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Life is not an orderly progression, self-contained like a musical scale or a quadratic equation... If one is to record... life truthfully, one must aim at getting into the record of it something of the disorderly discontinuity which makes it so absurd, unpredictable, bearable.

from The Journey Not the Arrival Matters – Leonard Woolf
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Thursday, 15 April 1947

Willard A Johnson – the A stood for nothing (except, appropriately enough, itself) – emerged from the gloom of Hamburg’s Hauptbahnh of with the feeling that he had somehow fallen into a time warp. The gap-toothed skyline was still as the firestorms of Operation Gomorrah had arranged it. There were the same piles of rubble, and between them the same makeshift carts threaded their way, drawn by men, dogs, even the occasional horse if it was strong enough to fetch a better price between the shafts than on the table. Nothing had changed.

A good omen?

Move! Stop distracting yourself. She’ll say no, of course. And can you blame her? You can’t treat a woman like that and expect anything else.

One taxi stood at the rank but it was waiting for a British colonel – or so the driver said.

He turned up the collar of his Burberry and triced himself into the drizzle-laden wind as he made his way down to the waterfront. April in Europe! People watched him with undisguised curiosity. A well-dressed, well-fed foreign civilian was not so common a sight on the Hamburg waterfront in that long cold spring of 1947.

What would she think, the moment she set eyes on him again?

How could you ever tell with Marianne?

What would she say? She might just stare at him and then maybe slam the door in his face.

Assume she would at least open the door. Yes, she’d do that, if only to leave him in no doubt that, when she slammed it again, she meant it.

An inch, then. If she gave him that inch... how, in two seconds, could you make your face say, ‘I’ve traveled four thousand godawful miles and now I’m standing here before you because for almost six months I sat in my office, stateside, trying to work and all I could do was stare at the Mystic River and watch how the ripples turned into your face and because when I tried to design houses the only shapes my pencil wanted to form were the letters of your name and because every female I saw on every street in Boston became you in the distance and not-you close up and because I was forever prepared for some magic to let me meet you around every corner’?

And that wasn’t one thousandth part of it.

A seagull, made nervous by his sudden immobility, backed off to the edge of the quay, gave a single, plaintive mew, and launched itself into the rain. The port was busy. Big, ocean-going merchantmen, most still in camouflage, standing at the quays, being pillaged by cranes. Materiel for the new Germany. Or an age-old Germany?

The seagull was still wheeling overhead, waiting for him to move on. His eye soared with it, envying the creature its freedom.

Freedom! Two years ago he’d have been arrested by the Gestapo, just for walking along here like this – looking at ships, reading their names, guessing their cargoes. He’d have been shot, too, in these civilian clothes.

Beyond the fish market, where St-Pauli merges into Altona, he left the river bank and headed north toward the wasteland that had once been Kleine Freiheit and the Reeperbahn.

Here, too, nothing had changed. The buildings and punctured façades stood just as the firestorm had left them, five years back. Here and there a few householders had built shanty homes amid their own ruins, cleaning off the original bricks and reusing them with lime and sand. But the other kinds of premises, the bars, brothels, and nightclubs, which had made the name St-Pauli notorious around the world, stood roofless and hollow. The most dangerous of their shells had been levelled, reduced to neat, Teutonic stacks of brick, ready for the day when the wages of sin would be measured in something more bankable than coffee, butter, cigarettes, and nylons.

The occasional coincidence of such gaps, lining up across several blocks, revealed the wilderness that lies, buried but undead, beneath all the works of man. Great stretches of the city now bore the incongruous air of a park, a mighty, open space clothed in ragwort and fireweed as far as the eye could see – which, on a day like this was not so very far. Within half a mile the greens and yellows and magentas merged into an infinite, damp, unrelieved gray.

And somewhere out there, just beyond that near-horizon (just as she had been around every Boston corner) was Marianne.

Or perhaps she had patched it up with her parents and gone home to Sweden?

‘Unfortunately, mein Herr, Fraülein von Ritter no longer lives here. I can give you her address in Gothenburg.’

Or worse: ‘Fraülein von Ritter? Ach, die arme Marianne! Alas, you come too late, Herr Major...’

No – don’t even think it!

Or worse yet – but very thinkable: ‘Fraülein von Ritter? But she got married last week. It was the talk of Hamburg – surely you heard? She and the Baron are honeymooning in Austria right now.’

Anywhere near Mauthausen, I wonder?

Oh, for Christ’s sake! That’s why you’re here now. That’s why you’ve endured these months of misery – all because of stupid cracks like that. Mauthausen? She had nothing to do with Mauthausen.

Her last known address was in a narrow cul-de-sac off the square around the Brunnentor – a little oasis of old buildings that had survived the firestorm. He remembered a photograph Tony Palmer had shown him, taken the day after the last of the Gomorrah air raids. It showed the twisted, smouldering chassis of a fire-engine straddling a street. It had obviously been ignited by the flames; yet there, a hundred metres beyond it, stood trees in leaf and buildings that were not even scorched. A miracle.

‘God is just a throw of the dice,’ Tony had commented. ‘At least this war has taught us that.’

Come to think of it, Tony must still be somewhere in this shell of a city, beavering away at its rebirth and teaching the Germans the veddy-veddy English art of losing gracefully.

The day was suddenly more cheerful. Perhaps, if it turned out that Marianne really had gone back to Sweden, or was married – or something – he’d look up his ol’ buddy and they’d get drunk together like in the old days – like eighteen months back.

Like before they liberated Mauthausen.

He found himself facing her door. Still nothing had changed. The image that all Boston had not been able to efface slipped immaculately over the present reality. He raised his finger to the bell... but found himself paralysed. He stared at his hand in disbelief.

Move, he commanded.

It refused.

But the door opened anyway. Not a mere inch, but all the way, silently, on well-greased hinges.

A thin, starved-looking woman, mousey-haired and fortyish, stared belligerently up at him. ‘Wass wollen Sie?’ she snapped – and then sneezed. She pretended not to notice what she left on Willard’s raincoat.

‘Ich suche Fräulein von Ritter,’ he said.

‘Lincolnstrasse,’ she snapped, and slammed the door.

He turned, put his hands in his pockets, and thrust out his raincoat, hoping that the rain would wash it clean. But the name of the street left him with a sinking feeling, for Lincolnstrasse was one of the less-damaged side streets off the Reeperbahn. If she were truly there, he must have walked within a hundred metres of her.

A St-Pauli Girl? And not the buxom Bavarian blonde on the American beer bottle but a sad, semi-naked waif in a window. No – surely Marianne would rather swallow her pride and go back to her parents than... anything rather than that.

Lincolnstrasse was only five minutes’ brisk walk away; he saw her immediately he entered it at the northern end – sitting under a café awning, on a folding camp stool, with a sketching easel before her and a young matelot, seated about a yard beyond at one of the café tables. She was sketching on-the-spot portraits for cash! It was, indeed, a kind of prostitution – the bartering of a talent that deserved so much more.

The sailor couldn’t take his eyes off her. All her portraits of men must have that fixed stare, the gaze of men who cannot really believe their luck – to be licensed to gawp at such beauty for... how long? Four or five minutes? Ten? Short time, Liebchen, or long?

This particular session seemed to be nearing its end. Even from a distance Willard could see that most of the page was filled. He hastened toward her, unsure what he’d do when he got there but determined to let no one else take the sailor’s place. And there he was in luck, for no one else was in line – though three lads across the street looked as if they were trying to make up their minds. As he drew near he pulled his fedora down as far as it would go and, lowering his head, took the matelot’s chair as soon as it fell vacant.

She did not look his way until the man had paid her – a few coins, less than a mark – into her shaking hand. Then Willard raised his head.

Their eyes met. He wanted to say something smart... romantic... heartfelt... anything. But no words came. She let out her breath in one long sigh. ‘It’s true,’ she whispered.

‘It’s me, anyway.’ He hardly recognized his own voice. ‘I can’t live without you.’

She found her voice then. ‘I watched you come all the way down the street.’ She tilted her head toward one of the café tables where, he now saw, she had placed a GI shaving mirror. ‘I said to me – myself – I said, “It’s not true... it’s not true... it’s not true...” all the way. Still I not can believe...’ She reached out and touched his face.

He clasped her hand to his cheek, her cold to his numbness. ‘Fact is... I haven’t known one single day’s happiness since... since I... I... was such a goddam fool, Marianne. There!’

She reached out her thumb and massaged his lips. ‘Will... ard!’

‘Think we can start over?’ he asked.

‘No!’

‘No?’

‘No – we start where we left off. Already enough time is wasted.’

A waiter came out and began clearing a nearby table.

‘Coffee?’ Willard asked her.

She lowered her arm and nodded. ‘Black – he knows. Anton’s his name.’

‘Hey, Anton, ol’ buddy! Black coffee for the lady and café-au-lait for me – with milk!’

Marianne laughed. ‘I’d forgotten that one! Oh, Willard!’ She reached out and this time gripped his arm. ‘It’s so good. So good!’

He caught up her hand and kissed it fervently. ‘The goodness lies exclusively on the other side,’ he said, paraphrasing a bit of Swedish etiquette she had once taught him. ‘I was ready for you to turn away... hit me... shout at me... spit at me. Ha! Instead it was that lady... or that thing at the... where you live... she spat at me.’ He tried to show her but the rain had done its work.

‘Frau Becker? To spit at you? Tskoh!’

‘She didn’t mean to, I guess. She just sneezed but she saw where it went and she just did nothing.’

Anton returned with their coffees. ‘And Schwarzwälderkirsch torte?’ he asked.

‘What else have you got?’

‘Schwarzwälderkirsch torte.’

‘Right – just leave the plate. You counted them, huh?’

The man merely smiled as he left them.

Willard picked up the mirror. ‘I guess you have to watch behind you if you work around here.’ He peered at the back of it. ‘Hey! Whaddya know!’

She nodded as she bit hungrily on her torte. ‘I still also have that packed bag,’ she said through a mouthful of filo. ‘Yours, too.’

He replaced his ex-mirror. ‘That’s good. You should eat. You don’t look like you’ve been eating enough.’

‘I knew you’d come back. So I never unpacked.’

‘You really mean it? We head back to your lodging, pick up the bag, and... pffft? Hightail it out of town? Really?’

She looked up and down the street. ‘I see nothing to keep us here.’ Her hand reached out and took another slice.

He closed his eyes and shook his head.

‘What?’ she asked – inasmuch as any word could be articulated through such a mouthful.

‘I’m just beginning to realize how... I mean, how little I... I dared to imagine how awful, how terrible it would have been if you’d just turned your back on me, here, now, and walked away. I... I don’t know what I’d have done.’

‘So!’ She swallowed hard and cleared her mouth. ‘We can sit here a bit and have a misery competition to see who was most miserable. Or...’

‘Or?’

‘Or you can tell me about where we shall live in America?’

‘First things first. What say we head for Bielefeld and look up good-ol’ Tony and good-ol’ Adam?’

‘But they are in London, working on that big plan.’

Willard laughed. ‘Cute! So I’m not the only one to finagle an early discharge! So? Better still – a honeymoon in London!’


Tuesday, 22 April 1947

Felix Breit reached the cul-de-sac at the eastern end of Curzon Street and climbed the couple of steps into Fitzmaurice Place.

Steps. These of limestone, too.

The occasional car or taxi made its way around Berkeley Square but none entered this short dead-end of a street. At the door to the Lansdowne Club he paused, admiring its English modesty: ‘Number Nine,’ painted across the superport; there was no vulgar brass nameplate. He raised the simple knocker, hesitated, then let it fall once only. His imagination had worked on the words ‘English Gentleman’s Club’ to paint an interior on the scale of the Paris Opera, so he expected to hear cavernous echoes. The knocker fell with a muted thud and without a rebound. After a pause, just as he was about to knock again, the door opened slowly, silently, to reveal a club porter. It opened inwards, which surprised Felix – a further reminder that he was no longer really in Europe. With one swift glance, the porter took in the caller’s threadbare scruffiness and was on the point of directing him to the tradesmen’s entrance when Felix said, ‘Mister Wilson, please? Mister Adam Wilson?’

‘Mister Wilson is not here at the moment, sir,’ the man replied grudgingly. ‘Perhaps you would care to leave a message?’

Felix produced a battered visiting card. ‘Mister Wilson, you see. He gave me this card. And this place?’ He pointed superfluously to the club’s address, which was printed below Wilson’s name: 9, Fitzmaurice Place. Scribbled on the back were the words: ‘Breit – if you ever make it to London, look me up. A.W.!’

The porter tried to take the card but Felix clung to it as if it were a Nansen passport (which, in a sense, it was). ‘You’d best come in and wait, Mister... er?’

‘Breit. Felix Breit.’ He spoke his name with a certain panache, as if the man should recognize it. He showed the back of the card again.

The porter let him in and took him up a short flight of steps past the reception desk.

Steps. These of marble. Another short flight led to the Crush Room, which was dominated by a large propellor on the far wall. ‘If you wouldn’t mind sitting there, Mister Breit?’ he said. ‘I can, as it happens, telephone Mister Wilson. Those are the morning papers.’

Left alone, Felix tried to read at least the headlines: DOLLAR-LOAN TALKS REACH NEW IMPASSE! But the text danced in a jumble before his eyes. It was partly exhaustion and partly the feverish excitement that had filled him ever since he had set foot on English soil, earlier that morning. He was here at last. He had finally, finally made it!

He rose and crossed the room to look at the propellor more closely, considering it as a piece of sculpture. An abstract. He was becoming more and more seduced by the abstract. The human form... well, it was difficult. Understandably.

Below the propellor was a framed pilot’s licence, the first ever issued in Britain – to someone called Brabazon. What a magnificent name! After an ancient Aryan god, no doubt. Progenitor of countless petty gods, Celtic and Saxon. Felix could feel the sculpture itching in his palms already – Laocöon crossed with Mestrovic? No! Brabazon by Breit – pure Breit – of course!

He became aware that the porter was beckoning him to the phone. His heart sank. He had forgotten everything about Adam Wilson – and even the name of that other Englishman who had been with him the day they liberated Mauthausen. He could pass them in the street and never know it. Perhaps he had even done so, between Victoria and here. That whole period was turning into one merciful blur in his mind. Only the visiting card and its lifeline of promise, was sharp.

‘Yes, hello, please?’ he said. ‘Mister Wilson?’

‘Herr Breit? Is that really...’

‘Please! Mister Breit.’

‘Ah yes, of course. So it really is you! But how marvellous! I can hardly believe it.’

‘Your card was all I had...’

‘This is amazing. How are you now? Much better, I hope? Well, you could hardly be worse!’

Still no picture attached itself to that tinny voice. ‘Yes, I am much better than when you saw me last, thank you.’

‘Well, as I say, that wouldn’t be difficult. Listen – there’s no point in having a long conversation now. I can be with you in twenty minutes or so. Can you wait? I don’t know what plans you—’

Felix laughed. ‘I can wait, Mister Wilson. Believe me!’

‘Silly question. When did you arrive in London?’

‘Since two hours ago.’

‘My goodness! A man who wastes no time, eh! Listen – be with you in no time, old man. And another thing – you won’t believe this, but I have Tony Palmer with me at this moment – actually in my office! He was my oppo in AMGOT – the other English officer who was there that same day. I don’t know if you remember much? But I’ll bring him, too. He’s grinning his head off here already. We’ll both be over the moon to see you again.’

‘I remember him well. Both of you.’ Felix rummaged for his pocket sketchbook and scribbled the name: Tony Palmer.

‘Good. Good. Let me have another word with McIver, the porter, eh?’

Wilson told the porter that Felix was his guest and was to be given whatever he wanted in the way of food or drink.

‘He’d be some kind of DP, would he, sir?’ The porter asked, anxious for some honourable explanation of Felix’s scruffiness.

‘Before the war, McIver, Felix Breit was probably the finest sculptor in Czechoslovakia. Or was it Hungary? One of those places, anyway. The only reason he’s alive today... tell me, is he close enough to overhear this?’

‘No, sir.’

‘He spent part of the war in one of those concentration camps. The only reason he’s here today is that the Nazis kept him alive for medical experiments. He’s been very ill but now he’s an honoured guest who deserves our every consideration. I’m sure you understand me?’

‘Completely, Mister Wilson, sir. Leave it with me.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Just by chance, sir, Mister Corvo’s in the Oval Room. The art critic, you know. I wonder... ?’

‘Good idea, McIver. You’re worth your weight in gold, man. Make the introductions for me, there’s a good chap. Tell them I’ll be along in two shakes.’

What finally reassured McIver as to the status of this down-at-heel European type was Corvo’s response. ‘Felix Breit?’ he asked, springing to his feet. ‘The Felix Breit? My dear fellow – so you finally made it here! Wilson and I moved heaven and earth to find you after he came back to London, but you seemed to have vanished off the face of Europe. Where were you hiding?’

Felix observed Corvo closely throughout this speech. The man’s name was vaguely familiar. ‘In hospital in Salzburg,’ he said. ‘My papers went astray and for a long time I was delirious. Then TB. And then convalescence in Hamburg.

McIver cleared his throat. ‘Mister Wilson said that if Mister Breit wanted anything in the way of refreshment... ?’

Corvo was all smiles. ‘It would only be a spam sandwich at this hour – or might we rustle up an egg?’

Felix said, ‘They wouldn’t allow me scotch. I haven’t tasted Scotch for three years. If you had even just a thimbleful?’

McIver thought he might be able to find a small sample of Scotch – and an egg and tomato sandwich, too.

Corvo took him into the Oval Room, saying, ‘This is where George the Third was forced to sign away the American Colony, you know – in this actual room – when all this was Lord Lansdowne’s private house. What a momentous bit of paper that was, eh! And now I sit here and scribble little jewelled articles for a living!’

Felix suddenly remembered where he had heard the name. ‘Are you William Corvo, by chance?’ he asked. ‘The Corvo who wrote the British Council monograph on Kokoshka’s English period?’

Corvo beamed. ‘You know it?’

‘One of the first things they put into my hands when I could read once more.’

‘I’m flattered. Oscar still lives here, you know – down in Cornwall. Minus the famous doll! Martin Bloch is also here. I hope you’ll be staying, too, Breit. So many of you brilliant Europeans are merely passing through on your way to America. I’m sure it’s a great mistake. In the world of art America is still a colony – and likely to remain so. The post-war renaissance in art will be here in England. Art and Henry Ford are not compatible.’ He raised his hands and gave a self-deprecatory smile, implying that he knew such talk was premature.

But Felix encouraged him with the lift of an eyebrow and a murmured, ‘Interesting.’

Corvo needed no further invitation. It was a dreadful thing to say, but England had undoubtedly benefited from Hitler’s loathing of ‘modern’ artists. Dozens of them had set up shop here: Bloch in Camberwell, Grose – teaching at Bedford but he’d come to London as soon as the theatres got into swing again – and Mestrovic, of course...

‘My first hero,’ Felix said. ‘But for him I’d be an academic blacksmith today. Mestrovic, then Arp. And Brancusi, naturally.’

‘Well, Paris isn’t so far, either. The Golden Arrow is starting again soon. And when air travel gets going again, it’ll only be an hour. London–Paris will be the new artistic axis of the world. And –’ he glanced all about him and lowered his voice – ‘strictly between ourselves, I think London will be the heavier end.’

Paris. His apartment on the Rue d’Argenteuil in the First Arrondissement, which was also the first arrondissement to be ‘cleansed’ by the Gestapo and their French collaborators. ‘Paris is not a good memory for me.’

‘Of course not.’ Corvo was sympathetic. ‘I heard about it from André Derain – when we were trying to trace you.’

‘If he hadn’t interceded for me, I’d have been taken to Łodz the following day. Sartre was no use at all.’ He laughed coldly. ‘I didn’t even know I was Jewish until that day. They told me! I stood at my window watching the others being rounded up, thinking poor bastards! Can you believe that?’

‘I can. But will we ever understand? It’s so...’ His long, slender hand groped for a word beyond his horizon. ‘Your English is very good,’ he concluded.

‘I lived in America until I was seven.’

‘Ah! Yes – I thought I detected a trace of American there.’ He smiled apologetically and then added comfortingly, ‘Only very slight, though.’

The sandwiches and whisky arrived – more than a mere sample. Corvo drank tea and declined all offers to share the food, though Felix could see the man was peckish. Enjoys self-sacrifice and delivering commonplace opinions as if they were scandalous, he noted. He could not break the habit of cold-classifying people; in Mauthausen it had spelled the difference between life and death.

Correction: between survival and death.

This was life, beginning again with nothing but a pre-war reputation, a DP pension, and a remote future claim against a reviving Germany – if it ever did revive. And meanwhile there was the heady whiff of grants – CEMA, UNRRA... Plus, of course, the seemingly boundless goodwill of all these splendid Englishmen. Oh yes, and the British Council.

‘Talking of staying,’ Corvo said, ‘I trust you have somewhere organized for tonight? Otherwise...’

Felix waited as long as he decently could to see what that ‘otherwise’ might predicate – not realizing that in polite English usage the word had already delivered a bed and several breakfasts if he wanted them. ‘I’m staying in Bloomsbury,’ he said. ‘A very nice man from CEMA has given me vouchers and a ration card. He says it’s a small, private hotel. I haven’t been there yet. My luggage is still at Victoria.’ He dropped these personal details as people drop chips at roulette, with a public indifference that masks a churning gut. Would he ever accustom himself to yielding information freely, without the rubber hose, or the live wire an inch from his skin?

Corvo smiled. But so had the first caller from the Gestapo; he, too, had been a lover of art. What home in Germany now housed the largest single collection of Breits in the world? None, if the man had any sense of self-preservation. They’d be at the bottom of a lake somewhere.

‘I expect you’re longing to work again,’ Corvo said.

Felix looked dispassionately at his fingertips. ‘I did some clay modelling in hospital. I was surprised to discover how much these guys remembered.’

‘Yes, your English really is excellent. It’s so important to imbibe a language in one’s boyhood.’

Felix stared into the middle distance and smiled as he echoed, ‘Boyhood!’

The English were an enigma. In their heart of hearts, they knew that, although they had stood alone against ‘the Hun’ and battled him from Cairo to the Fatherland, those five gruelling years had still not taught them a thing. Europe was still a bewildering, far-off country where Hungary and Czechoslovakia were interchangeable. (Oh yes – his camp-honed ears had overheard that exchange!) From time to time he caught them off their guard, staring into his eyes, looking for answers.

Corvo said slowly, ‘Of all those who survived the camps – I mean, of the few who survived – I believe the artists have the best chance of all. You are in touch with the means to comprehend it... convey it to the rest of baffled humanity. Oh dear! Is it patronizing of me to be saying such things to someone like you?’

The whisky burned pleasantly. A long-forgotten sensation, drowsy, fiery, massaged his muscles, slackened off his joints, enabled him to say, ‘Not at all. I agree now, though it’s only lately I’ve been able to think it.’

‘And before?’

‘I was too close to the experience. The idea of taking such an obscenity and somehow fashioning it into art seemed... well, an even greater obscenity.’

Corvo pulled a face. ‘I hadn’t considered it like that, but now you put it in such terms, I can’t think of an answer.’

Felix watched him shrewdly. ‘I could give you a comforting lie, Mister Corvo. Go back in history, for instance. Consider the starving eighteenth-century peasant, dying of consumption as he cuts the clay in the Austrian brickfields, and then the fine, brick-built concert hall where Mozart is heard nightly. It’s too remote, isn’t it, for the callous obscenity of the one to reach out and touch the sublime beauty of the other.’

‘That’s very good – and surely quite true?’

Felix shook his head, gently, because of the whisky. ‘I know at least one man who managed it.’

Corvo leaned forward eagerly. ‘A fellow artist?’

‘An artist of a kind, anyway. Reinhard Heydrich – Himmler’s deputy and the actual engineer of the Vernichtung of the Jews – there is no English word, I think.’

‘Annihilation?’

‘Too clinical. Vernichtung means “turning into nothing”. Can one say “the nothing-ing of the Jews”?’

‘One ought to be able to. I see what you mean.’

‘Heydrich once shot a prisoner who dared to warn him that the brake on a quarry wagon was defective. Yet that same Heydrich had his own quartet and was a superb violinist. Sublime, they said.’ He shrugged his shoulders and smiled with an expansive, mid-European weariness.

‘Impossible.’ Corvo tried the same shrug but lacked the experiential referents. ‘But to get back to art...’

‘Ah, but we were actually talking about art. Art is not on the side of the angels. Nor of the devils, either. Art is on the side of itself. Only itself. I have survived. Mister Wilson and Mister Palmer will probably tell you it was because, for fourteen months, the doctors fed me nothing but peas and beans. But I know that is the least important part of the truth. I survived because Art wished it. Art needed me. For what purpose, Art will now reveal.’ His hands gestured a mid-European hopelessness. He noted the effect of his words on Corvo and thought: Metaphysics works here! I must remember this line. ‘I have no choice,’ he concluded. ‘Like the scorpion that stings the frog in the middle of the river...’

At that moment Wilson and Palmer entered.

The greetings were heartfelt but subdued – in a word: English. When they were done, the four men settled in a rough circle of chintz armchairs and Wilson sent McIver for a fresh pot of tea.

‘I was just saying to Breit,’ Corvo began, ‘I hope he’s not simply passing through on his way to America, like so many. I’m trying to persuade him of the advantages of staying.’

Wilson turned to Felix. ‘It’s up to you, old chap. Whatever you decide, we’ll do our best to help. I know at least one American who’d sponsor you without hesitation – and he, in turn, would know hundreds more.’ To Palmer he said, ‘Willard A Johnson.’

‘Snap!’ Palmer said. To Felix he added: ‘Johnson was our host on the day Mauthausen was liberated. Austria was American territory. We just happened to be on a courtesy visit that day.’

‘There’ll be a new renaissance in England,’ Corvo explained to Palmer. ‘We’ve obviously lost our empire. Our new role is to play Greece to America’s Rome.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ Palmer said. ‘We’re about to rent a Græco-Roman revival house in Hertfordshire – Adam and Sally, Nicole and me.’ He smiled at Wilson. ‘It will be the nucleus of our post-war renaissance.’

‘May one ask where?’ Corvo looked apologetically at Felix for turning the spotlight away from him for the moment. This was interesting. There might be a Perspectives article in it. Or Country Life at worst.

‘It’s the Dower House at Barwick Green. I don’t suppose you know it?’

‘Oh but I do!’ Corvo placed complacent fingertips together. ‘I wrote a piece on it for the AR. Between the wars.’ He turned again to Breit, the catch of the week for him. ‘Charming place.’

‘By Henry Holland,’ Palmer said. ‘With additions by Soane.’

Corvo winked at Felix. ‘Architects and planners, eh! You can’t beat them. Perhaps I should explain – Palmer and Wilson here are leading lights in the Greater London Plan, otherwise they’d still be waiting for their demob suits. Abercrombie pulled some strings and got them out. They sit in their offices all day, dishing out neat little prefabs for the proletariat, and then they down pencils and head for their country palace.’

Wilson said, ‘Actually, old man, it’s more of a commune – or a community... yes, more of a community.’

‘Is it really a palace?’ Felix asked.

‘No – it’s a pretty run-of-the-mill English country house, actually. Sixty rooms, three floors, Georgian, classical brickwork, pillared portico. There’s a remnant of the original Tudor wing at the back, brickwork in English garden bond... plus stables, carriage houses, and so on. And five acres of garden.’

‘Ex-garden,’ Palmer said. ‘But that’s one of our communal projects.’

‘It was a Catholic boys’ school during the war, evacuated from the Channel Isles. Now it belongs to the South Herts Gravel Company, who, frankly, haven’t the first idea what to do with it. However’ – he winked – ‘they do want to keep on the right side of a couple of ‘leading architects in the Greater London Plan’!’ He grinned at Corvo. ‘Ta for the encomium, old boy.’ Then back to Felix: ‘But that’s enough about us. It’s your future that’s important here.’

Felix bit a lip nervously. ‘Sixty-odd rooms...’ he mused. ‘For just two families?’

‘Ah! We hope there’ll soon be more. There’s room for eight or nine. Families, I mean.’

Wilson was on the point of asking Felix if he’d consider joining their budding community when he remembered the rule they had all agreed: No one should ever be invited to join; the first suggestion must always be theirs, so they could never say they were talked into it if things turned sour.

For his part, Felix was wondering how to work around to suggesting that if they had a small stable or outbuilding where he might set up his studio... He felt the invitation coming, saw Wilson’s eyes dance in preparation. But then, with a brief flicker in Palmer’s direction, they lowered again and the warmth fled. It reminded him of the despairing irony of the man from UNRRA as he surveyed that ocean of hopeful refugees, in the months after the liberation of Mauthausen: ‘We offer them every assistance short of actual help.’

He understood that to get into this Dower House community he would have to beg. Well, he wasn’t reduced to that, yet.

‘You must come out and see the place,’ Wilson said lamely.

That note he scribbled on the back of his card, Felix thought, and left pinned to my prison jacket – that was just the reflex shriek of an appalled conscience. It no longer translates into anything. Assistance, yes, but not actual help.

‘Yes, that would be nice,’ he said.

Where did one go in this city for a woman? Could one ask such a question in a club for gentlemen?


Friday, 25 April 1947

They emerged from the gloom of Hammersmith tube station, blinking at the bright autumnal sun, now in its evening arc.

Willard stabbed a finger toward the heart of its radiance. ‘Over there!’

Marianne smiled; he always thought it so important to know his way around. For him, Hell must be a new foreign city for which he had no map. Arm in arm they walked down Queen Street toward the river. He asked her: ‘When you said that – about Tony being taken from the Elbe and given to the Thames – did you know he actually lives in a houseboat?’

‘No. That was pure... flux? Oh – look only! God, so beautiful!’

Above them now towered the northern abutment of Hammersmith Bridge, spiky, Gothic, crisp against the bleached sky – a contrast made even starker by the still-unwashed grime of the war years.

They both stopped, no longer man and wife, no longer lovers, but a pair of architects lost in the magical space defined and caged by its tracery. Willard echoed her, ‘Will you just look at that!’

She took it as a gentle correction and stored away the phrase, a lover once again.

‘Why do we respond like that?’ he asked. ‘Architecturally it’s against all the values we ever learned. D’you suppose we could be in for a Victorian revival?’

They crossed the empty road, still gazing skyward, revelling in the dimensions now cradled between the swooping catenaries of the suspension chains, before they continued their stroll upriver, along the Lower Mall.

The sun burnished her fragile skin; every time he looked at her his love was renewed.

Where the Lower Mall joins the Chiswick Mall proper, they came in sight of the houseboat moorings, between the bank and the long, boat-shaped island of Chiswick Eyot.

‘Heavens, so many!’ Marianne exclaimed. ‘It’s a small town of boats.’

‘But there’s our man!’ He pointed out a gray, oil-smeared hulk with the unmistakeable lines of a chine-hulled motor torpedo boat. It was moored to a barge, moored to an ex-pleasure boat, moored to... well, three or four other nautical mongrels that, finally, were moored to the bank. ‘The only MTB in the pack. Tony always had a taste for the largest and grandest.’

There were perhaps half a dozen such columns of moored boats in all. Looking at them from this distance, Marianne was filled with a warm envy. In the evening sun, the little floating community looked so snug and secure. They must all lead the most wonderful lives. What more could people need than a few cabins, a galley, a mess room – and a huge, inviting city like London just a mile or two downriver? Threepence by Underground or bus. Tony’s MTB had a new, civilian name painted on her bow in an architect’s hand: LITTLE EXPECTATIONS. They stood on the bank and stared at her across the five intervening decks, wondering what to do next. Apart from the obvious ropes there were lengths of garden hose and some lethal-looking electricity cables, but nothing resembling a bell-push or even a line with a can of pebbles at the end of it. An RAF type with a Flying Officer Kite moustache poked his head out through a hatch on the second craft from shore, a squat tub of a thing with a sort of potting shed added to its deck. ‘Need any help, old chap?’ he asked.

Marianne wondered if he’d point out their directions with those luxuriant whiskers. Willard fought the impulse to ask if he could pick up the AFN on those things. ‘Tony Palmer?’ he said. ‘I think he’s in the MTB, but how do we get there?’

‘Just stroll over all the decks between,’ the man answered in a bewildered tone that implied, What other way is there, for the love of Mike!

His head remained poking out of the hatchway as he watched them picking an infinitely careful path among the mooring lines, pails, bicycles, boots, meat safes, and other junk that littered the decks. He chuckled at their caution. ‘Beats any old temperance lecture, what!’ he cried. ‘When you get there, just stamp on the deck. I know they’re aboard. TTFN!’

Marianne looked inquiringly at Willard. ‘Ta Ta For Now,’ he explained. And then he had to explain ‘ta ta’.

She sighed. ‘I’ll never learn it. You must tell me when I say things wrong.’

‘Sure. But don’t worry. You’ll pick it up in no time. English has no rules, really – not like German. There are just... well, different ways of saying things.’

The deck of the MTB was the height of a man above its neighbour. They had to climb a short ladder lashed to its rail. Somewhere in the bowels of the vessel a wind-up gramophone was playing a Debussy prelude. Willard, afraid that stamping on the deck might jerk the needle, took up a mop and tapped its handle on the chine of the hull. The music stopped. There were vibrations as someone ascended a stair. Moments later a young woman opened the deckhouse door. ‘I’m sorry, I thought you were my ’usband,’ she said, in accents more French than English.

Willard and Marianne glanced at each other. Husband?

‘Mrs Palmer?’ he asked the woman.

‘Naturally.’ She smiled.

‘Mrs Tony Palmer? I didn’t know Tony had married.’ He turned to Marianne. ‘Did you?’

She shook her head and stared at Tony’s wife, a fine-looking woman with a no-nonsense face. Firm, determined jaw. Frank blue eyes, warily observant. And glossy, raven-black hair.

‘Nicole?’ Willard said suddenly, sure of his guess yet somehow not trusting it.

‘Yes!’ She laughed. ‘And now I know you. Oh, forgive me, but you were much more... élégant in uniform. Major Johnson, no?’

‘No – definitely not! It’s Mister Johnson now. And this is my Missiz Johnson – Marianne. Honey, this is Nicole... er... oh, what kind of fool am I! – I was trying to remember your maiden name. Palmer, of course. Mrs Palmer.’

The two women shook hands. ‘Come below, please,’ Nicole said, though she made no immediate move from the door. ‘Tony will be so ’appy to see you again, Willard. He talks about you often, you know. But he never says you are married?’

Willard grinned. ‘He doesn’t know. We only tied the knot last week. He’s met Marianne, when we were with AMGOT, but he doesn’t know we’re married. We’re on our honeymoon now, in fact – on our way back to the States. Are you expecting him home tonight – well, obviously, if you thought we were he.’ ‘He’s only in the Dove, his favourite watering hole.’ Nicole nodded toward the bank. Her eyes flashed with sudden merriment. ‘Oh, let’s go and give him a grand surprise!’

She grabbed a beret from a peg just inside the door and ushered them back down the ladder. A boisterous black Labrador leaped the gap, almost bowling Marianne over.

‘Xupé!’ Nicole scolded.

‘What’s that name?’ Willard asked.

‘It’s really St-Exupéry. And this is Fifi.’ She helped a small hairy terrier down to the lower level, where it skittered off in pursuit of Xupé.

‘You must be very happy to live so,’ Marianne said, gesturing toward the Little Expectations.

Nicole pulled a face. ‘Last winter was the worst anyone could remember. I’m not spending another winter here.’ She did not lock anything.

Conversation was difficult until they reached the bank.

‘Going for a drink?’ the RAF type called after them. ‘Whacko!’

Nicole waved back at him. ‘Don’t walk near his hatch,’ she warned Marianne. ‘He only wants to peep up your skirt.’

‘Your English has improved out of all recognition,’ Willard said.

‘Why not? I’ve nothing to do but listen to the wireless all day.’

He looked back at the boat and nodded. ‘I guess it’s not much of a challenge to you.’ He turned to Marianne. ‘During the war Nicole was a chef in her family restaurant in Trouville.’

‘To be chef in the war must have required great art,’ Marianne said.

‘Oh, Nicole can make a gourmet feast of spam and rutabagas,’ Willard said. Then, to Nicole: ‘Marianne is an architect, too. But you – you’ll take up your old profession now, surely? The English could sure do with it.’

‘That’s true.’ She shook her head. ‘But Tony has other ideas.’

‘Such as?’

She chuckled. ‘Oh, I’m certain he’ll tell you, Willard. You especially. Be warned!’

These hints of an old, easy intimacy between them left Marianne feeling isolated.

They had reached the pub. He held open the door for the two women. Nicole put a finger to her lips and peeped inside. Then she looked back at them, nodded, and, imprisoning her two dogs, inclined her head toward the bar.

Tony was sitting on a stool scraping the ash and dottle from his pipe. He was dressed in the nondescript attire of an English gentleman at his ease, all sagging wool and leather patches; on his head, as a nautical concession, he wore a stocking cap topped out by an incongruously large woollen pompom that never settled.

Willard, now standing immediately behind Tony, his mouth just inches from his ear, said softly, ‘I’d know the filthy stink of that secret weapon anywhere in the world.’

Tony turned round, not slowly, not quickly. ‘Hello, Willard,’ he said. ‘I was just about to order another. What’s yours?’ Then he saw Marianne and – still without a great deal of surprise in his voice – added, ‘Good God!’

Marianne laughed and threw her arms around his neck, giving him a mighty hug. ‘Tony!’ she scolded. ‘You are so... so typical!’

Tony, in danger of overbalancing, slid round to face them, disentangling her arms in the process. He winked at her and looked Willard coolly up and down. ‘Married?’ he guessed. Willard nodded. ‘Good-oh. Actually, not much point in asking what’s yours. You can have stout or beer.’

‘No Scotch?’

Several customers laughed, making Willard suddenly very conscious of being a bloody Yank.

They carried four half-pints of thin beer out to the river bank where they sat on the wall and luxuriated in the evening sun. ‘Warm English beer!’ Willard said. ‘And easily three percent alcohol! How I have longed for this moment!’

Marianne sipped hers and, nodding at Nicole, said, ‘Watering hole!’

Willard had prepared himself for a flood of wartime reminiscences but none came. Nicole tried. She asked how Tony and Willard had met Marianne. Tony was vague. ‘During our time with AMGOT,’ he said, adding nothing to what Willard had already told her.

Simple loyalty impelled Willard to do no more than nod his confirmation, though he longed to tell Nicole everything, to make her and Marianne part of the same old-pals history. He tried to draw Tony out on his work with the Greater London Plan, but the man was equally laconic in his replies there.

The two wives started talking between themselves – again, not about the past but about the day-to-day difficulties of life in London and Hamburg. Mostly it was Nicole telling Marianne about rationing, and ‘points’ for everything, and ‘Utility’ furniture, and queues and permits and waiting lists.

Tony asked Willard if his civilian clothes meant he was out of the army, or was it some special dispensation the Americans allowed to honeymooning officers?

Willard told him, no, he was out for good.

Tony grinned. ‘You old dog! How did you swing that one?’

‘Don’t ask,’ Willard told him. ‘I’m ashamed of it already. You’re still working on this Greater London Plan?’

‘Harder than ever, why? Want a desk?’

Willard laughed. ‘It won’t work, you know.’

‘It’s already working. Cheers! They’ve started with the Churchill Gardens Estate – go and have a look.’

‘Cheers! Oh, sure, bits of it will get done. But you’ll lose in the end. Impatience, inertia, greed, lack of vision – the same forces that scuppered Wren’s plan after the Great Fire. But what the heck – I’ve said all this before. Abercrombie got you out good and early – and that’s the most important thing.’

The talk drifted on to architecture in general – new styles, new materials, and the little matter of rebuilding the post-war world.

Finally, with a nod toward the MTB, Willard said, ‘Somehow I don’t connect that sort of thing with you.’

Nicole overheard him and broke off her conversation with Marianne at once. She stared at her husband, on tenterhooks for his reply.

Tony looked shrewdly at Willard, then at Marianne. ‘Got anything on tomorrow?’ he asked.

‘Saturday?’ Willard shrugged. ‘Sightseeing, I guess. Why?’

‘I’ll show you a sight – a sight and a half! Care for a picnic?’

Willard looked at Marianne, then at the dead, turbid waters of the Thames.

‘No, not here!’ Tony laughed.

‘Where, then?’

‘Oh...’ He was vague again. ‘Near Hertford. Out in the country.’ His eyes ranged from one to the other and for the first time since their reunion he was truly animated. ‘What d’you say, eh? Adam Wilson will be there, too.’


Saturday, 26 April 1947

Felix left the train, as instructed, at Welwyn North. He watched as the tunnel swallowed it, watched the smoke obscure the daylight at the farther end. He lingered there on the down platform until it cleared again, from black through sepia to bright spring sunshine. Holes through solids held an increasing fascination for him. Not the moth-eaten mummies of Henry Moore’s drawings but the pregnant-bellied granite and limestone of his own carvings.

‘Barwick Green... the Dower House?’ The words, spoken in an American accent, floated across the lines to him from the up platform. The man and the woman who had left the train with him and raced over the footbridge, were speaking to the porter. Felix drew breath to call out, to tell them he was headed that way, too, and that Mr Wilson was supposed to be coming to meet him; but a sudden violent shiver prevented him. Half of him warned that if he did not overcome this desire to shrink into cracks in the world, they would have won after all; the other half admitted the truth of it but pleaded that the time was not yet. He could not even make for the footbridge until the opposite platform was deserted.

While he dithered, Adam Wilson emerged from the ticket hall, saw him, and called out, ‘Mister Breit!’ Then his eyes fell on the man and the woman, too. ‘And Willard and Marianne! Same train! Stroke of luck! Mister Breit! Sorry about this. Come over the bridge – or aren’t you up to it?’

An express, bound for Kings Cross, came roaring out of the tunnel and severed their contact.

Steps. These of cast iron, pierced.

The guard’s van rattled below Felix’s feet as he crossed the bridge, whipping a tang of sulphur onto his tongue. The note changed as it clanged on over the viaduct but he did not linger now.

‘Mister Breit! This, by the most extraordinary coincidence, is Willard Johnson. He was one of—’

‘Willard A Johnson,’ Marianne corrected him.

‘Of course. Willard A Johnson, who was our colleague in AMGOT and our host at Mauthausen on the day you were liberated. And Willard, this is Felix Breit – the Felix Breit.’

Marianne saw her husband turn pale. ‘Oh, my God! Feelicks Bryeet?’ He pronounced it like a correction of Wilson’s studiously correct German. To Adam he added, ‘Tony didn’t say.’

‘He wasn’t sure Breit would be coming.’

Felix was sure he and Palmer had forgotten the invitation altogether.

Johnson continued pumping his hand. ‘Man! If it wasn’t for you, I’d probably be... I don’t know – a Fuller Brush man.’ Seeing Adam’s bewilderment he added, ‘A door-to-door salesman.’

‘Why, please?’

‘Your sculpture was my introduction to architecture. You... Brancusi... the Bauhaus... architecture as an art form. Eye-opening.’

Felix realized that Americans, too, inhabited that world where Hungary and Czechoslovakia were vaguely interchangeable. ‘Well!’ he said, and smiled at the man’s wife, who smiled awkwardly back.

What was this awkwardness? Was she German? Did they imagine he hated all Germans now? It was a German family in Vichy France who sheltered him after his second arrest; he had tried to look them up last month but was told they had died in Ravensbrück and Theresienstadt. How to let these Saxons know that Europe had become a little more complicated since their tribe had last lived there?

‘Forgive me,’ Johnson apologized. ‘Herr Bryeet, allow me to...’

He was obviously going to introduce his wife. Swiftly Felix took her hand and kissed the air an inch from her knuckles; it would have offended him if she had been introduced to him instead of the correct way round. ‘Küss die Hand, gnädige Frau. Felix Breit.’

She gave a single laugh that was surely ironic and replied, ‘Frau-Arkitekt Marianne Johnson.’

Their eyes dwelled in each other’s and Felix experienced a rapport that was purely European.

‘Actually, Marianne is Swedish,’ Wilson said. ‘Or, I suppose, American now.’

‘She’s also an architect in her own right,’ Willard added.

She saw the surprise in Felix’s eyes and realized he thought she looked too young to be qualified. ‘An apprentice,’ she added.

‘It’s not a bad profession to join these days, madame,’ Felix said.

‘Listen!’ Willard said. ‘I can’t take all this sir, madame, gnädige Frau, stuff. It’s Marianne, Willard... Felix – OK, Adam?’

Smiles all round.

‘Well!’ Adam rubbed his hands briskly. ‘I don’t think the pony can haul all four of us to the top of the hill so...’

‘Pony?’ Willard said.

‘Petrol’s rationed in case you didn’t know.’

‘Gee! I should’ve thought. I could have fixed you up with some.’

Adam threw back his head and laughed. ‘Fix! Whenever I hear that word, I think of you, Willard.’ To Felix he added, ‘Whatever you want, Willard can “fix” it.’

Willard nodded. ‘Be proud to,’ he said as they wandered out to the station forecourt.

‘I can walk,’ Felix said. ‘Let Mrs Johnson ride. Marianne.’

‘I shall lead the pony,’ she said, walking straight up to him. ‘We can walk all the way and give this ol’ fella a break.’

Adam could detect Willard’s vowels in her speech.

‘Tony told me you married Sally Beaumont?’ Willard said. To Felix he explained, ‘Another goddam architect! But she’s special. She was his boss in AMGOT and the designer of the famous British army “spider” hut. She had the highest-ranking wartime commission in the women’s services – acting-temporary brigadier. None of us made it above colonel.’

‘Or even major,’ Adam added. ‘She’s going into private practice when... well, you’ll see.’

Marianne had meanwhile been appraising the pony. ‘A creature like this should be worth a fortune in Hamburg,’ she said. Then, to Felix: ‘That’s where I was living since the liberation, until we got married last month. D’you know it?’

The two men glanced in dismay at Felix, whose heart fell. How could he make them understand he didn’t require their solicitude – or not in such small ways as that? If they wanted to pull strings to get him commissions, a free studio, a pension or two... fine. But not all this pussyfooting – as if he still had feelings, for heaven’s sake.

‘Hamburg!’ he said. ‘My favourite city – what’s left of it! I suppose it had to be done. Ironic, though, that it was the most anti-Hitler city in all Germany. He got a very poor reception there.’

‘You’ve seen it?’ Willard asked.

‘Several times. I went there for medical tests. And convalescence.’

‘Not during...’ Adam faltered.

‘No.’ He chuckled drily. ‘Not during. Funnily enough, I, too, was there last week. We must just have missed each other.’

When they realized he was joking they laughed. Too much.

Adam cut in: ‘As I was saying – Willard was with us the day you were liberated. In fact, Tony and I were present as guests of the American section of AMGOT.’

‘I remember,’ Felix said – which embarrassed them because, as Adam had been about to add, Willard had been on the far side of the camp at the moment when he and Tony had realized that the Felix Breit they were helping was the Felix Breit. And Felix had lapsed into a near-coma by the time Willard arrived.

‘Liberated?’ Marianne asked.

Adam explained. She reached across him, squeezed Felix’s arm, and looked ahead, rather fixedly.

They reached the bottom of the slope below the forecourt and turned left, facing a reluctant pony up the hill. The watery sun cast shorter shadows on the slope ahead of them and soon their outlines were lost in the blunted, lacy penumbra of new, half-formed leaves on the overarching trees.

‘So what’s with this Great Secret out here in the boondocks?’ Willard asked Adam. ‘Tony was very cagey. It had better be good.’

‘It’ll be interesting, anyway,’ he replied. ‘Interesting to hear what you think of it.’

‘And that’s all you’re going to tell us?’

‘Until I can just say voilà! Tony and Nicole are there already, waiting for us – so I can promise you a wonderful high-tea, conjured out of nothing.’

‘Yeah – that’s another thing I meant to ask: She was back in Trouville, you two were in Hamburg – how did those two get together again?’

‘He went back and found her. Couldn’t face life without her.’ He paused and asked Marianne, ‘Why the grin?’

‘When you said “went back and found her”,’ she replied, ‘so was it with Willard and me.’

‘All last winter,’ Willard confirmed. ‘I used to sit in my office staring at the Mystic River, seeing her face in every ripple.’

Adam levelled an accusing finger at him but said nothing.

Willard said it for him. ‘I know, I know. You done tol’ me!’

‘What did he tell you?’ Marianne asked.

‘Never mind.’

‘I told him he was a fool if he ever thought he could go back home and forget you.’

‘Adam – how nice! When was that?’

‘Right after...’ he began and then fell silent.

Felix could feel the tension rise again.

‘Oh, I get it,’ she said flatly. ‘Right after I was denazified.’

‘Oh, Marianne!’ Felix heard Willard murmur to his left. But he kept his gaze on the woman, who turned to face him at last.

‘Now you know,’ she said. ‘I will understand perfectly if you should now wish to—’

‘Her parents were the real Nazis,’ Willard said. ‘They deliberately sent her to Germany and—’

‘Please!’ Felix forced a laugh and then followed it with one that was more genuine. ‘We draw a line, right? How old were you, Marianne? Eighteen?’

‘Seventeen. Albert Speer was great friend to my father. We supplied steel. It should be smart for a steel maker to keep on the good books of Hitler’s favourite architect – especially since he also was Minister for Armaments!’

‘A bit like the gravel company with Tony Palmer and me,’ Adam tried to say. ‘As will soon be explained...’

Felix and Marianne ignored him; unspoken secrets were being passed behind their words. Besides, nothing that had happened in England this century could in any way equate with this.

‘Who can answer for his or her opinions and actions at seventeen?’ Felix asked. ‘Not me, I do assure you! I had no love of the Jews, either – when I was seventeen and did not even know I was a Jew. For that I have my shame to carry. We draw a line, OK? The whole of Europe must draw a line. I have earned the right to say this, otherwise I am still not free. Sorry, Adam – the gravel company, you said? Were you telling Willard about this house that you and he—’

‘Da-dee-da-dee-da...’ Adam sang loudly. ‘It’s a secret until we get there – which will be in about five minutes.’

‘Have you and Tony telled Nicole of me?’ Marianne asked Adam.

‘Not yet,’ he confessed awkwardly.

‘Then I will – so soon as we meet. It’s not fair on her – not after what has happened her.’

‘Oh?’ Felix asked.

‘Willard was telling me yesterday night. Nicole worked as chef on her uncle’s restaurant on Trouville during the war. It was much... I mean very popular with Germans and so the maquis asked her to pretend to collaborate to get information out of them – which she has done. Her secret was well kept – too much so that, after liberation they have done to her what they have done to all collaborateuses.’ She mimed the shaving of her head.

Felix whistled. ‘And she doesn’t know... that you... ?’

‘She shall. That’s what I say.’

Having reached the hamlet of Harmer Green, at the top of the hill, they all mounted the gig and set off on the more or less level drive toward Dormer Green. The county councils were putting back the road signs all over England. The one at the hilltop said TEWIN and DORMER GREEN.

‘Are we close now?’ Willard asked.

‘Close enough, maybe,’ Adam replied. ‘I’ll end the suspense, anyway. Tell me – d’you remember a night we spent beside an overturned truck on Lüneburg Heath? We were headed for Bielefeld and left the road.’

‘Vaguely... were we sober?’

‘D’you remember what we talked about?’

He nodded. ‘The destruction of Hamburg.’

‘And of Europe generally. But especially about the chance it had given us to rebuild everything in a different way – a chance that we hoped would never come again but which we mustn’t miss? Does that ring a bell?’

‘I seem to remember a depressing conclusion – that people wouldn’t take the chance. They’d play safe and go back to all the old ways – the old ideologies.’

Adam became slightly agitated; he wanted Willard to remember it exactly. ‘We realized that we – the architects who would be needed in our thousands to rebuild this shattered continent – we could play our part. Surely you remember? Where three hundred slum houses had stood back-to-back in cramped little alleys we could sweep them all away – if the RAF or the Luftwaffe hadn’t already done it for us. We’re doing it now, in fact. We’re turning the city green. And in each green oasis we’re raising those three hundred families high into the sky in clean, modern, comfortable machines-for-living-in.’

‘The things we say under the strain of war!’ Willard laughed uncomfortably.

‘OK, you played the cycnic then and—’

‘Too damn right! My ol’ grampappy had dreams like that. He used to say that if the working man was paid a decent wage and given good housing... education... health... all that, he and his family would divide their time between the library, the art gallery, and the concert hall. Everyone would be cultured and civilized!’

‘But that’s true – they would. Look at the thousands of ordinary people – men in the street – and women – who went to Dame Myra Hess’s concerts at the National Gallery during the war.’

‘There’s a connection?’ Adam could sense he was getting nowhere with the global argument. ‘There was also the way we were going to live – putting our own ideals into practice. Can’t you remember our list? Our no-no list, you called it?’

Willard gave a reluctant laugh. ‘God, I’d forgotten that.’ He scratched an ear. ‘Let me see. We were against the nation-state and its chauvinism – all kinds of nationalism. We wanted—’

‘Yes, but personally. For ourselves. What were the things we rejected for ourselves?’

‘While we were still sober, you mean? I guess... the Victorian family and the old lines of authority. The tyranny, the cruelty, the economic dependence of woman on man...’ He turned apologetically to Marianne. ‘You know the sort of thing. It’s hardly new.’

‘You don’t believe it any more?’ she asked.

Adam grew impatient as he saw the discussion slipping away yet again. ‘We wanted to take the next step beyond.’

‘Maybe. I can’t remember what it was, though.’

Adam sighed. ‘You can – you just don’t want to. In a little while now I’m going to show you a house – a large English country house, mainly Georgian with a Tudor remnant and a Victorian addition, and stables and outhouses... walled garden... five acres of wilderness that was once lawns, formal garden, fish pond, shrubbery... et cetera. I think all that is our “next step beyond the Victorian nuclear family”.’ He let the words sink in before he went on. ‘Imagine eight or nine families living there. All like us. All about our age. We each have our own part of the house, of course. Not by virtue of title deeds or padlocks or anything like that, but just by common consent. I’d even say communal consent. But we have one kitchen where we cook one main meal each day and we all eat it together. And we play billiards or ping-pong or whatever we want in our communal playroom. And we have our music room. And our gardens. And this – our pony and trap in which we go shopping each Saturday. But the our and the we in all those things is not “Mum and Dad”. It’s all of us, including the children. We are the community of the future! It’s the next stage of civilization. But even more than that, it’s our only hope of moving forward from the tight, cloying, inward-looking, neurosis-breeding, festering, stultifying cocoon of the Victorian family.’ He leaned triumphantly back and asked quietly. ‘So what do you say? Tony and Nicole are already in, as I said. You’ll see them when we get there. And Sally, naturally.’

Willard let out a deep breath he did not realize he had been holding. ‘Gee, Adam, what the hell were we drinking that night? Are you sure it was just liquor?’

Marianne began speaking suddenly, almost intoning her words, ‘An Englishman.’ She nodded toward Adam: ‘A Frenchwoman... an American with English, Italian, and Greek forefathers...’

‘I didn’t know that,’ Adam said, staring at Willard as if he saw him in a new light.

‘... and a Swede with German and Irish in the blood.’

‘Nicole has Irish blood, too,’ Adam said ‘A little. And German cousins.’

‘And Felix?’ she asked. ‘Is there room for him, too?’

‘I was just about to say...’ Adam began.

But Willard reached out and took Marianne’s hand. ‘Honey? Are you seriously considering this fantasy?’

‘The same like you.’

‘I am?’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘You know – I have the craziest feeling.’

‘Ideals aren’t crazy,’ Marianne said. ‘If we can’t succeed, what hope for the United Nations? What hope for the world? There must be community!’ She turned to Adam as she said the word. ‘Community among all peoples like us. Ordinary peoples. We do it now, the world does it tomorrow.’

Willard cleared his throat awkwardly. ‘But you miss the point, sugar. I’ve never acted out of idealism in my life – not when there were good, solid reasons for doing the other thing.’

‘You want good, solid reasons, too?’ Adam said. ‘I’ll give you a good, solid reason for staying this side of the pond. Which country has suffered more war damage, England or America? Where will you find the more desperate need for architects?’

‘Where will the architect be king?’ Felix asked.

Willard had his eyes shut in a parody of pain. ‘You’re hitting me where it hurts,’ he said.

‘And where better than with a couple of fellow architects who are working on the Greater London Plan, eh?’ Without waiting for an answer, Adam turned to Felix. ‘Listen, old chap. When we met at the Lansdowne in the week, Tony and I desperately wanted to suggest that you join this little community. One of the old stables would make a wizard studio for you. But we had this absurd rule, you see, and, being English, we obeyed it.’

‘Rule?’ Felix echoed.

‘It was Sally’s idea, really, but we all agreed to it. She pointed out that if we overwhelmed people with our enthusiasm and they joined us against their better instincts and then regretted it later, it would cause a lot of ill feeling. So the rule was that would-be joiners had to ask directly; we would never be the first to suggest it.’

‘It sounds like good sense,’ Marianne said. ‘Why are you breaking it now?’

‘Because of the fickleness of women, if you must know. The minute I told Sally about it, she called me every sort of fool and said of course I should have broken the rule at once and asked Felix if he’d like to join us. Her own rule! Anyway, Felix, that has now become the point of your visit today. If you like us and like the house and think the stables would make a good studio... just say the word. When we’re up to full ration strength, each rent will be about sixty quid a year including insurance. If you took one of the stables, it would be even less.’ After a pause he added, ‘Say?’

‘I’ll say yes now, please,’ Felix replied. ‘What is your English saying? A sculptor should never look three gift-architects in the mouth! Five if these two join as well.’

Adam had one more pearl to cast: ‘I know we’re all supposed to be working class now... certainly we’re all workers. But we want some of the families – one or two – to be real working-class people. That’s also part of the new order.’

‘You English and your class system!’ Willard began.

But Marianne cut in: ‘It won’t work! That bit of it won’t work.’

‘I don’t mean the lumpenproletariat – the erks. But people in skilled trades – people who made sergeant in the skilled support corps – REME... the Service Corps – we all met them. We all got on with them pretty well. Anyway, Marianne – how d’you know until it’s been tried?’

Marianne clearly had a stack of counter-arguments but all she did was smile and say, ‘This beautiful, unspoiled countryside! Is America as cosy as this, darling?’

‘This is very like New Jersey – Mercer County... the country round Princeton—’ he began.

Felix interrupted, ‘What happened there?’ He pointed to a large patch of bare earth beside the road.

‘Ammo dump,’ Adam said.

‘Please?’

‘It was probably an ammunition dump. During the war they dispersed small piles of ammunition all over England, mostly in little roadside heaps – all secure in locked metal boxes and under cover, of course. Safer than keeping it all in one huge arsenal. There are thousands of them still, not yet dismantled – all over the countryside.’

Felix whistled in amazement. ‘And they weren’t afraid of revolutionaries?’

‘Not really. We don’t go in for that sort of thing. What revolutionaries, anyway? The communists? They were all on our side.’

‘Not any more!’ Willard said vehemently.

But Marianne had a different agenda. ‘It would be so easy to forget the war here.’ She smiled at Felix and added, ‘To draw a line.’

‘Talking of which’ – Willard switched tracks effortlessly – ‘you’re right! I could draw a lot of lines right here in England. There’s something about all those hundreds of thousands of bomb-damaged acres that appeals to an architect’s eye. How about work permits... stuff like that?’

Adam’s only response was a withering look. ‘You couldn’t fix that?’

Willard shrugged. ‘I still can’t believe I’m taking it all seriously.’

‘Try it for a year,’ Adam suggested. ‘What does that cost at our age? Just give it a year. It’ll be an experience if nothing else. Something to tell your grandchildren.’

The road curved away to the left among coppiced trees that had run wild again. It increased the sense of enclosure and the snug, tunnel-like ambience. The curve proved to be the first half of an S-bend, with the road swinging back to the left again – toward Bull’s Green, as another newly repainted fingerboard told them.

But it was what stood on the far side of this second bend that made Marianne and Willard catch their breath. ‘What a little beauty,’ he said.

She agreed. ‘A jewel!’

The object of their wonder was a gatelodge. It stood inside and to the left of an impressive stone entrance way, which had once, no doubt, been furnished with equally impressive railings and gates in wrought iron; but, like most such ironwork, they had been melted down in 1940 for ‘the war effort’. The lodge, however, was intact. The gable ends were concave, like those on a Chinese pagoda; the bargeboards were carved, not simply sawn; the windows were gothic; the chimneys were in fluted spirals and walls were of red brick.

The Johnsons dismounted and crossed the road, pressing against the sheep hurdles that had replaced the wrought-iron railings.

‘D’you think we could?’ Marianne asked hesitantly.

‘What?’

‘Have a peep inside?’

Adam laughed. ‘You can live there if you like – unless Felix wants it, of course. He’s got first refusal.’

‘First choice?’ Felix queried.

‘First refusal, first choice – they mean the same.’

‘Choice and refusal mean the same in England!’ Felix glanced at Marianne and raised his hands in a gesture of hopelessness.

She laughed but was more interested in Adam’s offer. ‘You’ve rented this place, too?’ she asked.

Adam jumped down and scrabbled aside some ivy near the top of one of the gate columns, revealing the barely legible word, cut in the stone: Dower. ‘It’s the gatelodge to... our future. The Dower House. It was originally called Dormer Hall, when it was a Tudor manor. Then the Grenfells of Panshanger bought it – before one of them was created the first Lord Desborough and turned it into a dower house, which is the Georgian mansion we’re about to visit.’

Since they were all dismounted now, they walked up the avenue of limes, past open parkland on their right and woodland to the left. Carpets of bluebells stretched under the trees, pheasants rose from the undergrowth with a harsh clatter of feathery alarm, and every now and then the white scuts of stamping rabbits flashed in panic, too. The woods were choked with volunteer saplings of ash and beech, none more than ten years old and all struggling in the mighty shade of beeches, chestnuts, and firs that were hundreds of years older. The limes, Adam noticed for the first time, were riddled with mistletoe.

Here and there, deep in the shade, loomed the iridescent purple of bursting rhododendron buds. Other shade-tolerant shrubs abounded, too – Portugal laurel, Acuba japonica, bamboo, and many others he could not name. Yet.

‘How I’d have loved to build dens and play games here as a boy!’ he said apropos nothing.

After a furlong or so of twisting drive the random pattern of trees became more organized until, at last, the avenue, now straight, was flanked on both sides by matched pairs of limes – old limes, even older than the woodland all around, limes with elephantiasis, amputated and paraplegic from centuries of storms, yet still standing. One was actually hollow, being no more than a cylinder of living bark and sapwood, with yet more bark on the inside, too; even so, it supported three fairly solid branches that rose thirty feet or more.

However, they soon had no eye for trees, nor for anything other than the house itself, to which the ancient limes provided a living triumphal arch of an entrance.

‘Wow-ee!’ Willard exclaimed as they emerged from beneath the last branches of the final pair; even Marianne, who had grown up in an elegant château in south Sweden, was a little taken aback. She grabbed his arm as if she did not trust herself to stand unsupported. For there, a couple of hundred paces ahead of them, crowning a slight rise in the ground, stood one of the most elegant Georgian country houses they had ever seen. Larger than a rectory, smaller than a palace, modestly opulent, assertively reticent, there it stood in the afternoon sun, as confident of its ground as any mountain in the kingdom – and more sure of its place in history, too.

‘Welcome to our country cottage!’ Adam said as he unhitched the pony and turned it loose onto what had once been the main lawn.

They stood and analysed the house. It rose three floors on a semi-basement, the tops of whose windows could be seen over the ex-flower beds around the foot of the house. A flight of four shallow steps led up to a grand entrance, guarded by two pairs of simple Doric columns, which rose to support a large triangular pediment that formed the front wall of a balcony. The walls, of pale Hertfordshire brick, were symmetrical on either side. Each half had three large windows on the ground floor, echoed on the first floor above in lights of medium size. All were rectangular, though those on the ground floor were set back in shallow, semicircular arches of brick. At the moment they were blinded from inside by their once-white shutters. It made the house seem somehow fake, like a construction on a film lot waiting for the painters to darken the glazing and paint in the bars.

Felix wondered where the stables were. ‘Which is your bit?’ he asked Adam.

‘See the Tudor gable just peeping out beyond? Well, the Victorian Desboroughs built a mock-Tudor annexe to it, to balance it. On the far side from here. We’re in that.’

‘And Tony and Nicole?’ Willard asked.

‘They have the back of the main house – three rooms on the ground floor and three above. You can just see one of their windows looking out on the lawn. And the bedrooms above that are theirs, too.’

‘And who has the top floor?’

‘Untenanted as yet. So is the genuine Tudor bit, and the main-house ground floor on this front side, and the floor above it. And the stables – with the cottage across the yard, which you might consider, Felix.’

‘And the gatelodge,’ Marianne said. ‘Seven family units, five which not yet are uptaken.’

Felix noticed a tap set back a little from the drive. He turned it on but no water emerged, only a spider, which abseiled to the grass on one fine thread. There had been only one working tap in the Vélodrome d’Hiver that day. One tap for more than a thousand Jews.

Sally Wilson opened the high front doors and stepped out to greet them. She was a tall, slender, platinum blonde; her features were rosy, even babyish, but there was nothing babyish about her manner.

‘Where are Tony and Nicole?’ Adam asked.

At the mention of Nicole, Marianne’s heart skipped a beat.

‘They went down the fields to inspect the septic tanks. Apparently we have two for alternate months. You must be Mister and Mrs Johnson – and Herr Breit?’

‘Mister, please! Or just Felix.’

‘Of course.’

When the introductions were over, and first-names agreed on, Sally took Willard and Marianne to explore the main house while Adam showed Felix over the coach houses and stables, which would be ready-made studios or garages.

‘Maybe the cottage across the yard would suit you better?’ he suggested, pointing out a two-storey red-brick building beyond a huge weeping ash. ‘The locals call it the gardener’s cottage but we think it must originally have been for the head stable lad.’

‘Lad?’

‘Well... that’s what they always called them, no matter how old. Anyway, those big French windows are much later. Once there were double doors there, to what was a coach house.’ He nudged Felix. ‘Big enough for a sculptor’s studio, I’d say. You could get a Henry Moore in and out by that door.’

‘I don’t intend living alone,’ Felix said as they crossed the yard.

‘Quick work!’ Adam said admiringly.

‘Oh, I’ve not found anyone yet.’

Adam pushed at the cottage door with his foot; the wood scraped the floor. ‘Tell me to mind my own business, if you like,’ he said, ‘but are you really as... I don’t want to say indifferent... forgiving, perhaps, about... you know...’ He jerked his head vaguely toward the big house.

‘Indifferent is good,’ Felix said.

He saw at once that the big room Adam had mentioned would, indeed, make a fabulous studio. The French windows looked west, so the sunlight would steal inward each evening to caress his day’s work and congratulate him. His fingers longed to begin working.

‘It’s odd.’ Adam went to one of the windows and drew Euclidean shapes in the dust on one of the panes. ‘I suppose we ought to stop trying to guess what your feelings and attitudes must be?’

‘It would be best to assume that I have none.’ After a pause he added, ‘I had to learn certain techniques in order to survive. At least, I hope I learned them. I hope they weren’t always there inside me, waiting to blossom, because they are not attractive.’

Adam said, ‘I was amazed to see you eating peas at the club last week.’

‘I know.’

‘Sorry, did it show? I mean, you were eating with relish.’

‘I owe my life to peas and beans. And lentils. Why should I dislike them?’

‘I know. It’s all very logical. But even so...’

‘That’s not what I mean. I’m talking about watching another prisoner being clubbed to death and thinking, Gott sei dank it’s not me! Or stealing a crust from someone so close to death that it wouldn’t help him anyway. Thinking only me-me-me! I had to learn to think like them – to think that the life of another human being was worth any sacrifice if it preserved my own.’

‘I’ve tried to imagine it so often since that day... the unbelievable horrors of that day... wondering if I could have tolerated even one hour of it. Objectively, of course, I know I could have, probably – since so many obviously did.’

‘They killed a hundred and eighty-five of us a day, every day – average – someone told me.’

‘But thousands also survived – you among them, thank God. Even so, I still can’t imagine how. We must never let ourselves forget it.’

‘That’s your problem. You’re right, of course – for you. For me, it’s opposite. Art saved me for a purpose. When I first went into the camp they put me carrying quarry stones up those famous steps. One hundred eighty-six of them. Nobody ever lasted more than six weeks there. If you fell, they shot you. And they left your body there until sunset, pour encourager les autres. Then they needed skilled masons to shape the stones and the Kapo volunteered me. It was good of him. He was a communist and normally they only looked after their own. I’d done some stone carving but not much – only little things. Bagatelles. Clay modelling, metal welding – that was me. I had a one-hour apprenticeship between dawn and the time the head mason started work. He was an Austrian civilian. A Nazi, of course. By then I was rival to Bernini, believe me!’

‘But that’s admirable.’

‘So? That’s my point. And by the way, when it comes to Marianne Johnson... just assume...’

‘Yes?’

Felix hesitated and then said, ‘Just take it that I have every reason to sympathize with her predicament when her parents sent her to work in Germany at the age of seventeen.’

Adam sighed. ‘In a way, much as I’m fond of Willard, I hope they decide to go back to Boston. I don’t think Nicole will accept her in the same generous spirit. She spent all those years pretending to be nice to Nazis while she hated them from the bottom of her heart.’

‘Well – that’s what Marianne must always remember and Nicole must try to forget.’

‘Easily said.’

‘She must, though, for her own sake.’

‘Maybe you can get her to do it.’

‘Tell me something about him – Willard. Is he a good architect?’

Adam hesitated so long that Felix had to laugh.

‘No, no!’ Adam protested. ‘He probably is quite good. It’s just that you’ve made me realize I don’t think of old Willard in either category – good or bad. He has a nose for what’s important. For what’s powerful. For the movers, as he calls them. I saw him once walk into a room full of two-star generals and yet he headed straight for a mere colonel. It seemed so out of character but afterwards we learned that the generals were all has-beens on their way out while the colonel was the rising star. That’s Willard. So to ask if he’s good misses the essential man. He’s certainly going to be successful. I guarantee that within five years his office will contain at least a hundred drawing boards. Well!’ He rubbed his hands and, looking about them, said, ‘What d’you think? Will it do?’

‘It will do very nicely. I will be grateful—’

‘You will be no such thing! It’s the very least we can do. When I told my father you were possibly coming here, it was all I could do to stop him coming down to meet you this afternoon. Yet until now he’s had absolutely no sympathy with our project.’

‘I was going to say I will be grateful if I could leave paying the rent until...’ He saw no reason to be too specific.

The old servants’ quarters and lumber rooms in the attics formed a square around the dome that gave light to the main stairwell of the house. Originally the parapet, which disguised the sloping roof and produced the architecturally correct Georgian box, had obscured the attic windows; but during the wartime occupation by the school, when the attic rooms had been converted to boys’ dormitories, they had cut part of the parapet away in front of each window for fire escapes. It opened up views on all four sides that were spectacular – east to Bramfield, west to Bull’s Green, north to Watton-at-Stone, and south across the Mimram Valley (which Cowper called the loveliest in all England) to Welwyn Garden City.

Sally left the Johnsons to talk it over in private.

‘Lavender glass,’ Willard said. ‘Hand blown and flattened. They’d pay a fortune for just this one window back home.’

‘Home?’ Marianne took Willard’s hand. ‘Mmm?’

‘Here?’ he asked. ‘Think so?’

‘Don’t you?’ She squeezed his hand again. ‘We could be very happy here – starting right now.’

‘Eh?’

‘There’s a key in the door. Shall we test the floorboards for squeaks?’

Adam and Felix had rejoined Sally in the Victorian-Tudor annexe to the genuine Tudor remnant.

‘How much does Nicole know about... Marianne?’ Sally asked as soon as they came in. ‘Don’t look so surprised. She told me when I was showing them over the attic rooms.’ Then to Felix: ‘Can you really just shrug it off?’

‘Felix thinks we must all draw a line across history,’ Adam said. ‘Not just us – everyone in England.’

‘Or even... dare I mention the word – Europe?’ Felix suggested.

‘Yes, there too, of course.’

‘I must say, Felix, that’s very Christian of you...’ Her voice trailed off in dismay. ‘I mean... of course... oh, dear!’

Adam sought to repair the damage. ‘She just means you’re a real white man.’

Felix let her flounder until a small debt was created; dear friends of his who had been unable to make such cold calculations were now dust and ashes in Austria. Then he laughed and squeezed her arm reassuringly. ‘Let’s agree it’s very humanist, eh? From this point in history onwards, God must take lessons from the humanists, I think, don’t you?’

‘Why not?’ Still embarrassed, she turned to her husband. ‘Has Tony told Nicole? About Marianne?’

Adam bit his lip. ‘Marianne wants to be the one.’

‘So neither of you has told her!’ Sally was shocked.

‘Frankly, I saw no reason to. I thought they’d give this place the once-over... maybe enjoy a few moments of pleasant fantasy... then wake up to stern reality and take the next boat to America. I still think they’ll do that. Marianne certainly has no ties to keep her on this side of the Atlantic.’

‘Well, you can think again, my darling. They’ve fallen in love with the attic unit. And how d’you think they’ll get access to it? What’s the only staircase that leads up there?’

She turned to Felix to explain but he said, ‘I imagine it’ll be through Tony and Nicole’s unit?’

‘You’re quick!’ She grinned. ‘Anyway, we’ll know soon enough. I think you’re playing with fire.’

Adam looked at his watch and said, ‘They should be back by now – unless they’ve fallen into one of the septic tanks.’

‘Let’s go and see.’ Sally led the way through the communal labyrinth to the front portico, where they arrived in time to see Tony and Nicole climbing out of the ha-ha that divided the front lawn from the parkland beyond. The lawn was flanked on either side by a rotting oak pergola, paved in red brick and so sunken in places that it would have been safer to walk on the lawn – if that wasn’t a riot of weeds and volunteer saplings. Nicole stopped to pick a small bunch of bluebells. Tony halted, too, beneath the two overarching roses, where he tapped the ashes and dottle from his pipe against his upturned left heel.

‘Ha!’ Felix relished the complex arabesques of his silhouetted arms and legs.

‘What?’ Adam asked, startled.

‘That day. In Mauthausen. He tapped his pipe on his heel just like that.’

‘He set fire to some GS stores once,’ Adam said. ‘“Just like that.”’

‘Felix!’ Tony called out, having noticed them at last. To Adam he shouted, ‘Is he going to take one of the flats?’

Nicole joined him and they trotted across the weed-littered carriage sweep; she had all the right attributes for a Mata Hari, Felix thought admiringly. Her hair had grown well again, lustrous, and raven-black – so black, indeed, that its highlights held a bluish sheen.

‘Monsieur Breit?’ Rather shyly she offered him the bunch of bluebells from several paces away.

‘Pour moi, Madame Palmer?’ He swiftly descended the steps to their level. ‘Vous êtes vraiment charmante!’

‘Ongley, cherry,’ Tony muttered.

She gave him a look that would have served for mustard and passed the bouquet to Felix.

‘Do the septic tanks look as if they’ll work?’ Sally asked.

‘Nothing’s broken down above ground,’ Tony said. ‘It’s the sort of engineering an Ancient Egyptian would understand.’

Nicole said, ‘My husband has told me your story, Monsieur Felix. I heard your name back in the war, when I was visiting Paris. You were arrested and then released?’

‘The first time, yes. Tiens!’ He held the bluebells up beside her cheeks and said to the two men, ‘The colour! It matches her eyes perfectly, see!’

An English girl might have blushed, but not Nicole; her gaze remained as cool as the blue of her eyes – even when he brought the bouquet to his lips and gave it a playful kiss. ‘Sartre told me,’ she added.

‘You knew him well?’ Felix asked, though he had never liked the man much.

‘None of us knew him until after the Normandy landings,’ she sneered. ‘Then, tout d’un coup, we got to know many great artists and intellectuals who discovered overnight how anti-Nazi they had been all those comfortable, well-rewarded years.’

‘Thank God it’s all over and done with, eh!’

She sniffed. ‘Is it?’

They drifted up the steps and indoors.

‘I think I’ve found another interested couple,’ Tony said. ‘Name of Prentice, Arthur and May.’

‘Not two more bloody architects, I hope,’ Adam said.

‘He’s a cameraman with the BBC. They’re going to expand television transmissions soon, so it’s a good, secure thing. He worked for Pathé during the last show. Arthur’s more Felix’s age. When were you born, old chap?’

‘Nineteen twelve,’ Felix told him.

‘Well, he’s probably a couple of years younger. May is more our sort of age – mid-twenties. They’ve got two brats under the age of three. He obviously got home quite often in the war.’

‘It would be good to have the patter of tiny feet about the place,’ Adam said. Then – as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb – he added, ‘Actually, we have a bit of a surprise for you two...’

She stiffened. ‘If you mean Fräulein von Ritter – the Nazi...’ She turned on her husband. ‘I still can’t believe you let me fraternize with that... that...’ A new thought struck her. ‘And now you do the same with poor Monsieur Breit!’

‘Mais pas du tout, Madame!’ he said. ‘I know all about Mrs Johnson’s past. I also know my own past.’

She gave an expressive, Gallic shrug. ‘Alors?’

‘And I say if the past will not set the present free, then we are still at war. You still seem to be at war with the Nazis. So you cannot yet claim victory. You keep the Nazis alive so you can go on fighting them.’ He tapped his skull. ‘And so you deny yourself this wonderful present – doux present du présent! It is just one handshake away!’

Nicole tossed her head but felt she could offer no rebuttal to this – especially to the one who made it. ‘Another reason I’m angry is that I liked her. I thought we can have European nights here at the Dower House... Swedish cuisine, French cuisine, and...’ She gazed uncertainly at Felix. ‘Hungarian, of course. Goulash – c’est au poile!’

‘The French never quite got the hang of rationing,’ Tony said apologetically.

They crossed the hall, which was almost filled with the semi-spiral volute of the main staircase, a light, elegant structure that seemed too delicate to support even itself, much less the schoolboys who must lately have charged up and down it.

Nicole turned to Felix. ‘Why are you looking at me so... so...’

‘Intensely?’ he offered.

‘Par example!’

He laughed. ‘I was wondering if you would allow your husband to pose for me?’

‘Good God!’ Tony snorted.

‘The pose you were in beside the lawn just now..’ Felix mimed his tapping his pipe on his heel. ‘When I saw that I suddenly remembered you coming into Mauthausen. You did exactly the same thing then. I remember thinking at the time that if an Englishman can march into the camp and do that – so easily, so casually – then we really must be liberated. I think such a moment in my life should be immortalized, no?’

‘I say, are you serious?’ Tony asked.

‘Not really,’ Felix laughed again.

‘The memory is true, though,’ Adam said. ‘He reminded me of it the minute he saw you.’ He glanced at Felix as if expecting him to confirm it.

‘Well,’ Felix said. ‘It’s as true as anything can be these days.’

They started up the final stair, which led to the old servants’ quarters, soon to be the Johnsons’ flat.

Steps. These of pitch pine.

‘Devil!’ Marianne exclaimed.

It sounded like a whole delegation coming up.

‘Well, we’ve finished,’ Willard said complacently as he unlocked the door.

‘You have. Look at my hair! Go and meet them – distract them!’

‘How?’

‘Mm nnm mnh!’ Her mouth was stopped with two hairpins and a kirby grip.

‘What about the dry rot?’ Willard asked, meeting them halfway along the corridor. ‘Hi, Tony... Nicole! Great to see you again.’

‘Same here, old bean. You don’t look a day older.’

‘What dry rot?’ Adam asked.

Willard led them to the room at the farther corner of the house. ‘Can’t you smell it? That’s dry rot, surely?’

They fetched a bar and lifted a floorboard. Small frills of dry rot festooned the brick wall at one end.

‘No fruiting body yet,’ Willard said. ‘It looks treatable to me.’

Adam glanced ruefully at Tony. ‘A fine pair of surveyors we’d make!’

Marianne joined them, not a kirby grip out of place. ‘We just are loving this whole attic,’ she said.

There was an embarrassed silence, which Felix swiftly quashed. He tapped his chest. ‘Me – Austro-Hungarian German...’ Then pointing at the others as he went around: ‘American... Swedish... French... English. It will be good. And we can have gourmet nights – Swedish cuisine, French cuisine, American cuisine, and –’ he turned innocently toward Nicole – ‘Hungarian, of course. Goulash – c’est au poile, n’est ce pas, madame? And just a handshake away!’

She flounced away to the stairhead, saying – without turning round – ‘I must draw the arrangement of sewage tanks before I forget them.’

‘She knows,’ Marianne said.

‘’Fraid so, old thing,’ Tony agreed. ‘I let the cat out of the bag. I had no idea she’d react like that.’

Adam turned to Marianne: ‘How d’you feel?’

She shrugged and looked at Willard. ‘I’m willing to try.’

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Talking of rations – what’s the nearest US Army base? I might know somebody there.’

‘See!’ Adam said, still to Marianne though his target was Willard. ‘A community has strengths no nuclear family can match.’

‘It’s good so,’ she agreed. ‘But is it strong still after we get our first communal electricity bill?’

He frowned.

Sally explained, ‘I told her – we have three electricity meters – one for each phase – and eight fuse boards and no one knows which lights and sockets any of them serves.’




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
" MALCOLM
MACDONALD.

4

A Felix Breit novel y

From war-torn Europe they came to Britain, yearning to start a new
life . . . Together, they found it.






OEBPS/images/img001.jpg
(Gideon’s coppice

the wall-fruit garden the big lawn

. . the haha
Victorian-Tudor addition / f —

S & cottage shorl drive
gate lodge ong‘y ‘ancient Tudor remnant

Tuzg Dower House, Dormer GReEN, HERTFORDSHIRE





OEBPS/images/symbol.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





