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Prologue 

More passionately than usual 

 

 In his Ville-d’Avray studio my brother stared at the child, 
who had squatted down on his haunches. It was just after ten 
o’clock in the morning on April 20th, 2010. I’m hallucinating, 
thought Bardo. If I try to touch this kid’s hair, my hand will go 
right through him. He took a step forward and put out his hand.  
Slowly. 

 

I wish I were at the bottom of a well or in some far-flung country. 

I would close my eyes and find my world turned to dust. 

 

 The spirit-boy looked up. Bardo touched his hair and the 
little skull beneath, which had a watery consistency. When he 
pulled his hand back, it was dry. My brother let out a strangled 
sob, choking it off halfway through when someone knocked on 
the kitchen door. 

 The visitor held a package, his face half-hidden by a hood. 
When Bardo went to open the door the child kept close to him, 
slipping his hand into my brother’s. A strange sensation, like 
touching the untouchable.  

 The coffee-capsule deliveryman pushed back his hood but 
said nothing to the little being; it didn’t seem that he could see 



	 3	

him. Bardo hesitated, searching for a plausible explanation. “This 
is my son,” he finally ventured to the man in the doorway.  

 The deliveryman looked at the empty space beside Bardo. 
He saw that my brother’s fingers were tensed and curled, as if 
holding an imaginary hand. This wasn’t the first eccentric 
customer he’d dealt with. A little solicitude, he had learned, 
didn’t hurt.   

 “He looks like his dad. Sign here.” 

 Bardo let go of the little hand to scrawl his name, struggling 
to conceal his consternation beneath an air of dignity. He took the 
package of coffee capsules, said goodbye, closed the door, and 
turned to Bernardo. 

 “What do you want?” 

 Without answering, the child looked at a photo propped up 
next to some books in the kitchen library. He stared at the face of 
a young woman of twenty or so, her grey-blue eyes shadowed by 
dark circles, her skin pale, hair dyed a deep shade of red. In this 
six-year-old image Ophelia and Bardo were holding hands, joy 
clear in their faces. 

 “She was pretty,” he said in a clear voice, his lips barely 
seeming to move. “Do you still love her?” 

 “I don’t know. We haven’t seen each other in a long time. I 
don’t know what she’s up to now; I only hear from her once or 
twice a year.” 

 “Why?” 

 “It was…complicated.  She lives in Hamburg now, I think.” 

 “Do you want to see her again?” 
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 “I don’t know.” 

 I knew the whole story of Bardo and Ophelia, down to the 
smallest twist and turn, because my brother always told me 
everything.  I was his confidant—but not his keeper, and despite 
the doubts I’d had at the time about the part-French, part-English 
girl’s character, I hadn’t felt like it was my place to judge their 
relationship, which had after all made my brother so happy it was 
like he’d sprouted wings. Wax ones, maybe… 

 Ophelia had been for Bardo what they call a fatal passion. 
The kind of passion that engulfs everything, sometimes turning it 
sublime and musical, sometimes heavy and smothering. When he 
thought about her now he pictured himself clinging to the side of 
a cliff on the very edge of Europe, dangling fifteen or twenty 
metres over the void.  

 It had been in Portugal, almost six years earlier, in July.  
They’d known each other for three months.  Ophelia had said she 
had a serious illness—leukaemia.  She was only twenty, and to 
hear her talk, it might be her last summer.  Bardo was enchanted 
by her rebellious allure, her unpredictable personality; by her 
Byronesque accent and her presence, which managed to be 
intense and diffident at the same time. By her clever wildness and 
her thighs. She listened to a lot of music, often classical, 
especially Rachmaninov’s piano concertos (gut-wrenching and 
snobbish) and what she referred to, with a smile (she never really 
laughed), as “bad goth rock”: groups that played dark, macabre 
stuff, like Emilie Autumn and Calabrese and Diary of Dreams.  
She collected vampire films.  When he was with her, my brother 
felt like better things were on the way. 

 That summer they’d found themselves on the Sintra coast 
between Cabo da Roca, the westernmost point in Europe, and 
Praia das Maçãs.   They’d spotted a stretch of beach accessible 
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only by a steep cliffside, which awakened Ophelia’s thirst for 
both verticality and danger.  What had she been through in the 
past, to make extreme situations her natural element? 

 My brother had always suffered from vertigo, while she was 
as supple as a vine and as reckless as a fiend.  The descent took 
long minutes on a path that grew narrower and narrow, until they 
were inching along a ledge no more than ten centimetres wide, 
their bodies pressed against the rock face, high above the earth 
below (horrifyingly high as far as my brother was concerned, but 
no distance at all in the eyes of the initiator).  

 Bardo fought to stay calm.  He knew that if he looked down 
he might fall, compelled to drop off into the void.  They had no 
idea if the path they were following was even negotiable.   Maybe 
they should turn back, which would almost mean rock-climbing 
bare-handed.  Ophelia, who was outpacing him quite easily for a 
leukaemia patient, alternated between making fun of him and 
pausing to encourage him softly until he caught up with her.  
Bardo would have never taken a risk like this if he hadn’t thought 
she was ill; no, he believed her cancer story completely, even 
though the climb had a certain metaphorical quality, like a cry for 
help.  And he didn’t want to lose face in front of her. 

 Since the beginning of their relationship he’d vacillated 
between compassion and admiration for her.  He’d yearned for 
exuberance for a long time, and from the time of their first 
meeting at the foot of the Arc de Triomphe he’d sensed a kind of 
elegant turbulence in her.  Hers was the sublime and tormented 
beauty of a cathedral.  But her insouciance was clearly just a pose; 
something was eating away at her.  The knight in Bardo rose up.  
He would live up to the highest expectations and save her from 
the dragon.  



	 6	

 One day, maybe a month before the episode on the cliffside, 
she had called him at his office and asked if he had a dressing 
gown, and if he wanted to meet her for a dive into the fountain at 
the Place de la Concorde.  He’d made some excuse to his fellow 
architects and hurried out.  The couple had enjoyed a “sacred” 
swim in the gilded fountain and then strolled around La 
Madeleine church in their too-short white robes, giggling 
maniacally at the shocked glances of tourists.  During his 
relationship with Ophelia my brother’s colleagues criticised him 
for slacking off at work; rumours swirled that he was going out 
with a girl who was kind of crazy, and that she was the one 
pulling his strings.  

 On that summer day on the edge of Europe, they had 
eventually reached the beach safe and sound.  It was an inlet, 
surrounded by craggy rocks.  The waves seemed indifferent to 
Bardo’s feat, but Ophelia had realised just how much he loved 
her.  She started to regret her lies, but she’d gone too far to recant 
them.  That night, they made love even more passionately than 
usual.  
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1 

I will change the past 

 

 The world is spinning.  I’m adrift.  I’ve tried to anchor 
myself to the ground in the Fausses-Reposes forest.  But the more 
still I am, the more my senses whirl and the words echo in my 
head: Bardo is dead.  The summer solstice is only just past.  

 He was the poet, whereas I don’t think I’m much of a writer 
at all.  All I have are a bunch of disparate impressions outlining 
the empty place where he was.  Nausea.  The endless longing for 
him.  I spread my arms wide, drawing in a deep breath.   My 
pleasure in being alive seems to have run dry.  Is that possible? 
I’m only one man, I cry out.  I want to strip grief bare of lyricism 
in what I’m about to write. It’s cooler here, under the branches.  
I’m in the woods where my twin brother liked to walk, just above 
the Ville-d’Avray cemetery.  Bardo.  It’s more than a name; it’s a 
collection of images, a haunting verb.  And a crime as yet 
unpunished.  But not for much longer. 

 I close my eyes.  The scents of the trees rise up around me 
like memories of shared intoxication.  I could do with a bit of 
light-headedness right now; a cool breeze drifting through my 
brain like the veins in a leaf.  Something to give me just a little 
relief. The time to tell it, to untangle it.  To feel something other 
than suffocation, the weight of the past, creeping up on me.  

 The ferns radiate an otherworldly light.  The luminous floral 
dimension, he wrote in his last notebook, twenty-three days 
before his death.  

 Death.  Such a stupid word… ‘Bardo’ was his pen name.  
He was born Bernardo, and he died at the age of thirty-eight on 
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Saturday, the fifteenth of May, 2010, in Hamburg.  Someone 
pushed him… 

 Pushed. Shoved. Bumped into.  Caused to fall off the 
platform at the Sternschanze metro station.  Sternschanze: it 
means, I believe, ‘starry overlook’ in German.  I’m sure in twenty 
years that will make me smile, but right now I can only manage a 
grimace.  But I’m discovering the true power of words.  

 I’m a wounded man, but you won’t hear me complain too 
much, because this is war, and this story is a battle. 

 The police found a little wooden kaleidoscope in his pocket, 
gift-wrapped.  I’ve kept it as evidence, and one day I’ll jam it 
down the killer’s throat.  Because there is a killer out there; make 
no mistake.  And if he speaks a human language I’ll shut his 
mouth for good. 

 The criminal was—according to the few eyewitnesses—a 
young supporter of the English Fulham football club.  I’d love for 
the whole thing to be a nightmare.  The guy was drunk, let’s say, 
and he accidentally jostled my brother just as the train was pulling 
in, and then ran off.  Everything seemed to happen so fast, 
Officer!  Three days later, on May eighteenth, I found a postcard 
in my mailbox from the Kunsthalle museum in Hamburg, 
showing a mask by Fernand Khnopff dating from 1897: an 
angelic face surrounded by foliage, with a wing over each ear.  
On the back of the card, my brother’s handwriting.  Lines 
composed, apparently, the night before he died: 

 

One can continue to grow up 

At the top of an overcome drop, 

To beguile the future 
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We will change the past. 

  Your Passiophile 

 

I was so bewildered I stopped crying.  That message from 
the beyond soothed me in the devastated days leading up to the 
funeral.  Bardo, who sent me postcards from everywhere 
(including Paris), had developed the habit of signing them as 
“Passiophile”.  He’d explained the neologism on one of the cards 
once: some creatures lose their will to live and wither away the 
moment they stop feeling passionate about something.  My 
brother was naturally optimistic, but he tended to lose himself 
sometimes in that dark place that has been trying for years to 
crush us, to grind us up, to toss us under the wheels of machinery 
and protocol: that place of panic that he called “Objective 
Relative Opulent Reality” (OROR).  Bardo was sometimes 
reckless, too curious, too furious (by OROR’s standards), but he 
was far from crazy.  If he wrote to me that we could change the 
past, then it must in some way be true.  But how?  That’s what I 
have to discover. 

Here’s my answer to your last note, Bardo: 

 

Drop? 

Collaborative act or confidential crime? 

Stronger than us: abandon, benefaction? 

Ascent… 

  Your Avenger 
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 The burial took place fifty metres from Bardo’s home, on 
the edge of the Fausses-Reposes woods, in the Ville-d’Avray 
cemetery, at dawn on Tuesday, the twenty-fifth of May, 2010.  
Shortly afterward I moved into his garden-level studio close to the 
tombstones.  Among others, this marble alphabet includes the 
grave of Boris Vian—an echo from our teenage reading, from the 
books that taught us to cherish waking dreams.  Bardo is hanging 
out with Boris now, and everyone else is probably listening to 
their conversations.  My brother used to say that the still of the 
evening, among these giant trees, this army of shadows, was like 
a border between the urban world, hard as stone, and the world of 
the forest; a tiny, vital shift.  Sometimes a doe even ventures near 
the ancient wall encircling the cemetery. 

 No one prepared me for this.  I used to feel as light and 
carefree as a deer myself.  I’ve never truly experienced solitude 
before.  Sometimes I just stand here, among the trees.  I’ve spent 
two months weeping, but sometimes I feel an unexplainable surge 
of joy.  An impression, a memory, an element of Bardo in the 
air… 

 After the funeral our parents, dazed and inconsolable, stayed 
for a week in my Paris apartment.  I terminated the lease a couple 
of weeks ago; I’m living in his world now.  They’ve gone back to 
Portugal, where—until Bardo’s death—they’d been enjoying 
what you might call a quiet retirement.  They call me every day, 
their voices slow and halting.  I’m their last link with a past that 
made sense.  In order to comfort them I steel myself, and I will do 
the same to conduct my investigation. 

 I’ve spent two months wandering in the place where, 
surrounded by greenery, Bardo passed hours calling forth the 
energies that make up life.  Sometimes I’m ashamed of the sour 
words I’ve written.  He knew how to say things in a different 
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way.  His handwritten notebooks are proof of that, and maybe his 
death is, too—because people who say or do things differently 
cause nightmares for those who simply accept the status quo. 

 Hints of chlorophyll mingle with the scents of my brother in 
the little apartment.  His notebooks, his clothes, his white 
furniture, his books, his wrought-iron bed, his silence, and more 
notebooks, covered with his writing, more books overflowing the 
two bookcases, one in the bedroom and one in the kitchen.  The 
garden twice as big as the apartment itself, tucked away in this 
English-style house with its old-fashioned bricks and the Virginia 
creeper vines climbing the walls.  The high desk, turned to face 
the window, where in the mornings, before going to earn his 
living in a Parisian architectural firm, he stood and worked on his 
poems.  I’m writing this book, this investigation report, at that 
same tall black lectern.  I’m standing too, drawing on all my 
strength in this world haunted by my twin brother’s presence, 
weak but driven to keep going.  Am I hunting one murderer, or 
more? 

 A poet has died under suspicious circumstances.  I hope this 
disappearance can serve as a warning.  I want anyone who 
wonders what this event has to do with them to revisit those 
moments of purity they have experienced just after a dream, or a 
coincidence, or a caress.  When they’ve had a wild hope come to 
pass, or been amazed by the mysteries of the universe around 
them.  When they’ve had a pipe dream or heard faint voices.  I 
want people who think—but won’t say—that poetry is just 
needlepoint for eunuchs, to listen to the whispers of their mind, 
the drumbeat of their desires, the sighs of their boredom.  To stop 
suppressing their rebellion against the toad-croaks of ugliness and 
unhealthy comfort.   
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 Who killed the poet?  Careful.  I have to keep a cool head, 
no matter how impossible that seems.  Otherwise, who knows—
someone might shut me up, too. 

 I’m going to take apart the mechanism of the facts, piece by 
piece.  And, if I can, I will change the past.  
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2 

People say a lot of things 

 

 The Hamburg police are apparently either completely 
useless or extremely slow, and the surveillance cameras don’t 
show the moment of the accident except for indistinct shapes—a 
sort of drunken adolescent lunging forward, his face half-covered 
by a scarf, running into Bardo sideways and causing him to lose 
his balance, before running away.  And no “foolham” FC 
supporter has turned himself in.  So, I’ll conduct this investigation 
by myself.  I’m sure the reader will figure out some things before 
I do; I’m writing these words half-blinded by confused emotions 
that are hard to put down on paper, especially for someone who’s 
never been any good at crafting the monstrous or the invisible. 

 Pragmatic thinkers will wonder what Bardo was doing in 
Hamburg—a city which, he remarked to me before he left, has 
been the cradle of modern capitalism since the late sixteenth 
century.  And why he, who hated the vapid inanity of football, 
chose to go there during the Europa League final. That, as it 
happens, was just a coincidence; he’d taken advantage of the 
Ascension bank holiday to go looking for Ophelia. 

 I’d always been suspicious of Ophelia Lovelace, with her 
name and personality like some character in a Gothic romance.  
She was my brother’s former flame, a devil-may-care sylph he 
was still quietly in love with despite their breakup five years 
earlier.  She’d already come very close to killing him on a 
cliffside once (sorry, Bardo, if I’m being too hard on her). 
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 If he was murdered, isn’t she a party to it, more or less?  
The police found her mobile telephone number and address in my 
brother’s wallet—a fact of which I was made aware by a 
neurasthenic fiftysomething police inspector called Kreiss, who 
barely attempted to speak English and gave me that particular 
piece of information as if getting rid of something embarrassing. 

 Ophelia claimed to be descended from Ada Lovelace, Lord 
Byron’s daughter.  I’d always had my doubts about the 
authenticity of that genealogy, especially in light of the other lies 
she told, but Bardo—who had eventually met her father—seemed 
to believe that she was telling the truth on that matter at least.  

 When I went to Hamburg on Sunday, May sixteenth to visit 
the morgue of the Eppendorf hospital and ‘identify the body’—it 
was intact and beautiful, my brother having ‘only’ been clipped 
by the train—I was too upset to think about Ophelia.  I called her 
when I got back to Paris, and when I told her I needed to see her 
she hung up on me with what sounded like a sob.  She hasn’t 
returned any of my calls since. 

 I returned to Hamburg on the following Friday, four days 
before the funeral, hoping to find an explanation—and maybe to 
bring Ophelia back with me so she could attend the ceremony.  
When I went to her address on Vereinstrasse, north of the 
Schanze quarter, I spent three hours staring at a closed door.  I 
rang some of her neighbours’ doorbells, but the building remained 
deaf and mute.  In the end I mentally told Ophelia to go to hell—
if she wasn’t already there. 

 I went back to Inspector Kreiss’s office, but had no luck 
there either.  Even now, more than two months later, the police 
haven’t been able to identify the criminal.  They just keep 
repeating to me that the person who caused the accident was 
alone, of average height, and apparently young and broad-
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shouldered; that he seemed drunk and wore sunglasses, a baseball 
cap, and, according to witnesses, a scarf with the arms of the 
Fulham football club, which had just been defeated in the final 
against Madrid. 

 Why wasn’t Ophelia with my brother at the Sternschanze 
station when the accident happened?  The gift-wrapped 
kaleidoscope, which I examine every day as if it might be a 
clue—was it for her?  From what he’d told me about his trip, 
Bardo was supposed to have dinner with her on Thursday, May 
thirteenth, two days before the accident.  They hadn’t seen each 
other for five years and had kept in touch only sporadically. 

 He’d wanted to see her in order to try and solve a mystery.  
Another mystery, which might very well be related to his ante-
mortem postcard.  I have to talk about it, even though it might call 
my brother’s mental health into question.  Or maybe my own. 

 Since April 20th, my brother had been having conversations 
with a child only he could see. 

 A spirit-child who said his name was Bernardo, just like my 
brother, and who seemed fascinated by his relationship with 
Ophelia. 

 Was he a manifestation of Bardo’s soul?  Or was my brother 
in the early stages of some kind of psychosis in the last weeks of 
his life?  No, that kind of simplistic explanation isn’t worthy of 
him.  Maybe my way of telling things isn’t worthy of him either.  
I feel clumsy, like ideas are buzzing in my veins, and I think I’m 
going to need a lot of self-control to convey the complexity of this 
story.  I’m sorry, Bardo; I’m fumbling in the dark.  I write two 
sentences and collapse on your bed exhausted; then I get back up 
and force out a few more inadequate words, with feelings jolting 
through me like electric shocks. 
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 In the midst of all my confusion, an idea has started to 
emerge: find Ophelia Lovelace, wherever she is—because 
according to the police, she’s left Hamburg. 

 Not wanting to push, I didn’t call you on that Friday the 
fourteenth, the day when you must have sent me your last 
postcard; I wanted to wait for you to bring up the subject of 
Ophelia, when you were ready.  We were supposed to have dinner 
on Sunday the sixteenth, a few hours after your return to Paris.  
I’m sure you would have had strange things to tell me, as usual.  
Your life story was a poem.   

 They say that when you meet your double, it means you’re 
going to die soon.  They say a lot of things.  

  


