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p 1117

Prologue

We discover Tony Hanssen during the dog days of a virulent, suffocating, smouldering summer.
Not on the crumbling continent where he first saw the light of day more than forty years ago. It is
winter there now, raining filthy sleet on the streets and messages of doom in all the parliaments
and stock exchanges. We come across him eleven thousand kilometres away, in the fertile gash
beneath Brazil’s tropically swollen belly, the open wound called Rio de la Plata, the Silver River. As
wide as a sea, it smells of petrol and entrails, the purgatory of the Atlantic Ocean—a heaving, royal-
blue universe full of hidden gas fields, shipwrecks, and whale carcasses.

There is a capital city on each bank of the Rio de la Plata. To the north, Montevideo. To the south,
Buenos Aires—a city as big as a country. Here, in San Telmo, one of the oldest neighbourhoods,
founded by runaway Italians and escaped black slaves, later the birthplace of tango, arms
smuggling, and football madness, we find Tony Hanssen. Puffing and panting away in a kitschy,
renovated town house, una casa de turistas, where, on the second floor, at her insistence and against
his inclination, he is pleasuring a Chinese matron. A rickety fan turns above their heads; the
charmingly antiquated air conditioner creaks and rattles louder than the bed.

Nevertheless, Tony is sweating like a pig. And he’s not the only one, as he can tell from the skin he
is thrusting against. He is disgusted at himself and feels sorry for Mrs. Bo Xiang. But he doesn’t
stop pleasuring her. She might take it as a rejection. Beware the wrath of an older woman scorned.
Tony owes her husband a fortune, so he carries on thrusting,

It’s not yet two in the afternoon. The lampposts outside barely cast a shadow.

Tony Hanssen’s exact namesake is sweating, too—eight thousand kilometres away—though without
moving a muscle. He is standing alone on a hilltop, in a remote corner of the private game reserve
he infiltrated in a vehicle with false number plates. The park is called Krokodilspruit and has long
considered itself the pearl of Mpumalanga, a province in eastern South Africa. Here, night is
already approaching. The heat is subsiding, the greenery is losing its lustre, chirping swallows are
swooping. Soon, darkness will fall, total and irrevocable, like a machete on a springbok’s neck.
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Tony Hanssen didn’t choose this game reserve for its striking name but for the diversity of its
wildlife, and its location. The modest airport at Phalaborwa and the border with Mozambique are
nearby, the larger Polokwane airport is just two hundred kilometres away, and there are other
escape routes, too. He managed to get hold of the fastest four-by-four pickup you could buy for
cash on the black market in Johannesburg. There were disappointingly few on offer. The selection
of stolen BMWs was larger. Alongside their invitingly chic leather upholstery and tinted windows,
most of them had soft-tops. Doubly dangerous—carjackers in Johannesburg, bold lions on the
reserve. The carjackers would blast out your brains without so much as a word; the lions would take
a nap on your canvas roof before tearing it open with their claws. Before you know it, you’re lunch.
You didn’t need to be neurotic, Tony told himself daily, to fear a worst-case scenario. These days,
paranoia was another word for common sense.

During his previous stay, barely two years ago—still with his family—he and his wife had been
horrified by a newspaper article about a solitary male elephant on the Kruger Game Reserve, not
far away. The animal, by way of a feint, had charged at a sports car, trumpeting and flapping its
ears. The panicked driver had got himself into the wrong gear. Forward instead of reverse. The
elephant interpreted it as a counter-attack. It tore off the canvas roof with its trunk, tipped the
vehicle over with its tusks, and stamped on it like a biscuit tin until the screaming under its feet
stopped. The newspaper listed other recent fatal attacks in a sidebar. Mother hippos were the worst
of the serial killers. It was best not to get between a hippo and her offspring, the item warned. She’d
attack you at up to thirty kilometres an hour, as agile as a filly despite her two-and-a-half thousand
kilos. She’d stamp you to a pulp, starting with your head, and waddle sedately back to her baby.

Tony has been here for an hour, already. The view continues to intimidate him. A reddish-orange
globe, low-hanging and freakishly large, makes the landscape shimmer like a Bible illustration. In
front of him, there’s a gateway to nowhere, formed by two rock faces. They rise up hundreds of
metres and recede many kilometres into the distance. A majestic scar, a ravine that lives up to its
name: God’s Window. The Porch of the Supreme Being.

Closer by, at the foot of his lookout hill, a watering hole beckons, surrounded by rushes and a few
clumps of miserable, dusty bush. At the waterline, wading birds peck at bugs. The rising breeze
causes the surface to ripple. Or invisible, toothed jaws just under the water do. You can’t be sure of
anything in this country— Africa is still Africa, especially for Europeans. Tony has one last look
around and gets out the gun he has yet to use. His four-by-four is parked behind him like a tank.

It’ll be the first shot he’s fired since his military service. He’s worried about the report next to his
ear, but even more worried about the echo. How many minutes does he have after the last
reverberations die away in God’s Porch? How quickly can he reach the hole he cut in the fence this
morning and hastily covered up? He’s a long way from the wildlife paparazzi’s usual routes. He’ll
have to use his iPhone as a compass.

He polishes the lenses of the telescopic sight with a corner of his damp handkerchief. Mosquitoes
buzz around his temples. The skies grow even redder, as though someone has slashed their wrists
into a bowl of warm water.

The Tony in krokodilspruit is a little younger than the Tony in San Telmo. Less broad in the
shoulders and narrower at the waist. His hair is lighter and shows a greater tendency to curl, his
lips are slightly fuller, and his face has a permanently injured expression, verging on the pained.
But they are of similar height; their eyes are the same indeterminate brown. There are brothers
who look less alike.
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Perhaps there are even third and fourth namesakes of a similar age somewhere in the world.
Hanssen is a common surname in their country of origin; a lot of men of their generation are called
Tony. Maybe the third and the fourth share certain physical characteristics, too. But there will
never be a bond between them as there is between these two. One despairs, the other takes aim and
grits his teeth, and neither of them knows the other exists. Even less do they suspect their paths
will cross on a different continent in just a few days’ time. The crucible of the future.

But we’re not there, yet. For the moment, African ants are making their way across Tony’s dusty
safari shoes. And, for the moment, the springs in Tony’s South American mattress are squeaking as
quietly and persistently as tortured rats.

p 21-27

Part One Decline

1. Buenos Aires

What would Mr. Bo Xiang think of this? Tony wonders anxiously in San Telmo, as he presses the
soles of his feet against the bedpost, bracing to give his labour of love more traction and depth.
With good results. The hitherto polite, restrained panting of the matron beneath him turns into
moaning. Something low and bestial. Unreserved.

In social intercourse, Mrs. Bo Xiang is the picture of reserve. The eternal smile that people ascribe
to Orientals has been bestowed upon her. The grainy layer of pale make-up she smears on her face
each morning, over her shaven eyebrows, shows more and more cracks as the day progresses, as
fine as the veins in an antique tile. They follow a double pattern: her age lines and the, craquelure
of her smile. A double map, a palimpsest of an eventful life.

God knows what that poor thing has had to go through in that outsized country of hers, thought
Tony, a little less than a week earlier, in the plane on the way over, as he observed his benefactress
from close up. She lay next to him in her reclined seat, hanging crookedly in her seat belt, an insect
caught in a web, her eyes closed, her small mouth obscenely open. From time to time, she snored
or smacked her lips. The Boeing thundered through the freezing, anoxic atmosphere in a
composed, almost noble manner.

It was Tony’s first opportunity to inspect Mrs. Bo Xiang undisturbed from this close up. There
were several holes in her earlobes. Just before falling asleep, she’d removed her latest purchase—a
pair of silver butterflies with a diamond on each wing—and put them away in her Louis Vuitton
handbag, along with her rings, her bracelets, and her Breitling watch. What was she afraid of?
Pickpockets in first class? Her breath smelled of peppermints and her teeth looked like ivory jacks
that had seen too much use. Tony had to stop himself from putting his hand over the obscene,
wrinkled mouth until the breathing stopped.

A hell of a life, he thought at the same time, not without compassion—to be born in China, shortly
after the war, a woman. He inhaled through his mouth to escape the odour of peppermints.
Starvation, refugees, propaganda. Days and days of banging on pots and pans until the sparrows fell
out of the sky in exhaustion. Now and again, a purge, or a week of euphoria. How many
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bulletriddled bodies had she seen, how many show trials and rapes? And still she carried on smiling
from early in the morning until late at night. Perhaps she was already growing senile. And that’s the
person giving me orders, that’s the person responsible for my fate. His hand itched again.

But he turned his gaze away from her and asked the stewardess for a gin and tonic. Bombay
Sapphire, please. A double.

In daylight, observed from a distance, Mrs. Bo Xiang resembled a flawless porcelain doll, as white
as gristle. She drew on new eyebrows, blacker than engine oil. She painted her lips with a red that
shone like the bodywork of an Italian sports car. She had everything her heart desired. She bought
her clothes in Paris, her shoes and handbags in Singapore, her smartphones and cameras in Tokyo.
Plastic surgery was the only thing she didn’t subscribe to. The one time her smile vanished was
when Tony cautiously enquired about it.

Four days ago, as they strolled along the widest boulevard on earth, the Avenida 9 de Julio, her
countenance had already cracked by mid-morning. She had burst into peals of laughter. Just like
that. All Chinese people had that affliction, Tony knew by now, and the women most of all. A high-
pitched, hiccupping laugh with a vengeance. He wondered whether there was a reason for it.
Usually, there wasn’t.

That same morning, during their very first breakfast on Argentinian soil, Mrs. Bo Xiang had
explained her plans. This short trip would be no beach holiday, she’d warned. Idleness was the
privilege of the young. She had no time to lose. She wanted to tick off as many sights as possible,
with Tony as her guide. She was giving him a free hand. Wherever he went, she would go. It was all
the same to her. Even so, she handed him a brochure with the top attractions circled in red pen.
And, oh yes! Dear Tony! She laid her small, ringed hand on his. The claw was heavier than
expected and felt cold and clammy—a bunch of wilted asparaguses just out of the fridge, pale
against the Prussian-blue breakfast linen, the little vase containing a rose, the bowl of fresh
strawberries. At the time, they were still staying in the Hilton on the Puerto Madero, the
spectacularly modernized harbour district. Don’t worry, dear Tony! The claw gave a couple of
soothing pats and then remained on his hand. She’d pay for everything! As though she didn’t
always pick up the bill. There were more credit cards than banknotes in her purse, but there were a
lot of banknotes, all the same. A whole range of currencies. She showed them off like a pimply boy
with a handful of football stickers. Her complete collection—at home in Guangzhou—included a
banknote in the largest denomination from every country she’d ever shopped in.

They don’t have the same sense of pride as we do, Tony thought, nodding amicably as he carefully
extracted his hand from under the claw. They imitate us. They imitate everything. They are
delighted to forsake who and what they are, and they don’t feel threatened for a second, because
they are convinced they’ll win in the long run. We think in centuries, they think in millennia. We
swear by the loner, they know better. They believe in hordes. In billions. No one is closer to the
cockroach. He startled himself with his vitriol, but didn’t tone down his thoughts. He quickly
stuffed two strawberries into his mouth and stood up, shoving his chair away with the backs of his
knees.

When she started to laugh on the Avenida 9 de Julio, Mrs. Bo Xiang was hanging on his arm. Her
chubby flank was pressed against him as she pointed, gasping like an overgrown adolescent, at the
Obelisco—a tall, chubby memorial column which rose up pontifically in the middle of the
boulevard, as misplaced as a strap-on penis on a child’s belly. Patriotic borders and lawns had been
laid around the foot of the obelisk, full of flowers and dog shit. This was it, then, the famous Plaza
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de la Republica. The obelisk was not rounded off at the top, but crowned with a small, comical
pyramid. If you felt compelled to worship a penis as a totem of your fatherland, Tony groaned—
sullen and pale from the jet lag—at least do it right. Chop off that pyramid and put a proper bell end
on top. He had woken up with a headache and a nauseated feeling, neither of which had subsided
after the much-toosaccharine breakfast coffee, the strawberries, and the croissants that had been
cloyingly sweet, too.

On either side of the Obelisco, hundreds of cars came and went along a full twenty lanes of traffic,
most of them honking angrily. It wouldn’t take much more to turn his headache into a migraine.
He had lived in Jakarta for a few years during his peregrinations, and in Cairo, and Bangkok, so he
was used to infernal traffic, but this was different. This exuded menace. He didn’t belong here. He
knew it, and this city knew it. It was already about to turn on him.

None of the hundreds of passers-by gave the unusual couple a second glance. Businessmen, young
mothers, begging Falklands War vets, skateboarders, cops in short-sleeved shirts with sweat rings
under their armpits and truncheons in their belts... No one gave anyone a funny look here, Tony
chuckled to himself. Harried indifference is an asset. Or not. This was it, of course: the famous
Argentinian cool. The gaucho’s unflappability, the baccy-spitting cowboy who still believed he was
descended from the conquistadores. The Indian-killer with his bow legs and his unshaven chin, his
leather hat, his metal yerba maté cup, his incomprehensible Spanish. Perhaps they’d learned from
their cattle to wear that indifferent expression. Socializing or flirting was for later, for after work,
after the heat, in the new heat of the wood fires in the grill rooms where they would devour half a
bull each, just for starters.

After that, they’d withdraw, as pissed as newts, to their shady milongas, with their cheap wine, their
sweaty accordion music, and their spastic dance steps, until daylight dawned. Ridiculous. What
were tango dancers but a pair of tangled-up flamingos with epilepsy? Tony felt a surge of deep
animosity, bordering on disgust. He’d already felt it the week before, when he’d opened his first
tourist guide. ‘City of roasted sweetbreads with Malbec!” ‘Mysticism and romance immortalized in
timeless music!” Each article came down to the same thing: glorified folk dancing and glorified
barbecuing. Nobody mentioned the dictators and their coups, though they drooled all the more
over their wives.

The only one on the Avenida who seemed bothered by this odd couple—a young gringo in designer
jeans accompanied by a Chinese pygmy woman, hung with jewels and laughing like a lunatic—was
a barking poodle. Clearly a creature with a pedigree. That’s just perfect, Tony groaned. As he’d
predicted, this place was ‘Europe squared’. Even a dog was a status symbol. Yelpers like that didn’t
go down well with Muslims or Asians. Let alone blacks. They knew what a dog was for: to ignore or
kick. The beginning of all civilization.

The poodle tugged, barking peevishly, at its incredibly long lead. The lead kept being pulled taut
between the collar around its neck and the belt around the midriff of its escort: a sturdy,
bespectacled girl barely twenty years old in a lemon-yellow top, lime-green hot pants, and dirty
gym shoes. A princess from the upper middle classes, Tony guessed. Today a prissy student,
tomorrow the petulant wife of an oil baron or a meat millionaire. She was wearing a pair of showy
white headphones, the jewellery of contemporary youth, and her unbound breasts bobbed around
boldly. There were four more leashed show dogs attached to her belt: the biggest was a pure-bred
German shepherd, the smallest, a kind of chihuahua. It might also have been a rat. She was already
the third of this type of dog walker they had encountered. Most of them were walking. This
bespectacled girl was jogging, surrounded by her pack like a heavenly body with insane satellites.
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Only the poodle remained behind, barking angrily at Tony, bracing against the tugging lead each
time: a mutineer, an Argentinian rebel, a four-legged gaucho.

It didn’t stand a chance and was dragged along, tug by tug, once almost choking, to the renewed
merriment of Mrs. Bo Xiang, who, after the Obelisco, now pointed annoyingly at the animal.
Chinese people point at absolutely everything, Tony sighed. Except other Chinese people.

The girl with the dogs bobbed off into the crowd and disappeared. Mrs. Bo Xiang shook her
ornamental porcelain head and snickered something in Chinese. Tony nodded without asking what
she meant. He was just glad she was still enjoying herself. The first attraction he’d wanted to take
her to—a guided tour of the Teatro Coldn, one of the largest opera buildings in the world—turned
out to be closed due to a union protest. In front of the entrance, a delegation of enraged comrades
was making a racket with cowbells, panpipes, Inca drums, and firecrackers. What was it with this
city and its cacophony? He apologized to Mrs. Bo Xiang, but she seemed to find the carry-on quite
normal, even enjoyable, as though Tony had planned it all. She radiated happiness. Perhaps, Tony
shuddered, she sees it as an homage to her communist origins. He quickly coaxed her away, before
she got it into her head to go and shake the hands of the entire delegation of strikers, or hand out
money to them. That woman was capable of anything. She willingly let herself be guided away on
his arm, smiling gratefully. He was almost convinced he could hear the layer of foundation
cracking.




