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PRAISE FOR Dialogue with a Somnambulist

“This fabulist work goes beyond the experimental; it is simply an experience—unsettling, monstrous and lovely.”

—Venita Blackburn, The New York Times Book Review

“One of the most distinctive voices writing today . . . In Aridjis’s work, every shadow can be a portal to another dimension.”

—Leland Cheuk, a Boston Globe Best Book of the Year

“Beautiful. It sits like a jewel in your mind . . . Chloe’s writing matters not because its topics are ripped from today’s headlines but because she is trying to illuminate this world using only words . . . And the single-minded search for words that ‘will surely fit’—better than any template or tailored suit—is what animates every page of this wonderful book.”

—Zadie Smith, The Paris Review

“Aridjis’ prose, with its delicate precision and evocativeness, its deliberately antiquated expressions and atmosphere, possesses an extraordinary visceral persuasiveness.”

—Francisco Goldman, Electric Literature

“Mexican American writer Aridjis conjures the strange and marvelous in this dazzling collection of stories and essays . . . A surreal mood and intellectual heft sustain and unify the varied collection. Readers will eagerly turn the page to see where Aridjis takes them next.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“A book full of sublime treasures from one of our boldest writers.”

—Deborah Levy, author of August Blue

“Exquisite dreamworks that exert alternative logics and make a compelling case for the idea that we are born into fantasy and only gradually acquire a sense of a much narrower and more rational reality.”

—Claire-Louise Bennett, author of Pond

“Chloe Aridjis’s stories and essays are beguiling, her language fresh, her bright mind refreshing. She joins fantasies with realities, to startle the senses, to unite what seems unlikely—a mother eating sea monkeys, a son who can’t leave his house. With elan, she investigates life’s profound and peculiar mysteries. Reading Dialogue with a Somnambulist, one page after another, entranced, I was filled with admiration and love for this daring, excellent writer.”

—Lynne Tillman, author of Thrilled to Death

“Aridjis fuses the explosive restlessness of pop culture with the elegance of highbrow restraint to create new and subversive cultural forms. Hybrid currents collide and coalesce in bizarre refractions of expressionist horror film, surrealist painting, Mexican wrestling, insomnia, hypnotism, dwarfs, and even some comic book novelties . . . This isn’t just literary slippage, it’s a landslide of subtle laughs and extraordinary artistic innovation.”

—Stewart Home

Praise for Chloe Aridjis

“Aridjis’s book [has] an intellectual rigor that is somehow not at odds with its dreamy lethargy . . . Like Sebald’s or Cusk’s, her haunted writing patrols its own omissions . . . Self-contained, inscrutable, and weirdly captivating, like a salvaged object that wants to return to the sea.”

—Katy Waldman, The New Yorker

“[Aridjis] riffs like a poet, letting each image twist and grow into the next.”

—Lily Meyer, The Atlantic

“Chloe Aridjis is crafting a poetics of the strange . . . This is deft and shimmering fiction.”

—The Times Literary Supplement

“A young writer of immense talent.”

—Paul Auster

“Chloe Aridjis succeeds where many have failed, blending past and present, real and imagined, in a believable realism.”

—Lawrence Ferlinghetti

“Brilliantly exact and disconcerting . . . Reading [Aridjis] is absorbing and enlarging to the imagination.”

—Diana Athill

“Chloe Aridjis is the rare writer who reinvents herself in each book; she is, for my money, one of the most brilliant novelists working in English today.”

—Garth Greenwell, author of Small Rain

“Chloe Aridjis writes about sensations at the edges of perception, capturing experiences rarely included in fiction. A surprising sensibility and an effortlessly original voice.”

—Eva Hoffman, author of Lost in Translation
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The Limned Route

‘The space between’, muses the heroine of Ann Quin’s novel Three, ‘is no less significant than the place occupied at the time.’ The statement is a kind of one-line manifesto, laying out a credo that is at once spatial, psychoanalytical, political and, above all, literary. If this credo has a contemporary advocate, it’s Chloe Aridjis.

Born to the Mexican son of a wandering Greek and the expat Jewish daughter of second-generation immigrant New Yorkers; raised in a set of transfers between Manhattan, The Hague and Bern; steeped in French literature in New England and English subculture in Mexico City; writing in English albeit brought up bilingual – Aridjis not only, in her very person, embodies transposition, translation and general slippage but also, in her work, spins a whole delicate aesthetic around these. The world of both her fiction and her essays is made up of porous, endlessly shifting borders, interstices, zones that hover between cities, between languages and cultures, sleep and waking, the actual and the artificial, life and death. Characters are never fully ‘present’, but rather glimpsed in passing as they disappear down alleyways, or hidden by pseudonyms and false identities, or displaced onto strange objects – circus fleas, sea monkeys or a wax avatar that, in turn, melts. Territories are never laid out plainly, mapped and navigable: they, too, are (like the oil paintings of Aridjis’s novel Asunder) scrambled by fissures, fault-lines that make labyrinths of their surfaces. Like a hacker who has landed a job with an ordnance-survey company, Aridjis’s impulse, even as she explores a subject, is to sabotage the cartographic project she’s signed up to. That’s why the insomniac heroine of ‘In the Arms of Morpheus’, having enrolled in a sleep-study clinic, storms out when its director informs her that the ‘data’ ‘proves’ that ‘dreams are nothing more than electrical discharges’ – but not before asking for the name of a male co-patient she briefly caught sight of in the waiting room, then slept a few feet away from, separated by a curtain. Unsuccessfully: confidentiality rules prevent the doctors from disclosing this; which act of occlusion allows the image of the man to haunt her well into the future, as she lies, still a denizen of sleeplessness’s limbo, next to a snoring husband whom the spectre both inhabits and displaces.

As for inner space, so, too, for outer: ‘Into the Cosmos’, nominally an essay but in essence as poetic as any of the fictions, moves from a West Berlin circus adaptation of Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita to East Berlin’s Allee der Kosmonauten, then onwards to the history of Soviet cosmonauts, and Soviet circus, and thence (via their shared propensity for gravity-defiance) to Jarry, Baudelaire and Kleist, each context offsetting the other, before culminating in the glorious coda:

How to map this darkness? One might argue that in the end both outer space and inner space are destined to remain shrouded in mystery and ultimately unknowable – and unconquerable. We may undertake new voyages, assign coordinates, put names to the visible and the invisible, yet it is elusive territory to which we simply give form and measurement; wherever he finds himself, man’s impulse is to limn his own mortal routes.

Limn is a lovely word. It sounds like it should come from limen, threshold, and pertain to everything that’s liminal, in-between – but in fact it comes from lumen, light, and refers to the illumination of manuscripts or the embellishing with gold of icons and reliefs, as in Mexican churches. That Mexico, its history, has been both limned and rent asunder by gold is not lost on Aridjis: it’s the starting point for the reflections contained in another essay piece, ‘Baroque’. For her, Mexico is pure liminality, ‘pivotal overlap’, fluidity, exuberance; a ‘syncretic’ overlay of European and pre-Columbian civilisations that enacts ‘a constant play between veiling and unveiling’; a melting and morphing territory whose art has always ‘rejected straight lines and predictable paths, revelling in a liberated geometry’ and in the moves of whose popular wrestlers the ‘boundary’ between performer and audience is broken, ‘the geometry of the ring is defied, its quadrangle stretched and deformed again and again’. Most illuminating, though, is that the most detailed portrait that Aridjis gives us of a Mexico City resident is a supra-documentary study (titled ‘Map of a Lost Soul’) of a displaced German woman who, abandoned by her family while visiting many years ago, has been wandering the city in a fugue state ever since. This, Aridjis seems to want to tell us, is the truth of Mexico: it’s all fugue, all displacement. That’s why, in ‘The Tension of Transience’ (where the term baroque appears again), the city’s goth clubbers, via clothes bought in a Berlin warehouse, channel Victorian English mourning dress and Caspar David Friedrich paintings while they dance to Ultravox and snog with Scottish DJs – before, out in the car park, stray bullets cut fresh geometries across the air above their heads, heralding a new ‘baroque’, an approaching era of exuberant excess in which cartels will reprise, or syncretise, the sacrificial rituals of the Aztecs and the barbarism of conquistadors, out-grotesqueing Goya as they hang limbs from bridges and toss heads out onto dance floors.

Yet Mexico, for Aridjis, is less a place than a state of mind, a condition. Observing London, where she now lives, she spots similar displacements, similar fugues, similar veils and disappearances – and, in the brutal rapacity of the current regime, the massive pandemic death toll to which its incompetence and kleptocracy have given rise, analogous forms of barbarism. There is both melancholia and righteous anger in her final piece, ‘Where Are You, Patricia Sigl?’ (the name suggests signets, seals or ciphers), subtitled ‘Dispatch from London, Spring 2020’, but also rich limnings. Revolving – like ‘Map of a Lost Soul’ – around a woman who has wandered from her spot, this time a semi-destitute former Wisconsinite, it paints, in its description of a baroque Islington laced with stuffed exotic animals, side-alleys full of antiquarians, arrays of painted porcelain and fountain pens and toys and maps under ‘an indented awning and a string of coloured light bulbs [that] give off the aura of an abandoned seaside pavilion’ (everywhere points to somewhere else), plus, of course, bouquet-drenched funeral homes having new layers of paint applied to their exteriors, a carnival of spectres. The lead one of these, the cryptically eponymous Ms. Sigl, first glimpsed by the author in the Rare Books section of the British Library (she’s an expert on the all-but-forgotten work of the eighteenth-century playwright Elizabeth Inchbald), now haunts St. Peter’s and Devonia Streets, appearing hunched, cane-clasping, in the dusk – then, eventually, not appearing, leading Aridjis to wonder whether she’s been relegated to a footnote in an early Inchbald edition she’ll one day pick up in Camden Passage. In the Aridjis Atlas, blurred and shifting though it is, Sigl takes her place not far from those marked by the ghosts of other ageing sybils: Leonora Carrington (whom Aridjis knew intimately), Mavis Gallant, Beatrice Hastings and suchlike female troubadours. One senses that, in these figures, she finds, if not mirrors or doubles (that would be too fixed, too static), then perhaps a set of vectors – will-o’-the-wisps casting a play of light and shadow down the path of some eternal wander.

– Tom McCarthy

2021
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Dialogue with a Somnambulist

Winter has the city in its grip and at three forty-five the streetlights crackle back on, throwing a tenuous light onto everything. Lean days, little hanging to them apart from long shadows and stubborn leaves, days that become hard to measure once November arrives. Yet this has always been my favourite time of year, when a certain solitude floats through the air and from one moment to the next everything falls silent, apart from the graffiti.

I’d been at my new job for just over five months. Most afternoons ticked by without much incident and I’d watch from a distance as the other shop girls draped themselves over the sofas, the showroom their living room, trading stories at low volume. Temporary versus full time: based on this distinction and a few others, they excluded me. So I would spend my time watching the advancing clock and the immobile door or else flicking through pages of carpet samples. Our only regular client was an elderly rheumatic who would come in and try out the various armchairs and then say he’d return with his wife. No one seemed interested in what we had to offer: swivel chairs in eight colours, armchairs in three, and sofas with curves that would soothe the most troubled of souls. One night after yet another immobile day, I decided to go for a post-dinner walk. Wrapped in my woollen blue coat I ventured out into the street, the cold, the wind. It was past eleven and few people were out, and those who were disappeared into their hats and scarves, less face than accessory. I turned left and then right, weighing up the benefits of either direction. To the left lay a busy street, to the right a quieter one. A plastic bag blew past. I decided to follow it. The wind whipped it up, then sucked it back down, then buffeted it one way and another. The bag led me into the quieter street, where the only other pedestrian was a figure in a torn raincoat, one of those dark city angels who appear like holograms only to disappear a second later.

The plastic bag, insubordinate, seemed intent on resisting the fate of the other bags lining the street. The wind had dropped and yet it was unwilling to settle, now blown by a mysterious current. On and on. I followed it from one street to the next, taking routes I’d never taken. After a few minutes I grew tired of following it and decided to turn around. As I went round the last corner I bumped into the figure in the torn raincoat. One of us, or perhaps both, had been walking in circles.

Got any change, he asked in a cobwebbed voice.

No, sorry.

Well, then, can you tell me how to find Eschschloraque?

Eschschloraque may seem like a nonsense name but to some of us it stood for the finest bar in the city, one of the last survivors of bygone days. I’d read about it, heard about it, even dreamt about it, but each time I tried to go I would somehow get lost; some said that only a select few were ever able to find it, and for the rest it would remain off the map.

No, but let’s look, I replied.

Before I knew it we were walking together, side by side like old friends. He seemed slightly out of breath. I slowed my steps.

After ten minutes of crossing streets and pausing on corners, we came to an alleyway. I was uncertain who had led whom: it was irrelevant. We entered the alleyway, then through one interior courtyard and another and another. Just as I was losing count, we came to a dark ramshackle building with phosphorous windows and an iron door.

This is it, said my companion, and I knew he was right.

We knocked on the door, lightly at first and then harder. Our knocks were lost in a flood of gypsy punk coming from inside. I then noticed a small buzzer to the left and pressed down. A girl with several gold teeth stuck out her head, inspected us for a few seconds, and opened the door just wide enough for us to pass. Once inside, the raincoat vanished, but I was too distracted by the décor to care where he had gone.

Everywhere I turned, I saw monsters. The smallest were crafted from papier-mâché and dangled from the ceiling like wounded birds. The medium-sized ones perched on the counters and windowsills like sullen poultry. Only the largest monsters, their crepuscular eyes fixed on the smoky darkness of the bar, were given their own showcases . . . I knew these monsters had been made in the eighties by the Dead Chickens collective and were part of a larger monster cabinet, big mechanical grotesques with goggle eyes and amusement park tongues. I tried to imagine monster vocabulary. Big clunky words that don’t fit anywhere except in the mouths of these creatures? A twilight language, used to obscure rather than illuminate? Every word uttered by one of them would steer one further and further away from meaning.

The music now playing, Einstürzende Neubauten, fit them perfectly, music like beautiful clanking, tunes that seemed to emerge from cogs and levers, pulleys and wheels. I ordered a vodka and searched for a place to sit, straining my eyes to see clearly. It felt like night, a different kind of night, had taken up residence inside. Muscly shadows drank near slim ones, lunar faces by duskier, and every now and then a streetlamp of a person, somehow more luminous than the rest, lit up the area around them.

A girl was rising from a purple sofa. I hurried over to claim it. Between the sofa and the wall, I noticed, was another showcase, though this one had a human figure inside, nothing chimerical. The figure was a good seven or eight feet tall and very slender, with jet-black hair matted to his forehead. His eyes were firmly shut and thick strokes of charcoal lined the lids and brows. His nose was straight, the entire face reigned by a quiet dignity that the monsters lacked. On the bottom was a plaque: Somnambulist.

Two evenings later, I returned to the bar. As if on autopilot, I walked down the same streets, into the same alleyway, across the same courtyards, and banged on the iron door, for the bell was now missing. The same girl with gold teeth opened it. It was Wednesday eve, and the place was emptier, with only a few lone customers here and there. Drink, sofa, somnambulist.

Tall and regal and encased in darkness, his eyes and lips remained shut while the sharp diagonals of his cheekbones divided his face into planes. This time, I inspected him from top to bottom. Black turtleneck, black leggings, hips narrower than shoulders. With his large, square-toed shoes, he looked like a dormant mime. After two drinks by his side, I stood up and left, casting one final unreciprocated glance as I walked away.

It did not take long for Eschschloraque to become my second home. I would visit three times a week, sometimes four. Sometimes directly after work, often later. The clientele tended to vary, particularly in its male-to-female ratio, and I had yet to exchange a word with anyone. The girl with the gold teeth was always there, and though we’d never spoken she knew my drink and would reach for the Absolut as soon as I approached the counter.

Listless faces and still hands, minds that drifted far from the present. Empty glasses outnumbered filled ones, and few people ordered seconds. Everyone was in exile from something or someone, it seemed. As for the monsters dangling from the ceiling, perched on the counters or imprisoned in the showcases, after a while their novelty wore off and I hardly stopped to look.

Yet the somnambulist still held sway. The glass pane of his vitrine was getting clouded; I hoped someone would clean it soon.

One night as I sat staring into the showcase, I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was Friedrich, a former boyfriend. He fetched a drink and came to sit by my side. His face was round, had lost definition, and his eyes had grown pouchy, but I could see the old him peering out from beneath. He rolled a cigarette and told me about his latest exploits – new ways to stay afloat, schemes that required a burst of energy rather than sustained endeavour – and I told him about the furniture shop. We wondered together whether either of us would ever be able to take on something more permanent.

The bargirl put on Gogol Bordello and dragged the tables to the sides of the room, opening up a space at the centre. The monsters in the showcases seemed to lollop to the music, and once I put down my glass Friedrich grabbed my hand and pulled me into the crowd to dance. I did my best to keep up, always with my back to the showcase, with the sense, for the first time, I was being watched.

The weeks passed. Sales: four armchairs, three tables, two carpets and a teak dresser that was returned a day later.

One Sunday afternoon Friedrich rang and insisted I go over. After putting on the kettle he said he had something to show me, but only once the tea was ready. The kettle took its time but finally whistled. Mugs in hand, I followed him from the kitchen to his bedroom. The space, lined by vinyl and paperbacks, brought back a rush of memories. He motioned to his wardrobe and told me to open it. I walked over and pulled on one of the knobs. The door stuck and I had to tug harder. The second time, it gave, and I nearly fell backwards when I saw what was inside.

There he stood, tall and erect, hair matted and face serene. I studied the mould of his closed lids, the way the bottom line of his eyes echoed the brows, the gentle mouth. He was without a doubt a work of art, and now that the glass was gone I could admire the wax skin, which glowed in the darkening room.

Friedrich could tell I was in need of an explanation. So he explained. He said he’d got him for me, could tell I had a bit of a predilection. He got him for me, he repeated, for a small fee. And who ever heard of shutting up a somnambulist when movement was what defined them. So there it was. He only wanted three hundred.

I stared at the wax figure and placed my right hand on his chest. No heartbeat. I stood on tiptoe and touched his cheek, smooth and cool, then dropped my hand to feel the pulseless throat that rose like a tower from his turtleneck.

Friedrich watched me watch him. I asked whether this was stolen loot. No, he answered, he’d come to an agreement with the girl with the gold teeth; they’d agreed he’d be happier at my place.

I thought about it for two minutes, all sorts of thoughts rushing this way and that in my head, and said yes. We shook on it and then toasted with our mugs of tea.

That night we waited till Friedrich’s neighbours had all gone quiet and then wrapped the wax man in a dark sheet, king size because of his height. We tilted him sideways and carried him out of the flat, down the stairs and into the street. He weighed much less than I’d been expecting; I hadn’t realised the wax was hollow. Into Friedrich’s estate car and a ten-minute drive to my flat, where I frantically searched for keys while Friedrich complained about the awkward shape of our burden. He’d been carrying the feet, and the large square shoes refused to come off.

We decided on a corner of my bedroom that couldn’t be seen from the window. Impatient to inspect the features up close, I shone a halogen lamp onto his face and stepped back. Just as I was beginning to re-admire all the features, Friedrich came running up and redirected the lamp towards the ceiling. Never do that, he said.

My first night alone with the somnambulist. I sat up in bed, drew my covers around me and stared timidly across the room. It was easier when there was a pane of glass between us. The hours passed. Nothing. I began to wonder whether Friedrich was being fanciful when he said the wax figure would be happier with me.

In any event, if he was to live in my home he had to have a name. The next morning before going to work I skimmed the titles on my bookshelf. I didn’t want something too common but I didn’t want something too farfetched, so I looked towards the history books, past the poetry and prose. Cristobal or Maximilian – no. Tarquin, Merlin or Percival – definitely not. Finally my eyes settled on Italian Art through the Ages. I opened it to a random page about the mighty Vesuvius. From that moment onwards, he would be called Pompeii.

When Friedrich visited the furniture shop that afternoon my colleagues swivelled their heads in hunger and curiosity. What news, he asked, to which I replied, None. Just wait another day or two.

Two nights later I was reading in bed when a new sound entered the room. I laid down my book and listened. A light breathing. Was I imagining it? The eyes started to open. The lids trembled, the lids lifted halfway, and then, all of a sudden, they sprang open to reveal pitch-black pupils, and in one quick second I was taken in.

Up rose an arm, stiffly at first and then more assertively. And then the other. After this initial stretch, his arms dropped and the legs began, two long spindly legs that had forgotten how to walk. The somnambulist tested each one out several times before taking his first step forwards.

I followed him quietly as he left the room and went down the corridor. Twice he stopped as if to change direction but continued. Once in the living room, he headed for a pair of boots I’d left by the sofa. The boots were soiled, the residue of a rainy day, and patches of dirt rubbed off on his turtleneck as he carried them to my bedroom and dropped them with a thud in the closet.

Finished with the task, Pompeii turned back to me. His gaze was glassy and hard to read. Soon he was standing three centimetres away, then two and then one, all kinds of distances quickly bridged as he bent down to kiss my mouth. It was a dry kiss but one given with force, and his lips remained pressed against my own for several seconds. I was too astonished to kiss back but remembered to close my eyes. Kiss delivered, he returned to his corner and went still.

The following night I sat in bed and waited for him to move. At midnight the eyes opened and the lips began to part but the sound that came out seemed to emerge from a metal box with ancient hinges. After the same brief stretch he walked out of the bedroom and down the corridor, this time pacing the length of it rather than going on to the living room. Every now and then he’d pause outside a door as if to pursue a new thought, then resume his pacing till he returned to stillness.

The next day as I rested my head against his chest, I noticed a dank smell. It occurred to me he’d probably never been bathed. I couldn’t submerge him in water but there were other ways of improving his hygiene, so while he slept I combed his synthetic hair and ran a damp towel over the exposed parts of his body. After a few rubs the odour was replaced by the scent of honey.

The next time he started to move, Pompeii headed straight for a crumpled envelope on the windowsill and a pen stuck in the grooves of a radiator, as if having decided while still inactive what his focus would be. I had tidied up and felt there was nothing left to find but he quickly discovered the two items I’d overlooked. Once the pen and envelope had been deposited in a drawer, he refolded a shelf of sweaters in my room. The objects of his choice would vary, yet shoes were a big attraction, followed by books and records.

One night as I heated some soup in the kitchen, Pompeii walked in. He took one look at the flames licking the sides of the pan and went tense and treelike. By the time I lowered the heat he was gone. Out of respect I have quit smoking and the one box of matches I kept now lives in a drawer. Whether he feels any relation to candles is a mystery, but I’ve put them away too just in case.

Friedrich dropped by to check in. How’s our somnambulist, he asked, to which I replied, Come see for yourself. After inspecting him we went to the kitchen and he taught me a new card game. The hours went by. We ordered food, opened a bottle of wine, played another game, opened another bottle. As we were reshuffling the deck there was a noise at the door. There he stood, tall and regal, looking straight at us. I waved but he didn’t react. And when Friedrich started to greet him he turned around and headed back to my room, where he went still for the rest of the night.

The obsession with tidying has begun to lose its charm. Especially now that Pompeii has started hiding things rather than putting them away. I often have trouble finding my shoes and have been late to work more than once. Most nights Friedrich and I stay up playing cards, and whenever he is over Pompeii refuses to shift from his spot.

One Friday evening, seized by an impulse to change setting, we went for a walk through Kreuzberg and ended up at the Goldene Hahn, one of our old haunts. As we sat there over wine and a few small dishes, all I could think about was Pompeii. But the image of him awakened guilt rather than desire. Was he up, and if so, what would he be doing in the flat without me? The usual activities or something new? As we left the restaurant Friedrich slipped his arm around my waist. He gripped me tightly and soon we were in his flat, in his bed, and the sensation of soft, warm skin was like kerosene.

The next morning when I came home the smell of honey was overwhelming. I ran from room to room. Nothing in the kitchen, nothing in the living room. The corridor and bathroom, fine too. The smell was coming from elsewhere. I rushed to my bedroom. A light was seeping from under the door, though I hadn’t left any lights on the day before. Inside, I discovered the halogen lamp shining directly onto Pompeii. His features had started to blur, a small stream of wax dribbled from his chin, tracing a line down his body and hardening into a small pool on the floor. More wax from his fingertips. I ran over to turn off the lamp.

After a few hours, Pompeii’s body recovered its rigidity. The danger had passed. I stood back and studied the face, the hair, the once delicate chin and fingers that I’d had to remould. He was still handsome, but not quite as handsome as before.

That night, and the following and the following, Pompeii remained fixed to his spot, eyes closed and arms straight as lances. I kissed his mouth, kissed his neck and his hands, and for the first time ever I felt I was kissing a candle. Each night I’d sit and wait for movement, for the large eyes to spring open and the head to swivel in my direction. I left things out, but they were no longer picked up. My flat became messier by the day. Poking the hard stomach, Friedrich would comment on the chaos.

Following a lengthy discussion, we decided to donate Pompeii to the city’s wax museum. It was a large, lively place, apparently, visited by people of all ages. Once the decision had been made there seemed little sense in waiting, so the next morning we wrapped him up and drove over. As Friedrich negotiated the traffic, taking a longer route than necessary, I lifted the sheet and regarded, again with more guilt than desire, the mass of wax that had shared my home for four months.

The museum was housed in a mansion of red brick, its entrance guarded by a startlingly realistic Golem with a helmet of hair. The interior had dark wooden floors and thick red carpets, with a large iron staircase winding up to the second floor.

What splendid artistry, the manager exclaimed when we stripped off the sheet to reveal the figure beneath. What a beautifully painted face, what a graciously formed body.

A pang – were we giving away a great work of art?

She thanked us again for the donation and offered me a free pass to use as often as I liked.

Where would they put him, I asked.

Up on the second floor, with the other film stars.

Film stars?

Why yes, she said, wasn’t he the somnambulist from the Caligari film?

I wasn’t sure what she was talking about but noticed Friedrich nodding with a smile. We all shook hands. The deal was done. And yet it hadn’t quite been a deal, for I was leaving empty-handed, a feeling that only deepened once I got home. But I also felt unencumbered, I had to admit, and that was something to bear in mind.

After a week had elapsed l left work early one afternoon and went to visit Pompeii. When I presented my pass the receptionist mentioned I was only the third visitor that day. And yet it was nearly four thirty.

I remarked that I’d thought the museum was popular, especially with children.

No longer, she said. The city now has many more exciting attractions.

I proceeded directly to the second floor. The first room I entered was full of stiff dignitaries from around the world, religious and political figures from Russia, India, Germany and elsewhere. Along with the same sombre stance, I noticed they all had glass eyes, an immediate giveaway: too much shine. That was one of the things, I realised, which distinguished Pompeii from the other wax folk.

Higher-voltage lighting announced the film star section. Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor, Marilyn Monroe, Marlon Brando and James Dean. The Peter Lorre figure was especially captivating, lurking a few steps away from Marlene Dietrich at her piano, a half-smoked cigarette balanced between two keys. And then, towards the back of the room, I spotted a tall figure in black. His eyes were closed, his chin still slightly uneven, yet he had the same elegance and dignity that’d struck me at the bar with the iron door. I rushed to his side and stroked his arm for forgiveness. But I was met with silence of all sorts. I’ll visit often, I promised, aware that it was little consolation.

Two months went by. Each week I’d visit the film star section and speak to him, relaying details of my life without ever mentioning Friedrich. Pompeii had yet to acknowledge my presence.

Summer sales arrived and everything at the shop bore a big red label, each piece of furniture just waiting to become part of a home and acquire some history. It’d been five weeks since I’d gone to see Pompeii. Friedrich and I were still spending nights together but nothing had been finalised.

On my next visit to the museum I forgot to bring my pass but the receptionist recognised me and let me through.
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a jewel in your mind.”
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Chloe Aridjig

PEN/Faulkner Award-winning author of Sea Monsters





