the pier?”

“Answer it yourself in three directions, sailor. You are standing in all three. What is astern?”

“The irreversible. The wake, closed; the island, down; the living that can never be re-crossed into; the word’s wake that never closes and never reopens. The arrow that points only away — a direction with no towards in it at all. Real, absolute, and mute about destinations; it teaches only that some doors have one side.”

“Amidships?”

“The arrivals — and mark where they arrive. At someones. The deadline landed at a gate before two men who could climb or not; the voice came at a turn to a man who could answer or not; the smile came to whoever was holding the child. Events have no destination in history, and every event has a terminus in the instance: the one before whom it lands. So there is a towards-where, and it is not ahead of the ship — it is aboard. The where of eventfulness is the address. The question was never where is it all going. It was always: it is all arriving, and we are what it arrives at.”

“And ahead?”

“Ahead there is exactly one kind of thing, and I can see its lights already, low on the water. Not a destination — the north is where the boat stops, not where the eventfulness tends; confuse the two and you have moved the ground from under the keel to beyond the horizon and are doing theology with a compass. Ahead there are planks. The laid kind. A seat beside mine at a winter lecture, promised. Three entries a day in a quarter-bound notebook. The boy’s Easter, mine if I sail for it. The only towards-where that exists ahead of any bow is the sum of the kept appointments — and past the planks, the open water and the open slot: the Key waiting for a reader I will not choose; the frame on your desk facing a chair for the next one; the walks themselves, which I will hand as you handed them — to whoever, unchosen, the light left on. The slot’s emptiness is not what the estate lacks, Guglielmo. It is what the estate is. We sail by dead reckoning: position from the log of what has happened, heading held, no star required — none available, none needed. Direction without destination. That is the entire navigation of the no-ground, and I learned every piece of it ashore and needed the sea to say it.”

The sky in the east had begun its first dilution. The lights ahead had multiplied and steadied into a coastline. Somewhere below, the crew was changing watch, and the deck thrummed with the small industry of a ship preparing to arrive.

The voice, when it came, came at the turn, as always.

“Same hour, Fridrik.”

“If we take it up,” said Fridrik, alone at the rail, to the whole of the north coming up out of the sea.



After the seeing, the result named once — the last time, and after the end, which is where this book always said the namings would have to continue. The chapter is its own figure: a dialogue whose second party is a sustained possibility is the final byproduct, performed rather than described — one answerable party, two voices, audited by everyone the dead man formed, licensed by recognisability and by nothing else. Of eventfulness itself there is no direct answer, and the refusal is structure, not modesty: whatever gives withdraws from the gift — the keeping is not among the kept, the arrival is not among the preparations, the handing is not among the handed — so the only observation the object permits is the reading of its bendings, and the two books, re-entered as a log, yield ten classes of them. The tendings, whose law is that nobody waters a stone: every practice of keeping testifies in the hands that its object is held by nothing. The false lights, each bolted exactly over a withdrawal — founder over fade-in, god over weather, giant over lattice — so that the fold is derived at last: the vacancy the giving leaves is what the idols fill, and every idol broken was a survey-marker. The astonishments: wonder, vertigo, the ache, gratitude, grief — the moods are the needles, each registering one trait of what never appears. The arrivals, preparable and unproducible, whose gap between readying and coming is the star’s shadow on the ground. The charged objects, absence in force made handleable — a poste restante is memory addressed forward. The occasions, with their asymmetric mourning: a failed plan has causes; a missed Friday has a face. The word’s wakes, which never close: address is the one physics whose arrow is absolute. The calendars: nobody celebrates a necessity’s birthday, and every feast-day is a pin in the chart of the might-not-have. The whiles, the shape shared time takes when it knows it ends. And the takings-up, the estate’s verb, whose edge the night surveyed in silence: of a man, only possibility crosses, and testimony is not possibility — the estate contains every way and no witness; it can teach, and it cannot tell; and it holds like a floor, and it does not comfort. The emblem gathers the classes and carries its own guard: the black star, known only by its bendings — and unlike the astronomer’s, ours has no body in the dark; nothing is hidden, because there is no something to hide; the byproducts are byproducts of no product, and to infer a mass is to rebuild the ground, paint it black, and hang it in the sky. The towards-where has three honest answers and no fourth: astern, the irreversible, the direction that is only from; amidships, the arrivals, whose only where is the address — we are not on the way to anything; things are on their way to us, and what we are is where they can land; ahead, the laid planks of kept appointments, and past them the open slot, the unchosen next, the light left on — for a destination is a ground moved ahead of the bow, and the slot kept empty is not what the estate lacks but what it is. The navigation of the no-ground is dead reckoning: position from the log of what has wholly happened, heading held, no star required. Same hour. If we take it up.


Appendix — The Registry

The formal traits of eventfulness, gathered at the margin; their own traits; and what the whole licenses.

I. What this appendix is, and why it stands here

The body of this book made one promise at the door and kept it to the last page: everything claimed would be shown, and nothing would rest on authority. The final chapter then read the whole book back as a log: ten classes of bendings around a star that never appears. This appendix holds what the reader of that chapter may now want and the body could never give without breaking its own form: the bendings’ invariants, stated plainly — the formal traits that the figures, taken together, force.

It stands at the margin for a reason the reader of the last chapter already possesses. Whatever gives withdraws from the gift; and the formal, in a book of walks, is the giving. Placed at the centre, a registry hardens into doctrine and the walks become its illustrations, which would reverse the true order of dependence: the traits live on the figures the way the figures live on the towns. So the registry withdraws to the edge of the book, where it can be consulted and cannot rule — the book’s own law, applied to the book’s own form.

Two words of method, whose debts are paid where debts are paid. The way the traits were reached, at the fence and the stall and the case, is what the schools call categorial intuition: the seeing, founded on the plain seeing of stones and hands, of what is not itself a stone or a hand — the kept-not-grounded, the lateral bind, the closed account. Such seeing is real; the whole wager stands on it; the italic blocks throughout the body were its record, naming only what had been so seen. And the traits themselves have the logical form the schools call formal indication: they are not genus-concepts that contain their instances and can be owned without them; they are signposts — each points back to figures where it must be seen again, each doubles as a prohibition against a misreading, and each is fulfilled only in enactment. That triple character is why this registry cannot substitute for the walks, and why a reader who begins here has in hand a map of a country he has not entered. The traits are not the book’s conclusions. They are its addresses.

One methodological trait is this book’s own and should be claimed as such. The classical discipline reaches invariants by varying cases freely in imagination. These books varied by walking: the world supplied the variants — a trench, a market, a fish quay, a snowfall, a will, a lecture, a death — and their reality is load-bearing, because an imagined figure could not be checked by the reader against a fence. Call it found variation: the eidetic discipline run on actual towns, its generality earned the slow way, and checkable the only way that matters.

II. The discipline of inference

Before the registry, the fence around its use. From bendings one may not infer a body: that inference — from effects to a hidden cause — is the one this book’s emblem forbids, since it rebuilds the ground and paints it black. What is licensed is a different and stronger form: eidetic inference, the reading of a manner’s character off the invariants of its showings. The fifty traits below are not a sample, from which one generalises with a margin of error; they are the total yield of a variation run across two books and three coasts, and what survives such variation holds not probably but essentially — wherever eventfulness is at all, this is how it is. The registry’s statements are laws of a region, not statistics of one. What that licenses, and exactly where the licence ends, is gathered in sections V and VII.

III. The registry — fifty traits in eight families

Each entry gives the trait, the figures that force it, and the seeing in one line, so that even at the margin nothing is asserted that cannot be walked to.

Family A. Criterion and grounding

1. The criterion. An event happens of itself, and might not have happened. Two marks, jointly: self-happening (nothing performs it from behind) and contingency (its being includes its might-not-have-been). [The trade on the sand; the greeting; the going-live of every field.] Seen wherever something comes that no party made come, and comes as what might not have.

2. Self-grounding. Beneath the event, nothing; and the nothing is not a lack awaiting repair but the event’s own character. Its precariousness is what it is, not a flaw in what it is. To set anything beneath it as its foundation — a nature, a destiny, a structure — is to raise a being into the ruling place and lose the event in the same stroke. [The third world on the beach, resting on no shared ground because there was none; the temple floor.]

3. The middle voice. The grammar of the event is neither active nor passive: it snows; it gives; the field goes live; the tick, out of the ordered parts, is released and not made. Language keeps, in its oldest forms, a verb for happenings with no one behind them, and every child learns it without a tremor. [The snow; the watchmaker’s bench; the weather.]

4. Letting. The efficacy proper to conditions is letting, not doing: the floor lets the greeting land and never greets; the field makes persons possible and performs nothing. Making-possible is neither causing nor authoring, and the whole first law hangs on the difference. [The market’s floor; every constitution-order verb in two books.]

5. Unity without a unifier. Where eventful beings hold together, they hold by mutual bearing, with no fifth term above the play and no ground beneath it: the lattice that never becomes a giant; the four hands on one stone; the town’s paths meeting seam to seam with no foreman. Unity, in this region, is always of this kind, and the term installed above it is always the fold. [The shovels; the People; the mirror of every between.]

6. The triad. Three ways of being, distinguished and held together: the condition (standing before any meeting, unmade by it); the event (the activation, which happens and might not have); the modality (the could-in-force, which is the event’s manner and no one’s property). The relation among the three, at the floor itself, is treated in section V, reading twelve. [The strata of the old walks; the floor reached from outside by removal and from inside in enactment.]

Family B. Modal economics

7. Modal givenness. The field is given as possibility, never as actuality: a could-land, before any actualising. The question “thing or construct?” is malformed, both horns presupposing the actual; and reification is not an error about the field’s contents but a lie about its mode. [The withheld greeting; the field on the path.]

8. The anchor. Only what is, is possible. The could is never free-floating; it is always the possibility of actual persons in actual encounter. The field is neither a thing nor a floating maybe: a real possibility of something that is. [The beach; every greeting.]

9. Non-rivalry of possibility. Handed to forty, undiminished; whole in each. Possibility is anti-scarce, and actuality scarce; my well is not yours, but the craft, the pause, the tongue are entirely each heir’s without division. Hence the deepest law of inheritance: only the assignable can be fought over; the true bequest is quarrel-proof because non-rival. [The boatyard; the will; the flame crossing the square.]

10. Non-depletive actualisation. Enactment expresses the possibility and does not consume it: the greeting spent leaves the could-greet in force; the feast performed draws down no stock. Acts are expressions of the possible, not withdrawals from an account. [The flame; the daily volta.]

11. Dual mortality. An eventful being dies twice, on two clocks: its actualities cease, datably; and its possibility dies later, datelessly, when the last competence goes — the second death, which has no funeral. The town of these walks keeps the trait’s strangest monument: a second tomb — the interval’s receipt, a grave whose meaning presupposes a prior funeral — while the one said to have exited the series left no second tomb at all: one tomb, two tombs, one-empty-and-only; the tomb-count as the formal signature of a life’s relation to the cycle. [The green shed; the dead tongue’s liturgy; the margins awaiting their last reader; the crypt of the twice-buried.]

12. Trace-splitting. At a world’s death, what is sustained splits: legibility, the form-half, keepable by institutions indefinitely; and addressability, the answering-half, alive only in carriers. A museum keeps the first at full strength while the second lives or dies elsewhere, from teacher to pupil — and an island’s first script stands perfectly preserved, answering no one. [The cast; Cypro-Minoan; the Key written against exactly this.]

13. The finitude-currency. Keeping is denominated in a single currency: spent lifetime. Twenty-six years at a door; forty Fridays a year; three entries a day. Automated maintenance weighs nothing; an evening’s admiration weighs an evening; and this common denominator is what makes the weighing of loves possible at all. [The attendant; the woman in black; the quarter’s thousand light evenings.]

14. The crossing-filter; the two transmissibilities. The border of death is selectively permeable: of a man, only possibility crosses; testimony does not — the estate teaches and cannot tell. Its epistemic twin holds among the living: what is transmissible by trace travels any medium; what is transmissible only by enactment travels hand to hand or not at all — the screens taught everything except the trade. The tradition’s own centre keeps the canonical exhibit: the one man who returned across the border is given no recorded word from after — the filter held even through the exception. [The cemetery gate; the deck at night; the apprentice; the silence of the twice-buried.]

Family C. Temporal structure

15. The three states, as time’s three reachings. One possibility in three states: anticipatory, before it has a world (the noble tongue hunted before anyone spoke it); living, within one; sustained, after — kept in force by fidelity when the world beneath it has died. And the states are time’s own structure: the withheld future reaching as reservation, the closed past reaching as refusal that still arrives. Absence, in both directions, is a mode of givenness, not its failure. [The birth of a tongue; the chant; the frame facing the chair.]

16. The one-way cycle. The sustained can seed a new living; it can never re-cross into the living it was. Forward into new birth, never backward into the old life: the cycle has a valve. [The revived tongue that was a child and not a resurrection; the second grave.]

17. The while. Between the instant and the permanent stands a native duration-form: the finite tarrying — the walk to the fort and the turn, the visit, the forty minutes at one stone. The while is the shape shared time takes when it knows it ends, and every promenade on earth turns at a fort because a while needs its turn. [The volta; the movements of this book, each closed by naming one.]

18. The perfective. What wholly happened is closed, entire, and out of reach of everything, including loss. Completedness is a mode of being, not mere pastness; its tense is the future perfect, in which finitude is affirmed in advance; and its two faces — invulnerable, and gone — are one face. It holds like a floor, and it does not comfort. [The gangway arithmetic; the fence speech.]

19. Sedimentation without foundation. Events sediment; the past lies in strata beneath the present; and the deeper is only the earlier. Temporal under is not ontological under: the town is not held up by the town below it. Depth read as fundament is the foundational fallacy in spatial dress, and the trench teaches both the temptation and its cure in one morning. [The excavation; the library re-seen as strata of grounds.]

20. The identity-criterion. Sameness, for an eventful being, is the unbroken chain of its retrievals: the feast taken up each year, without a death-gap, is the same feast, and no substrate is needed. A death-gap breaks identity: what rises from the sustained is not the old living returned but its child. Two forms, never to be conflated: persistence, by continuous taking-up; and filiation, new life from kept bones. Nothing returns; some things are succeeded. [The feast in February; the reborn tongue; the walks taken up by the boy.]

21. Process-beings and state-beings. Some social beings exist only as ongoing operation and cannot rest — the imposition that, succeeding, ceases to be itself, and failing, ceases to be. Others are states of a lattice, able to stand. The distinction is formal: individuation by activity-form. [Empire and people; the current and the floor.]

Family D. Relational topology

22. Gradedness, and the near. Reach, in this region, comes in degrees: nearer and farther are modal characters, not distances — six centuries can be fresh water and a lane can be an ocean. Every border within the field is a gradient; the abrupt edge is a gradient run steep, not a wall. [The diachronic border; the brothers’ lane; the professor’s lost near.]

23. Mixed topology. The graded interior has a discrete rim: within the field, more and less; at the floor’s edge, membership by threshold — the cat is not slightly on the floor. Both classical errors are failures to read the zone: walls imagined where there are gradients, gradients where there is a step. [The cat of the old walks; the reach of tongues.]

24. The lateral binding. Obligation binds horizontally, between parties, with no vertical guarantor: the ought’s whole geometry is level. The market ran on it before any philosophy arrived to be surprised. [The stall; the fish quay; the account.]

25. Non-emergence. Aggregation yields new structure at every step — witness, alliance, spokesman, institution — and at no step a new answerer. No number of persons composes a super-person; the giant is not an emergent but a fold. [The third walker; the People.]

26. Triadic mediation. Where the I–you channel is wounded, repair runs I-and-you-towards-it: the third thing is a distinct relational form with powers the dyad lacks, and it stands beside the two, never above them. Every table needs its lemon tree. [The concession; the roots inspected together; the feud kept warm through the lectures.]

27. Route-dependence. How a thing travels enters what it is: the same flame, broadcast to a mass or handed neighbourwise, constitutes two different commons. Transmission-topology is not packaging; it is constitution. [The two fires of the vigil.]

28. Iteration-dependence. The between comes into force in a greeting and grows only by return: first greetings are seeds, and seeds need the same ground twice. A place of pure first-times has foundings without growth; ask of any street where its same-hours are. [The quarter; the woman of the thirty years.]

29. Forsakability; the from-of-the-vanishing; the earth of the between. Every shared world is held by parties who exceed it — in it, staked in it, and never merged with it — and is therefore forsakable from its first instant. Each party’s reserve, the owned locus from which the shared could be left, is the world’s earth: the self-secluding that makes the openness a between and not a fusion. At its far edge, the reserve is the death that no field hosts. [The trade on the sand; the dying woman; every apartness in two books.]

Family E. Normative physics

30. The two orders. The current (goods, claims, quantities: negotiable, reversible, currency-having) and the floor (standings: currency-less, unpayable, with an absolute arrow). They are dynamically independent: the lawyers settled everything disputable, and the silence never blinked. Wrongs of the second order admit exactly three exits: denial, curation, and free closure. [The water agreement against the twenty-five years; the account at the salt lake.]

31. Status-ontology. The between’s states change by acts and by nothing physical: the river unaltered while its border-being comes and goes; the account closed while every fact stands; the promise binding while no object moves. A whole region of being whose events are status-events, act-sensitive and substrate-independent. [The little stream that was the gravest of borders; the lamp-glass Thursday; not paid — closed.]

32. Counterfeitability. Every free performative has a commandable counterfeit — conscripted laughter, demanded forgiveness, the mock-greeting of humiliation — because form and freedom are separable, and the counterfeit is form-without-freedom. Corollary: counterfeits are detectable only by their production-conditions, never by inspection of the form. [The builder’s table; the forgiveness-demand; the victim who laughs loudest.]

33. Maintained negativity. Absence between persons is not the zero-state but a practice: the non-greeting rehearsed daily for twenty-five years, the border stored in barrels and renewed each morning. Negation is kept exactly as commons are kept, at daily cost, and lapses like them. [The lane’s half-metre curve; the Line.]

34. The two grips. Illegitimate agency crosses the death-border in both directions: forward, the dead gripping the living — instructions, entailments, perpetuities; backward, the living gripping the dead — forged pedigrees, conscripted testaments, minted Fathers. One error in two tenses, and both violate the same grain. [The mausoleum; the statue; the ancestors made to demand.]

35. Endowment and assignment. What is given-along arrives only as what is given-up-to: the inheritance is a task or it is nothing, and hands must close on it freely or it dies in transit. The grip converts endowment into sentence and kills what it secures; the open hand is not generosity but accuracy. [The will that wove dependency; the refrain itself.]

Family F. The withdrawal

(Family discipline, standing over all six entries: the withdrawal has no withdrawer. It withdraws the way it snows. To re-agentify the withdrawal — the event hiding itself, being sending its veils — is to perform the fold upon the anti-fold.)

36. The modal withdrawal. Only actualities appear; the could that was in force never crosses into what it yields. You can point at the handshake and never at the possibility it spent. The giving is not among the given, as a matter of form — which is why reification is a lie and not a mistake. [Every enactment; the deck where the voice could not be summoned.]

37. The self-effacement of keeping. Successful keeping disappears into the kept: the floor shows no relaying, the joint sits a breath behind the stone face by craft-norm, persistence presents as substance and the made as given. The maintained world hides its hands daily, and the hiding is how kept surfaces are, not anything keeping does. [The temple floor; the mason’s joint; the whole visible world, misread as solid.]

38. Withdrawal-by-nearness. This region’s withdrawal is not the deep’s but the near’s: the floor is not hidden — it is unhidden, in front of nothing, too close for the instrument built for the concealed, which passes through it and reports nothing and calls the nothing final. The eye too many loses no truth; it loses the near. [The lecture; the whole career of the unmasking eye.]

39. Whence-expropriation. Arrivals come with their origin withheld: the annunciation without a sender, the deadline from the calendar’s blind machinery, the voice at the turn. The missing return-address is not a mystery to be solved but the arrival’s form. [The notice on the cemetery gate; the second night’s turn.]

40. The handing as voluntary expropriation. The strongest keeping is the giving-away: the verse kept forty years where it needn’t be owned, and kept best by being handed; the frame that stays itself by crossing desks; thanks that completes itself by losing its creditor. What is proper is preserved through expropriation — the speculative structure of the age, enacted in a parcel wrapped in newspaper. [The professor’s desk; the gradation of thanks; the estate entire.]

41. Manifest contingency. The might-not-have-been is not inferred; in the kept and the created it is felt: the wind of improbability standing off a bronze that survived by being wanted; the thrust of the sheer that-it-is. Contingency is a phenomenon before it is a modality. [The museum; every anniversary.]

Family G. Manifestation and access

42. Perimeter-manifestation. What holds, hides; what fails, shows. Conditions become visible at their breakdowns: the floor in the failed greeting, certainty as a theme only where the common cracks, keeping only where it lapses. This is the method’s own warrant, stated at last as a trait of the things: the perimeter is where the region gives itself. [The failed greeting of the old walks; the declarers’ cracked winter; the interrupted street.]

43. Medium-relativity. Substrates differ in how long they let the giving hide in the gift: stone is mendacious, extending centuries of credit; snow is honest, forgetting overnight; the sea is instantaneous. The withdrawal has a coefficient, set by retention — which is why the seeing needed a blizzard and a wake. [The snow; the wake; the Venetian credit of the walls.]

44. Attunement-givenness. The region’s traits register first in moods, and the moods are instruments, each calibrated to one trait: wonder to the might-not-have, vertigo to the nothing-beneath, the ache to keeping’s decoupling, gratitude to the unaddressable giving, grief to the irreversible. A phenomenology of eventfulness has no telescope; it has needles. [The trench’s first morning; the quarter’s ache; the fence.]

Family H. Action-forms and genesis

45. The atelic. The region’s highest activities are complete in each moment: the walk goes nowhere and lacks nothing; the conversation, the tending, the keeping are ends internal to themselves. Projects, goal-spent, belong to the current; the floor’s native action-form is the atelic, which is why the volta can be the point of a life. [The promenade; the walks entire.]

46. The again. Iterativity with scruple: everything gone over, in order, every time, especially where the fault seems obvious — the discipline that is the craftsman’s whole secret and the older meaning of the holiest word. The again is how finite attention keeps. [The watchmaker’s bench; the pruning; the going-over that this appendix itself performs.]

47. Preservation internal to being. For the beings of this region, being-kept is not an external fate but part of what they are: the work needs its keepers, the craft its hands, the world its daily retrieval — created things carry their need of preservation inside their being, and their neglect is not circumstance but a change in them. [The garboard; the margins; every kept thing.]

48. De novo genesis. Worlds are handed; the floor springs. In the fifth week of a life the greeting springs again — not from a void but in answer to a face offered — whole, aimed, awaiting its owed reply — not transmitted but re-originated, which is why no death subtracts from the floor’s stock. The floor’s persistence is a birth-rate. [The boatyard smile, since Tuesday; every infant’s first address.]

49. Decouplability. Characters co-extensive through all prior history can come apart — kept and dwelt, access and custody — and the divorce is a genuine event-kind: the emergence not of a new thing but of a new gap. The age’s formal signature is this trait exercised. [The towers’ eleven windows; the code that dies on Thursday.]

50. Direction without destination; the open address. The region has three real directions and no terminus: the irreversible astern, a from with no towards; the arrivals amidships, whose only where is the address — the one before whom they land; and the laid planks ahead, kept appointments, renewable, guaranteed by nothing. Past the planks, the open slot: the unchosen next, the light left on. The towards-where exists with its where expropriated, and the expropriation is not the estate’s lack but its being. [The wake, the turn, and the winter seat; the frame facing the chair; for whoever takes it up.]

IV. The registry’s registry — the ten traits of the traits

Read the fifty as themselves a figure-set, and ten invariants stand out. They are stated here with their evidence, because even at the second level nothing may be asserted that cannot be checked — the checking now being a matter of running one’s eye down the registry itself.

II.1 The privative form. Run the grammar of the fifty: event without ground, unity without unifier, direction without destination, sedimentation without foundation, efficacy without doing, obligation without a vertical, completion without goal, ending without a date, bequest without a chosen heir. The subtracted term is always from one small family — ground, agent, goal, owner: the fold’s four faces. Each trait is a decompression: the name of what remains when a fold is removed; and the registry’s negative grammar records, in its very morphology, the method that produced it. Every trait is thereby also a signpost of prohibition: it tells the reader where not to look.

II.2 Binarity without dialectic. The traits come as pairs — two orders, two grips, two deaths, two transmissibilities, two historicities, form and traffic, form and freedom, persistence and filiation, endowment and assignment — and no pair, anywhere in fifty entries, resolves into a third term that contains both. The two stays two. This is principle, not style: synthesis is the fold in logic’s clothing, the third term above the pair being the unifier returned as an operator. The registry’s one triad (entry 26) proves the rule: its third stands beside the two and sublates nothing.

II.3 Adverbiality. Every entry converts a what into a how: answerability into a could-in-force, the border into a status, identity into a chain of enactments, the floor into an in-force-ness. The registry, read as one gesture, is the systematic replacement of nouns by adverbs; the region it maps contains manners and no substances, which is why it could be walked and cannot be portrayed.

II.4 The geometry: level across, grained along. One family of traits is symmetric — the floor level, the claim running both ways, the apartness reciprocal, no height anywhere; another is anisotropic — the cycle one-way, the filter one-way, the wake of the word never closing, the handing forward-only. Together: symmetric in the space of address, asymmetric in the time of enactment. And the two books’ entire pathology sorts into violations of the two axes: every fold installs height; every grip runs against the grain.

II.5 Continuous interiors, discrete rims. Gradients within, thresholds at edges, recurring across the registry: reach graded and membership stepped; fading gradual and the second death absolute; form continuous and freedom binary. Both perennial errors are zone-confusions: walls seen where there are gradients, gradients where there is a step.

II.6 Auto-exemplification. The traits enact themselves: perimeter-manifestation warrants the method that found it; the withdrawal governs this registry’s own placement at the margin; the wager applies to the book that states it; the final chapter performs the estate it analyses. Stating the registry instantiates it — the only kind of confirmation available where external foundations are forbidden, and the strongest.

II.7 Foundedness without foundationalism. Every trait is a trait-of — of enactments, betweens, practices — and none is free-standing. The categorial is founded on the sensuous, the modal on the actual, the status on the practice; and nothing founded-on ever converts into a principle ruling upward. Anchored ideality: the traits are real, and they live nowhere but in their cases.

II.8 Finitude-indexing. Each trait contains a variable that mortality sets: the while knows it ends; the currency is spent lifetime; the genesis is natality; the filter is death’s. Strike the mortal register from any entry and it trivialises. This is a finite being’s registry, and claims to be nothing else.

II.9 Analogical portability. The traits transpose across scales — dyad, town, people, civilisation — form invariant, weight varying, and every crossing stamped with its guard: a person’s death is not a population’s extermination; the analogues must not collapse. The registry travels, and declares its customs at each border.

II.10 The generative grammar. All fifty are reachable by finite composition of five operations: subtraction (remove the fold; see what remains), bipartition (split the conflated pair), modalisation (convert the what into a how), inversion (read the absence as a mode of givenness), transposition (carry the trait across a scale, with its guard). Five knives. The registry is a grammar’s yield, not a heap — and the grammar, not the list, is the true bequest of this appendix, since future figures will force entries this page cannot contain.

V. The readings — what the two levels license, shown

What may be inferred about eventfulness itself from the fifty and the ten? Twelve readings. Each is stated, derived, and then — because this book ends nothing in the formal register — sent back: a single pointer returns it to the figure where it must be seen rather than received. The showings themselves are not reprinted; they are the walks, and the appendix keeps its own law by not doing their work twice.

R1. Eventfulness has no what — as a theorem. Derivation: all fifty traits are privative-adverbial (II.1, II.3); none is predicative of a quiddity; and by the eidetic warrant of section II, this total absence is essential, not accidental. The guard posted in the final chapter — no body at the centre — is thereby promoted from discipline to result. Shown: any fence in two books — the predicate after “eventfulness is the thing which…” never comes; the repeatable failure is the theorem, experienced.

R2. No residue behind the manner. Derivation: R1 plus the withdrawal-family: what withdraws is the giving, and the giving is not a hidden something but the manner itself; subtract the hows and the remainder is zero, not mystery. The apophatic exit — the ineffable Event beyond all saying — closes together with the kataphatic one. Shown: the wake — the giving, for once with no gift left standing to hide it, looks like the sea, healing.

R3. Eventfulness never totalises; there is no One Event. Derivation: II.2 — the pairs never merge; no whole forms; a One Event would be the unifier, and the unifier is the fold. Eventfulness is distributive and jointed: many happenings sharing a manner, articulated at joints that do not fuse. Shown: the vigil’s square — ten thousand flames, one lattice, never one fire; gathered into One, it is the bonfire, the wrong fire.

R4. Eventfulness has an intrinsic geometry: level across, grained along. Derivation: II.4. The region’s two axes — reciprocity of address without height; irreversibility of enactment without reverse — are its most positive structural determination. Shown: one market morning — “to me you do this” running level across the stall, and every sentence, once said, said forever along it.

R5. The traits double as norms: the ought is the geometry read practically. Derivation: every pathology in two books violates one axis — the fold installs height, the grips run against the grain — so ethics was never appended to ontology; description and prescription are one structure in two moods. Shown: the builder’s table and the funeral sentences — height installed and grain violated, seen as wrong before any analysis arrived; the moral perception was geometric perception.

R6. Mortality and eventfulness are one anisotropy under two readings. Derivation: II.4 with II.8: read the grain astern, it is loss — the closed, the unretrievable; read the same grain ahead, it is arrival — natality, the kairos, the open slot. Not two facts balancing, but one structure, twice read. Shown: the midnight square — raw earth and multiplying flame held at full size at once, one grain read twice, with nothing between them but persons holding candles.

R7. The always of eventfulness is natality, not eternity. Derivation: trait 48 with II.6: worlds persist by retrieval and the floor by re-minting; eventfulness’s own persistence has the mode it gives everything else — it lasts the way feasts last; its inexhaustibility is a birth-rate, not a duration. Shown: the fifth week — the smile sprung whole, in answer to a face offered, from no chain of carriers; hold a five-week-old and watch eternity lose the argument.

R8. The region has a rim, and the universal question is undecidable from within — shown to be. Derivation: II.5 (threshold at the edge), II.7 and II.8 (access founded on enactment, in the mortal register): the seeing reaches where enactment reaches and stops with a step. Whether the stone, the sea, the jug are eventful in themselves is not refused out of modesty; it is structurally beyond fulfilment — no seeing, no wager, no saying. Shown: the cat and the jug — the one simply not there at the rim, the other mute beyond it; the far side not dark but not-given, which is the whole finding.

R9. There is no outside: the inquiry is inside its object, and performative consistency is the most the formal register can give. Derivation: II.6 — the investigation of eventfulness is itself an arrival, irreversible, enacted, handed; the object contains its observations; the warrant of the whole remains the reader’s seeing, as the door said. Shown: the first night on the deck — the inquiry into the unsummonable could not be summoned; the founding datum arrived by the method’s own failure, the account happening as it says things happen.

R10. The registry is essentially incomplete — an estate, not a system. Derivation: II.10 — found variation does not terminate; towns keep happening; the five operations will be applied to figures not yet walked, forcing traits this page cannot contain. Any complete system of eventfulness is therefore false a priori: completeness would require that the walking end. Shown: this appendix’s own history — half its entries waited for figures to force them; it does not know what it is missing, only that it is missing something, and whom that waits for: whoever walks next.

R11. No scale is privileged: the greeting and the epoch are peers. Derivation: II.9 — form invariant across scales, weight varying, guards posted. History is not the real theatre of which the dyad is small change, nor the dyad the atom of which history is the sum: both are sites, equally primary, of one manner. Shown: the lamp-glass Thursday beside the monthly coffee across the line — one grammar, two scales, neither the model of the other, and no entry needed rescaling.

R12. The floor’s way of being — the old knot, dissolved with a residue. Derivation: the corpus’s one standing self-tension held the floor to be a prior condition (unmade by any meeting) and, elsewhere, one event with the world it floors. At Level II both horns show as nominalisations of the adverbial (II.3): “prior condition” reified the never-among-the-given into a standing layer; “event” reified the only-in-enactment into an occurrence among occurrences. De-nominalised, the determinations are compatible and jointly complete: the floor is prior as what never appears among the given (the withdrawal-sense of priority, entry 36); eventful as what is only in enactment (entry 6); and inexhaustible as what re-springs per person (entry 48). The contradiction was an artefact of asking a way-of-being question in thing-grammar. Shown: three seeings the reader has met — the could-in-force on no inventory yet not absent; the greeting landing entire, with pointing yielding only a handshake; the fifth week’s re-springing. And what remains genuinely unwritten — the residue this registry flags in place of the old knot — is the phenomenology of the in-force itself: what it is, from within, for a could to stand in force between two who have not yet spoken. That page does not exist. The drawer is open.

VI. The disciplines, gathered

Reading five said that every trait doubles as a norm: the ought is the geometry read practically, and the book’s two questions were one. That licenses a single page, and forbids a second appendix. An ethics gathered into its own registry would make two domains of what the walks showed to be one structure; and gathered as principles it would counterfeit itself, since a principle can be obeyed without seeing and everything in this book is dead the moment it is separated from the seeing. So the practical face appears here, once, inside the same registry, in the only form the corpus owns for such things: not rules but disciplines — practices of keeping a seeing, each of which fails exactly where the seeing fails.

1. Answer in person. What you do, you answer for; nothing you are made by — system, history, nature, everyone — takes your place when the answering comes due. [The alibi; the first law.]

2. Keep the level. No height in address: never conduct another’s answer from above, and never accept being conducted. Wherever a reply has been made structurally impossible, a wrong of the second order has begun. [The builder’s table; the humiliations.]

3. Respect the grain. Treat the irreversible as irreversible. Do not instruct the unborn from the grave; do not conscript the dead into pedigrees; do not speak the unretractable carelessly, and do not pretend it can be unsaid. [The will; the statue; the funeral sentences.]

4. Do not fill the vacancy. Where the giving withdraws, install no giver: no founder over the fading-in, no god behind the weather, no giant over the lattice — and no dark mass behind the bendings. [The fold-catalogue; the constellations.]

5. Do not withdraw the withdrawal. The guard has its own guard: the self-effacement of keeping is nobody’s act, the senderless arrival has no hidden sender, and the discipline of the middle voice governs even the doctrine of withdrawal itself. [The snow; the second night’s turn.]

6. Build occasions; never command arrivals. Laughter, forgiveness, gratitude, understanding, trust: prepare everything, produce nothing, and treat every demand for a free performative as the counterfeit it manufactures. [The laughter; the concession; the first night on the deck.]

7. Test by production, not by form. A counterfeit is detectable only by its conditions of production; judge the laughter by the table it was commanded at, the apology by the hand that extracted it. [The builder’s table; the forgiveness-demand.]

8. Tend knowingly. Keeping is paid in one currency, spent lifetime, and nothing persists for free; choose your Fridays as the expenditures they are, and honour the ones others are paying. [The woman in black; the temple floor; the shovels.]

9. Keep both halves, or mourn honestly. The archive is not the practice; legibility is not address. Fund the hands as well as the cases — or say plainly that a second death is being permitted, and let it be seen. [The museum; the Key; the green shed.]

10. Hand with the slot open. Bequeath as endowment-and-task; appoint no heirs to what can only be taken up; leave the light on for the unchosen next. The open hand is not generosity but accuracy. [The frame; the Key; the walks themselves.]

11. Mourn accurately. Persistence is not filiation: what returns unbroken is the same; what rises after a death is a child. Fake no resurrections, and refuse no births in the name of the dead. [The reborn tongue; the boy’s Thursdays.]

12. Stop at the rim, and keep the bracket. Speak for no one beyond the reach of address without declaring the limit; and refuse both injections at the edge of history — neither destiny nor its denial, neither the despair nor the reassurance, since nobody is entitled to either. [The cat; the jug; the equipped door.]

None of these can be followed. A rule can be obeyed without seeing; each of these is a seeing kept in practice, and adds nothing to the trait it reads: whoever has seen the level does not need to be told not to install height, and whoever has not seen it cannot use the telling. That is why this page is one page; why it stands inside the registry rather than after it; and why it ends the way everything in this book ends — checkable at a fence, answerable by one reader at a time, and handed onward with the slot open.

VII. The boundary — what nothing here licenses

The power of the twelve depends on the fence around them, so the fence is drawn with the same care. The two levels license nothing about the whence: the five operations generate the registry, not the eventfulness, and no origin-story follows — origins are for whats. Nothing about the why: the without-why holds at every level and strengthens with ascent. Nothing about the extent: beyond the rim, not dark but not-given, and the undecidability is itself the finding. Nothing about the forecast: no trait, in fifty, predicts whether any given arrival will come to any given address; the registry is a navigation, not a weather bureau, and dead reckoning remains the only sailing. And nothing about this registry’s own future: which entries the next figures will force is exactly as open as who takes up the Key.

VIII. Close

A last remark on the shape of the whole, because the shape is a finding. The figures are rich and self-standing; the fifty traits are thinner and need the figures; the ten need both; the twelve readings need all three. Each level upward holds less and depends more. The hierarchy is inverted with respect to every philosophy of forms the tradition has kept: here, ascent impoverishes; the higher floors are the lighter ones; and the tower thins towards nothing, which is the correct shape for a tower built over a no-ground. There is no summit, and nothing is missing at the top. The building stands on its ground floor, and the ground floor stands on the walking.

So the registry ends where everything in these books ends. The traits are the sentences; the five operations are the tongue; and the tongue, like every tongue anyone was ever given, exists to be handed — to readers who will walk streets these books never saw, and force entries this page cannot imagine, and keep the going-over going, in order, every time, especially where the fault seems obvious. The list is closed for now and open forever. The light is left on. The rest is for whoever takes it up.


Debts

No thinker is named in the body of this book, and the reason was given at the door: the trench had to convince as a trench. But the rule was discipline, not denial, and a book with a law against forged testaments should be scrupulous about its true ones. Here the names are paid, plainly and as debts. These pages are gratitude, not apparatus; readers wanting a bibliography will not find one, and readers wanting none of this have the author’s blessing to stop at the last walk.

The deepest debt is to Reiner Schürmann. From him the book takes its title’s whole territory: the thought that the West has lived as a sequence of reigns, each epoch governed by a first principle that ordered knowing and acting alike; that these principles are historical through and through; and that they have run out, so that we live among broken hegemonies, where action must learn to do without a why — a phrase he carried out of Meister Eckhart twice, once as a scholar and once as a way of living. From him too comes the tragic register: the refusal of every consolation on the far side of that seeing, and the insistence that the seeing costs. Readers who know his pages will recognise how much the professor of the northern lecture owes him — the frame, the severity, the magnificence, though not the biography and not the desk, which are inventions — and will recognise more: the verse that stands over this book’s Coda stands first at the front door of his last book, on the dedication page, in memory of Louis Comtois, the Québécois painter he lived with, dead three years before him and of the same illness; it reached me from that page. As did the licence for the title’s grammar, which is Beckett’s: the same line stands twice in his General Introduction, doing there the work it does here.

And rereading that introduction to pay this debt, I found a sentence I did not remember and had evidently never stopped obeying. He promises to show, inside the very arguments that install the hegemonies, the counter-strategies by which “the functionaries of the universal turn into the guardians of the singular.” That sentence is a doorway, and the whole book stands behind it. His claim is not only that the great metaphysicians built the reigns; it is that they saw what the building buried. Every principle, he shows, begins as something seen — a this, pointed at, gleaned from one district of the world and then augmented until an age hangs from it — so that every principle carries a birth certificate from the phenomenal ground it betrayed. And the withdrawal of the singular that the augmentation requires is nothing the philosopher decrees. It is something he undergoes; and the great ones wrote the undergoing down.

That is what his readings find, era after era, in the founding texts themselves: the tremble. Parmenides institutes the One and names the forbidden path in the same poem — prohibition being a mode of keeping. Aristotle hedges the principle of principles on purpose — something like a one, in a certain manner — and the school then censors exactly the hedges, keeping of his several ascents only the one that yields a concept; so that the philosopher differs from the scholastic as a denial kept visible differs from a denial denied, and evil, in the last pages of his last book, is the third step: the claim that there was never anything to deny. Kant’s terminology trembles between what the mind posits and what it merely receives, and the chapters that install the modern reign close on a recantation of the denial, printed in the reign’s own charter. Agamemnon’s voice trembles in the verses at Aulis; and on a wall in Pompeii a painter kept the father’s veil in the picture — the denial displayed as denial, the blindfold in visible pigment. Readers of the museum walk will recognise the family: the honest steel, the museum that refuses to hide where interpretation begins. What the walks kept finding on an island, he had found in the texts: the only honest monument is the one that keeps its own refusal legible.

He never called those men what his sentence makes them: honest phenomenologists of the very thing their principles deny — witnesses first, legislators second, keepers of the exception they were installing over. The name is mine; the reading is his announced program, and his oldest opponent’s lifelong complaint, recorded under the next debt, confirms it better than any disciple could. And the Latin, which he does not cite, seals his metaphor: the Romans’ verb for keeping, tueor, meant to watch over before it meant anything else, and it is deponent — passive in form, active in meaning, a doing that wears the shape of an undergoing; its daughters are tutela, the law’s keeping of those who cannot keep themselves, and, through intueor, intuition itself — so that in the old language the seeing that receives and the watching that keeps are one gaze, conjugated by one verb. Philosophy worth the name, his sentence says when read literally, is the tutela of what withdraws.

Where the book leaves him is stated in the northern lecture itself: it does not accept the tragic as the last word. It answers the perfect eye with the near, and it holds that beneath the broken hegemonies there was never a throne at all, only a floor; and the floor is not one more principle, because no epoch installed it and no epoch can retire it. He died in New York in 1993, young by the measure of what he was still owed. This book is one of the many that keep arriving at his door regardless.

To Gianni Vattimo I owe the teaching itself. I attended his lectures at the University of Turin and sat several examinations with him; and it was inside his Heidegger course, which I took in 2005/2006 and again in 2007/2008 — the first year of my master’s, and the last full year of his teaching — that I was examined on Schürmann’s movement from principles towards anarchy, so that I can say I attended the teaching of one of the two men in that exchange and was examined on the thought of the other. He gave his last lecture on 14 October 2008, in my thesis year, to a full aula magna, and called it La verità e l’evento: dal dialogo al conflitto. The two had met at the beginning of the eighties, in June, at a gathering of theorists at the Franciscan monastery of Monteripido above Perugia, where the invited Americans were mostly phenomenologists; he still told the story near the end of his life. The exchange itself is in print where anyone can weigh it: Vattimo’s manifesto for weak thought and, in the same 1984 number of the New School’s journal, Schürmann’s reply, “Deconstruction Is Not Enough,” which charges weak thought with wanting the event and the values both — the unrepresentable and representation itself — and with wearing weakness as a mask over a force. Vattimo returned the volley late, gently, and in his own key: in the preface he gave the first monograph on his friend, and again in a long interview at the close of his teaching, he said that Schürmann’s Heidegger hung, dangerously, on the purely phenomenological approach — a Christian rendition, he thought, of the epoché — whereas being gives itself only as trace, in absence, speakable after it has gone. It was the same complaint I heard in the lecture hall, delivered with the same affection; and it is the complaint that persuades me the guardians were guardians: his oldest opponent, given a quarter of a century, could find nothing worse to say of him than that he stayed faithful to what shows itself, including its withdrawal. This book walks ground that both men cleared. From Vattimo it takes the conviction that the weakening of the strong structures of being is not a loss to be mourned but the very chance of ethics; the pietas for what is handed down; the nerve to call nihilism, rightly understood, an emancipation. It declines to follow him in one respect only: this book weakens the grounds, not the bind; what is loosened above tightens between. At one examination he advised me to learn to explain difficult thoughts more simply. He died in 2023; I record here, where he can no longer wave it away, that this book is a late attempt at that homework.

The debt to Martin Heidegger is everywhere and everywhere altered. From him: that being-with belongs to existence as originally as being-in-the-world; that inheritance is the retrieval of possibility rather than the transmission of things [Being and Time §74]; that worlds hold and withdraw historically; that language keeps, in forms like es gibt, a wisdom older than the doctrines. And one late course of his stands under this book’s title without being named in it: the lectures on the principle of ground, where an old mystic’s rose blooms without why against the mightiest principle of all — that nothing is without ground — until the principle, pressed hard enough, stops legislating and starts saying [Der Satz vom Grund, 1955–56; the rose of Angelus Silesius, which blooms because it blooms]. Declined: destiny. The book takes retrieval and refuses the fate said to send it; takes being-towards-death and turns it towards a gangway rather than a resolute solitude; and charges the whole school with the blind spot the walks kept finding — profundity about world and mortality, silence about the second person.

A further account with him was contracted late, and is paid here so the appendix owes nothing in secret: its registry and the final chapter draw on his last texts [“Time and Being”; the essays on the thing, on building and dwelling, and on the origin of the work of art] — the giving that withholds itself in its own gift; time’s three reachings, in which the refused past and the reserved future still arrive, where this book found its three states of possibility waiting with an older signature already on them; the mortals defined by what they can rather than by what they are; dwelling as keeping; the work that needs its preservers; the thrust of the sheer that-it-is. Even the final chapter’s emblem walks a path he cut: the event known never in person, only in what it bends. Declined, once more and at the same door: the sending. Though it is recorded here, as a debt of honesty, that in his last lecture the sending itself seems to bow to the event — being, he says there, vanishes into it — so that the refusal this book learned from his best reader may be less a departure from the man than his own last step, taken for him.

From Hannah Arendt: natality; plurality as the condition no giant survives; the irreversibility and unpredictability of action, and forgiveness and promise as the two faculties mortals hold against them. The fourth movement re-derives on the book’s own ground what she saw first; the derivation is mine, the sighting hers.

From Hans-Georg Gadamer: the dialogue as a form of thinking rather than a decoration of it, and tradition understood as something that lives only in being taken up anew. From Edmund Husserl, at a greater distance: the vocabulary of constitution, and appresentation, which the museum chapter bends to a use he did not foresee — the anonymous co-presence of the keepers in the kept. And since the appendix names its two instruments, they should be paid as debts here: categorial intuition is Husserl’s [the sixth Logical Investigation], the seeing of forms founded on the seeing of things, on which the whole wager of these walks rests; and formal indication is the young Heidegger’s [the early Freiburg courses, on religious life and on Aristotle], the concept that points, prohibits, and demands enactment instead of subsuming — the logical form, I have come to think, not only of the registry’s every entry but of every figure in these books.

From Giorgio Agamben: the underground register of the whole first chapter — the meditation on Gaia and Chthonia [“Gaia e Ctonia”, 2020], the epichthonioi, those-upon-the-earth, who walk on the town below the town — and the ideal of a life not separable from its manner.

From Emmanuel Levinas: the primacy of the second person, the claim the other’s face makes before any content is exchanged. Declined: the height. On the floor of this book the claim runs level, and runs both ways; the asymmetry he taught is honoured here as a moment of love, not as an ontology. From Paul Ricœur: the seriousness about memory, the unpayable, and the territory he named difficult forgiveness [the epilogue of Memory, History, Forgetting], which the salt-lake chapter crosses on its own feet.

From Walter Benjamin: the aura, decompressed here into the weight of spent keeping, and the warning that even the dead are not safe from the victors, which this book radicalises into its law against forged testaments. From Friedrich Nietzsche: the first honest weather report of the no-ground; the genealogy of eternalisation; and the possibility of a gratitude that has no creditor. Declined: the solitude of his yes. This book’s yes is said in company. Two quieter debts: to Søren Kierkegaard, for repetition taken forwards rather than backwards; and to Bernard Stiegler, for the seriousness about traces and technics that stands behind the watchmaker’s apprentice and the screens that taught everything except the trade.

To Gaetano Chiurazzi, who co-supervised my thesis in Turin, a particular gratitude: his account of the prepositional, syncategorematic character of being — being as what holds between terms rather than what stands under them [Modalità ed esistenza, Turin, 2001] — will be recognised by him, I hope, in the grammar of the floor.

One debt is owed to the ground itself. The town below the balcony where this book was written gave philosophy Zeno of Kition, who walked up out of it twenty-three centuries ago and founded a school on a painted porch. It seemed right that thinking should be done above his town again, at whatever distance in rank.

The title takes its licence from Samuel Beckett: “Say ground. No ground but say ground,” from Worstward Ho, where it stands exactly so. The verse over the Coda is by Shushiki, a woman of Edo who wrote haiku in the years around 1700 and died in 1725, and who reached me, like the Beckett, through Schürmann’s pages: she kept the door of his beginning, and she keeps the door of this book’s ending. The English is mine, made from the French he printed — a translation of a translation, twice removed from her; I record the distance rather than close it.

These are the debts I can name. The unnameable ones — the parish clerks, the schoolmistresses, the grandmothers of my own languages and streets — are what the book is about, and the only payment they accept is the one described in its last chapter.


After the Walks

I live in Larnaca, above the excavation of ancient Kition, which also contributed its first syllable to the name of the company I founded, KiTalent. The view at the start of the first chapter is, give or take a watchman, the view from my balcony. Most evenings I walk along the Finikoudes to the fort and turn, and the streets around Saint Lazarus know me the way such streets know anyone who keeps his hours. The other places in this book I have visited as its walkers visit them: as a guest. The persons, as the door said, are invented. The walks, where they are mine, are real, and I take them.

The first of this book’s thoughts did not come from a library. It came while my grandmother was dying, when I understood, in the way one understands things that then take decades to say, that being together is what a life is made of.

The working-out went through Turin. I attended Vattimo’s lectures in the old university building on Via Verdi, war-damaged and patched, and sat examinations with him in Palazzo Nuovo, in a room that looked out towards the Mole Antonelliana.

One course was on Heidegger, and I gave a seminar presentation in it in which I discussed Schürmann’s position.

There was also Freiburg. I lived in Zähringen while studying German, in a shared flat belonging to Heiko, a physician and a remarkably generous person, and sat in on two of Günter Figal’s seminars as a guest listener. His Heidegger tilted towards liberation, a tilt I have kept.

One day I walked with my friend Sandra, a psychologist from Riegel, up to Heidegger’s house. Over the door stood an inscription:

Behüte dein Herz mit allem Fleiß; denn daraus geht das Leben.

Keep your heart with all diligence, for out of it goes life.

We rang the bell. Martin Heidegger’s niece came out and spoke with us kindly for a moment. She asked where I studied and told us that the family continued to keep the house as it had been in Martin’s time. I did not yet know that I would one day spend a book on that verb.

Years later, I acquired a first edition of Sein und Zeit and first editions of several of Heidegger’s other books. The first time I saw and leafed through that edition of Sein und Zeit, the effect on me was remarkable. It is an imposing object: unusually broad and substantial, with a very solid hard cover and pages dense with Fraktur type. I own other volumes of the Jahrbuch für Philosophie und phänomenologische Forschung, and they are markedly less solid and imposing. The contrast left me with the impression that Edmund Husserl, as editor of the Jahrbuch, and those at Max Niemeyer responsible for producing the publication understood the epochal importance of what they were publishing. Whatever they intended, the material object made the text appear to me already historical: something to be preserved almost as one preserves a painting. I keep it, and the other volumes, safe, though preserving books is not yet the same as carrying forward what they opened.

Koinonia, this book’s elder sibling, was written far from all of this, in Almaty, where the figure of the two walkers came to me while I was walking towards my office on Abaya Avenue. No Ground was drafted here, in Larnaca, above the archaeological remains of Kition, the city of Zeno. It belongs to a continuing body of work, of which nothing more needs saying here.

For a living, I have spent more than a decade in executive search, making judgments about persons in relation to work. The daily discipline of that practice—the effort not to reduce anyone to a profile, a function or an inherited description—stands somewhere behind this book’s stubbornness about the second person.

It is right to say plainly that artificial intelligence served as an instrument in this book’s research, drafting and editing. I used it the way the watchmaker in the last movement uses his lathe: constantly, gratefully and without confusion about who answers for the work.

A book about answerability should say who answers for this one. I do.

My grandmother, to whom this book is dedicated, was a beautiful and gifted singer. I carry something of her forward, and I am grateful for the time we shared.

Being together is what a life is made of. Keeping is the work of it.
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