


[image: image]







Cees Nooteboom

533

A BOOK OF DAYS

Translated from the Dutch by
Laura Watkinson

[image: image]






Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also by Cees Nooteboom

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

About the Author




First published as 533: Een dagenboek

by De Bezige Bij, Amsterdam, in 2016

First published in Great Britain in 2021 by

MacLehose Press

An imprint of Quercus Editions Limited

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © 2016 Cees Nooteboom

English translation copyright © 2021 by Laura Watkinson

Photographs © Simone Sassen

The moral right of Cees Nooteboom to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

Laura Watkinson asserts her moral right to be identified as the translator of the work.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52940 260 5

www.maclehosepress.com




Also by Cees Nooteboom in English translation

FICTION

Rituals

Philip and the Others

The Following Story

The Knight Has Died

A Song of Truth and Semblance

Mokusei

All Souls’ Day

Lost Paradise

The Foxes Come at Night

NON-FICTION

Roads to Santiago

Nomad’s Hotel

Roads to Berlin

Letters to Poseidon

Venice

POETRY

Self-portrait of an Other




1

The flowers of cactuses cannot be compared to other flowers. They look as if they have achieved a victory, and, strange as it might sound, as if they would like to get married, preferably today, but it is not clear to whom. My oldest cactus, who was here when I arrived forty years ago, is made up of contradictions, as if he is all kinds of different ages at once. He has those large leaves, which of course you cannot call leaves, they are more like big, outstretched hands without fingers, oval shapes, green and solid, covered in little prickles, the cliché of the cactus in a Mexican landscape. I know nothing about cactuses. They were the inhabitants here; I am the intruder. They stand in various places, there is a neglected part of the garden behind my studio where they reign supreme. The cactus of contradictions stands in a different spot. On the tip of what will later become a fruit that is known here as chumba, and in France as figue de Barbarie, there is now, in the summer, a yellow flower. Some leaves – I shall just continue to refer to them as such – are made of dried-out leather, but sometimes in other places they also have little fingers in a bright and vibrant green. If you remove the spikes you can slice them thinly and eat them. They drop their big dead hands, which are surprisingly heavy. When I am gardening, raking up everything that has fallen from the trees after a storm, I pick them up carefully, ideally with gloves. I throw away something that is dead, but as I come closer I see that the plant, a man much bigger than I, appears to have transformed into wood towards his base, dead, dry and heavy, and is growing new little hands on that dead matter. This is what I mean by contradictions, it is as if I were to consist partially of dead matter but at the same time grew new limbs, even though I have no idea exactly how to picture that. What could be an equivalent of that yellow flower?

Last year, after travelling through the Atacama Desert in northern Chile, I decided to plant a number of cactuses in my Spanish garden. There is a garden centre on the other side of the island. When I asked about cactuses, someone pointed me in the direction of an enormous hairy phallic plant that towered above me. There was no way I would get him into my car, but around him stood a small army of everything that the salespeople also identified as cactuses, and there were plenty of them, officers and privates in a wide range of uniforms. Every time I pointed at an entirely different form and asked what this one or that one was called, the answer was invariably “cactus”, and now there are half a dozen of them in my garden, or what passes for one. With one exception, they survived the winter, and they are extremely difficult to describe. In his Zibaldone, Leopardi says poets should not only imitate nature and describe it perfectly, but that they should do so in a natural way. Easier said than done. In no way do they resemble the cactuses who were here already, the original inhabitants. I am going to try to find out their names using the cactus books I have bought, but it is not simple. One is a small, sea-green column of a plant that comes up to my knees. Another splits after about a metre into a few side branches before simply carrying on upwards. But why do I call them branches? It is as if a part of the trunk has taken a side road. And perhaps trunk is not the right word. A cactus that continues its growth sideways too. Xec, who does not know what he or she is called either, claims it can grow to a considerable size. I believe I have seen that shape before, in an advertisement for tequila. But perhaps it was a label on a bottle, and an alcoholic haze clouded my vision. Then there is also a bulbous, rather ungainly bullet from the First World War, divided into segments, with an infinite number of spikes, so the tortoises steer clear of him. Divided into segments – is that the right phrase? How did Humboldt do it? How do you describe an object that is green, which, because of a number – about fourteen of them – of sharp indentations has lost its Euclidean cone form and stands there, close to the earth, dangerous and powerful, trying to convey who knows what message because the spikes he has all over are a shade of deep crimson at the top? But, first lesson, I am not allowed to call them spikes, no matter how viciously sharpened they look, and how large they are. A cactus has spines. Humboldt naturally considered characteristics, gender, reproductive capabilities, relationships. I do not have the tools to do so, all I have is my prima vista, and the poverty of my language. Because when I say “green”, what do I mean by that? How many shades of green are there? Just looking at my six new cactuses and wanting to name their colours makes me the master of the adjective.

In any event, I have built a small enclave for them, bordered on one side by an ancient wall of stacked stones, pared seca, and on the other by a number of stones of the same kind as in the wall itself, which I have laid on the brown soil as a porous border, to which the tortoises pay no attention. They are, of course, unable to reach any higher than the lowest leaves, but the wounds of their bites are as unpredictable as the shapes of some of the plants themselves. Around the cactuses I have planted other succulents, which in Dutch we call vetplanten, fat plants. One of them, one of the many varieties of aeoniums, has deep-black, glossy leaves so beautifully arranged around a centre that you cannot help but believe in symmetry and harmony as intention. The black of the leaves is so intense and in fact sensual that it would be the perfect adornment for the grave of a poetess who died young. And even though I love my tortoises, this morning I saw the old one, a patriarch who has also survived the winters here without me for endless years, trying with all his might to disrupt the harmony of that mathematical symmetry by perversely biting into it with his old man’s gums: sacrilege.

But how to punish a tortoise who has much older rights here than I do? As far as I know, tortoises have no annual growth rings, so I have no idea how old he is, and he pays no attention to admonitions either. What I would really like is to observe myself from his perspective, to see how that might look. A sort of immensely tall, moving tower that, if asked clearly enough, can provide water. At the hottest point of the summer, he sometimes comes onto the terrace and nudges my foot. Then I spray water over the stones, which he licks up, slowly and thoroughly. Millimetre by millimetre, like a living bulldozer, he has pushed aside the stones I laid around the plants last year to protect the lowest leaves from his attacks.

*

Not only do I know little about cactuses, but I also know little about tortoises, although I do think they have some things in common – stubbornness, wilfulness, maybe even the material of which they are made, hard and tough. Shells and spines are repellents, a tortoise’s leg feels just like the skin of some cactuses, and my tortoises lay their eggs under the ground, as if they believe that they, too, are plants. They can go for a long time without water, but they know where to find me when they become thirsty. Maybe they think I am water. I have yet to solve the secret of cactuses and water, a mystery of too much or too little. I was here until October, and then briefly in December. Jabi, the neighbour, says it has rained a lot this winter. But in deserts, where they come from, it rarely rains, if ever. Here, after an electrical storm last night, the rain came pouring down. The ficus and the fig tree appear to have enjoyed it, their leaves are gleaming. The cactuses are saying nothing, at least nothing I understand.

They show the peculiarity of their shape as if it is their duty, which of course it is. They obey their DNA just as their ancestors have done for an eternity, a book of law that was once written for them and to which they adhere, paragraph for paragraph. Or did they, in a time before memory, write it themselves, adapting it over the course of endless trials and jurisprudence? They answer such questions with unrelenting silence. Trees sway, bushes bend, wind roars, but cactuses do not engage in such conversations. They are monks, their growth is inaudible; if they make any sound, my ears are not equipped to hear it, their form is their purpose, as Aristotle knew. They probably do not care that I can see them.
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Chumba: the prickly pear, the fruit of the fig cactus.
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