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We lifted the mattress on to the table and lay down in front of the open window, face to
face, the way we did at the beginning of summer. We had a light breeze blowing in, a
distant smoky smell of autumn, and I felt calm, very clear. Sissile said, This afternoon let's
clean the room up and then go for a long walk, a walk along the river dyke. I pressed the
flat of my palm against her warm belly and said, Yes.'
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....for there was a deeper covenant, ancient and automatic, written in our nature.
Co-operarion——the basis of our earliest hunting successes, the force behind our evolving
capacity for language, the glue of our social cohesion. Our misery in the aftermath was

proof that we knew we had failed ourselves. But letting go was in our nature too.

Selfishness is also written on our hearts. This is our mammalian conflict what to give
to the others, and what to keep for yourself. Treading that line, keeping the others in

check, and being kept in check by them, is what we call morality.3
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It was a real pleasure to write Amsterdam. If 1 had to characterize my mood, I wrote in a
state of glee. It was a very different kind of writing experience from Enduring Love,
which was full of almost nightmare intensity——which in itself was exhilarating. But this
had a quality of..I kept thinking, “If nobody else likes it, I don't give a damn, because I

really am having fun."®
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She could write the scene three times over, from three points of view; her excitement was
in the prospect of freedom, of being delivered from the cumbrous struggle between good
and bad, heroes and villains. None of these three was bad, nor were they particularly
good. She need not judge. There did not have to be a moral. She need only show separate
minds, as alive as her own, struggling with the idea that other minds were equally alive. It

wasn't only wickedness and scheming that made people unhappy, it was the confusion and
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misunderstanding; above all, it was the failure to grasp the simple truth that other people
are as real as you. And only in a story could you enter these different minds and show

how they had an equal value. That was the only moral a story need have.®
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A modern novelist could no more write characters and plots than a modern composer
could a Mozart symphony. It was thought, perception, sensations that interested her, the
conscious mind as a river through time, and how to represent its onward roll, as well as
all the tributaries that would swell it, and the obstacles that would divert it. If only she
could reproduce the clear light of a summer's morning, the sensations of a child standing
at a window, the curve and dip of a swallow's flight over a pool of water. The novel of
the future would be unlike anything in the past. She had read Virginia Woolf's The
Waves three times and thought that a great transformation was being worked in human
nature itself, and that only fiction, a new kind of fiction, could capture the essence of the

change. ¥
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The problem these fifty-nine years has been this: how can a novelist achieve atonement
when, with her absolute power of deciding outcomes, she is also God? There is no one, no
entity or higher form that she can appeal to, or be reconciled with, or that can forgive
her. There is nothing outside her. In her imagination she has set the limits and the terms.
No atonement for God, or novelists, even if they are atheists. It was always an impossible

task, and that was precisely the point. The attempt was all.®
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If the hijackers had been able to imagine themselves into the thoughts and feelings of the
passengers, they would have been unable to proceed. It is hard to be cruel once you
permit yourself to enter the mind of your victim. Imagining what it is like to be someone
other than yourself is at the core of our humanity. It is the essence of compassion, and it

is the beginning of mt::rality.9
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