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Listen – do you remember when you came in late one night during the summer and made love with Kate in the sitting-room? Perhaps it was a regular tryst, in which case I don’t know how the occasion itself is coloured in your mind. I can’t reach it except by a date: the day of Percy’s funeral, six weeks and three days before Kate’s fall.


I was there.


I let myself in with Tilda’s key and went out to the balcony. It was such a warm, clear evening that it seemed a pity to sit inside. I had brought with me four bottles of wine, token thanks in advance for having me to stay, and I decided to fetch a glass and settle myself in the armchair where I could enjoy the freak caress of the night as I waited for you. The curtains were drawn across the balcony windows, and it was soon dark. The lights of the City running off to the horizon found a reflection within me: my thoughts wandered as memories were teased to the surface, and I don’t know how long it was before I realized you were home.


Didn’t you get my message on your answer-phone? Don’t you pay any attention to your father?


You weren’t alone. It surprises me that you didn’t come outside together on such a beautiful night – what’s the balcony for? But I understand that its appeal would be muted by the urgency of sexual desire. And so I was there, quietly admiring the view, when suddenly I became aware that you and Kate were making love indoors, scarcely four metres away. What could I do? If I made my presence known, besides spoiling your pleasure I would cruelly embarrass all three of us, and I could hardly add, ‘But don’t mind me, carry on!’ If I stayed where I was and you came out later, flushed with the heat of one another’s body, and found me, how would you avoid the feeling that you had been spied on? You would shudder, and your saliva would turn sour. How would I explain my silence? You would think I witnessed the scene with sweaty, perverted relish. Since I didn’t reveal myself at once, the awkwardness of doing so increased as your amorous enterprise proceeded. Clearly you didn’t expect me to be there, and my failure to hear your entrance seemed a feeble, irrelevant excuse. Are you so accustomed to your sister’s absence at night that you just assumed she wouldn’t be there?


In the end I settled myself in such a way that I could pretend, if you found me, that I was asleep. Supposing you came out to the balcony after making love, you would find your old man quietly snoring in a chair, an empty bottle of wine beside him. I hoped the spectacle wouldn’t be too embarrassing for Kate: she has a lively sense of the ridiculous, and I imagined she might appreciate the situation. If you didn’t discover me until you pulled back the curtains in the morning, or saw my overnight bag at last (how did you fail to see it when you came in?), then, similarly, there would be little cause for embarrassment – except, perhaps, for you, Jake, on behalf of your thirsty father, who had sat out all night on your balcony without announcing himself. My only anxiety was that it should suddenly turn cold. Was I a coward? I prefer to think I was prudent.


As I sat in that chair, trying not to hear my son making love indoors, I was sharply affected. Not by the arthritic fist of my disapproval, for I’m not so severe; but by the thought that for me, Dan Flasch, to be seated in that chair on that balcony overlooking the East End of London, aged 53, while my son made love inside, was a miracle. That afternoon I had watched Percy being lowered into his grave near his home in Croydon, while my wife Ruth was at home in Coventry waiting for our daughter, who didn’t turn up. Who could have predicted all this? And who knows where you and your children – if you have any – will be thirty years from now? In the same way, when I glance at what the future holds, I find I can only conceive a safe delivery as miraculous.


Where was Tilda, by the way? With that Jon, I’ll bet. It was bad of her not to phone. If Mum had known she wasn’t coming, she would have come with me to Percy’s funeral. Instead she stayed at home waiting, letting her blood curdle with worry.


As the light of dawn grew into the sky I had a strange experience. Against the dim silvery-blue of the dawn, I suddenly saw two vertical lines, as if etched on glass, and below them I could clearly see the gutters and aerials of a shoddy housing estate and the ribs of the warehouse roofs. As I wondered what the lines were, I realized that they were no longer simple lines but several parallel ones which quickly acquired the shape of a tower, and then the appearance of a horizontal line removed all doubt that this was the tower of a church. Yet it had no substance: the colour between the lines was identical to that of the sky – as if, as I said, it was etched on glass. Then it seemed to thicken, as if the glass was replaced while I blinked with a panel of pale, translucent alabaster. Very rapidly now it gathered body from the light and I saw that it was a dirty, if handsome, white stone church – I discovered later that it was Hawksmoor’s Church of St Anne in Limehouse. But it seemed as if a miracle had occurred: at first no trace of it existed on what had seemed to be a clear sky, then for an instant it was a quality of the sky itself, a strange translucence without relation to the buildings beneath, then it separated itself from the light and became matter. (With such talk of miracles you must think I’ve suddenly gone senile. What will you think, then, when I say that the moment of watching that church appear in the dawn was like seeing the hand of God?)


I admit, I was surprised the other day when you asked me for an account of myself. After falling three floors from your balcony to the pavement, Kate is in a coma. On top of this, you are tormented by the memory of your recent argument with her, and the wanton intake of drugs which those tests have revealed in her bloodstream. Nobody suggests that she jumped, but it’s possible that you’re wretchedly afraid of the suspicion that you were instrumental in the disaster. And all of a sudden you want to get immersed in the reedy waters of family history! But why must you dissipate like this the precious sources of attention and sympathy which have risen so abruptly in you? I suppose the violence of the previous week has given way to an eerie calm as you wait for Kate’s awakening. Looking at her expressionless face reminds you that, submerged beneath the blank surfaces of our lives, are stories, like dark crystals, which tell us what we are and what we will be. Unable to reverse what has happened or to define it until the future is behind you, you’re locked in limbo, as in the waist of an hourglass.


I can imagine you standing on the balcony, howling with rage into the night: ‘WHY HAS THIS HAPPENED?’ and ‘WHAT SHOULD I DO?’ You wonder if she will ever regain consciousness and, if she does, will she recover completely? The fall, and much else, may be erased from her mind. What would a partial recovery be like? What of her other injuries? For the present your girlfriend is out of action, outside time. Your life has changed too, albeit less dramatically than hers, and it will continue to change according to her recovery, in ways that are now unfathomable. Fate has struck a senseless, malevolent blow, and you wonder both how to reorientate yourself towards it and what it would feel like to do so.


You asked me: ‘How do you learn to adapt yourself?’


‘To what?’ I said.


‘To whatever happens. I don’t know. I mean, how did you ever – cope?’


‘With what?’


‘With your life, Dad! For Christ’s sake, with your past! You know what I mean. Tell me how you made it fit!’


What followed was a very peculiar feeling for me. As you remember, we were speaking on the phone. Luke was at home, and Tilda – without Jon, for a change – and, of course, Mum. We had finished supper, and we were chatting in the sitting-room. It was only two days after Kate’s fall so, not surprisingly, our conversation had turned to her repeatedly during the evening. When I answered the phone you launched into your questions without any preamble. You had come from trying to visit Kate – once again, you hadn’t been admitted – and your voice was loud and agitated. The others realized it was you and they hushed, anxious to glean whatever they could about Kate from my side of the conversation. Tilda’s eyes were round and vast with anticipation and she fiddled with her earring as she listened. Luke picked at the loose threads in the torn knee of his jeans. Mum was holding her coffee mug near her throat as if the action of picking it up or putting it down was suspended. She smiled – maybe to encourage me to relax – and then she bit on her lower lip as if to restrain her concern. They couldn’t hear your question, but imagine my sense of vertigo as I tried to justify myself so baldly in front of my wife and children. Meanwhile I could picture you alone in your hangar-like flat, desperately waiting for my response.


I think I said you shouldn’t suppose I had all the answers. It was feeble and I knew it at the time but, watched by Mum and Tilda and Luke, I couldn’t manage any better. I failed you. But I want to return to your question now and treat it with the seriousness you deserve. I want to make amends if I can. So how did I learn to adapt myself? How did I make my past fit (if I did)?


You know the main facts about my past, but now you sense that they might have been otherwise. Everything is always conditional on what went before, and you want to know the kind of stories I’ve composed for myself so that I can recognize and secure myself in the present. For though you see we emerge from the past blindly, as from a chrysalis, you also feel and want to believe that there’s a direction, and you want to see this accounted for. How, for example, did I ever come to marry my foster-sister?


Naturally, in my own mind my past isn’t simple, and never was. It has always been variously coloured and has acquired different shadings as I have aged. What seemed to be an unimportant episode was transformed by a later event into a memory charged with significance; what seemed important was forgotten. Objects and circumstantial fact survive like talismans from regions in time and space where memory cannot reach. So I have my mother’s letters to Tilly, and her ring; I know that Julius had beautiful, long-fingered hands, and that he and Barba had only one opportunity. I know something about the war and about Coventry, and I can piece things together; I can imagine what might have happened. Like the great stone mullions of the windows in Gothic cathedrals, the war conferred on us its own dynamic and structure. Now our lives are like the brittle plate-glass surfaces of skyscrapers, marked only by what they reflect; for where memory dominates invention the material is more fragile, sharper, tauter, more austere, more tense.


Incidentally, you were gone when I came back inside the flat. I had the impression that you never knew I was there. Or did you discover me asleep and leave in embarrassment, not wishing to face me? Didn’t you notice when you came in that the door wasn’t double-locked? Perhaps your argument with Kate sprang from the shame of discovering me. Perhaps I, unwittingly, was responsible for her fall.
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Crammed inside a sealed box-car like pickled walnuts in a jar, my parents may have sensed in my flight with Tilly a swaddled beat of hope. Perhaps they even said it was a miracle.


Your great-aunt Tilly’s view was certainly different. For the rest of her life she was niggled by the thought that she hadn’t done enough: that somehow she might have saved the whole of my family instead of just me. I wasn’t aware of this self-reproach until about 1959, when we were sheltering from the grim heat beneath the awning on her lonely balcony in Jeddah, smoking and sipping sweet tea. She had paid for my trip. It was my twenty-first birthday present, she said, although she had already given me one. I stayed for three days and she hardly drew breath. I’d seen so little of her in recent years that I was dismayed to find on my arrival a rather brassy middle-aged woman with a tight mask of make-up and a pinched look at the corners of her mouth. It was a relief to see her loosening up as we talked – and that was why she had asked me. She felt that my shoulders were at last broad enough to assume some of the weight of my past. I’d always known the outline, of course, and, as any child would, I had constantly elaborated on it in my imagination. But it wasn’t until then that I knew the full story, nor how the episode still haunted Tilly.


I shall try to reconstruct it.


[image: image]


The train stopped again and Tilly looked out of the window. Across some waste ground she saw a large illuminated swastika banner undulating from the eaves of a customs shed. Among the accusing beams of searchlights the border guards were stark and glinting; guns snuggled firmly and gracefully against their greatcoats as if they were accustomed to use. Beneath the engulfing steel helmets their faces looked pale but alert, and the tramp of jackboots was like the muffled ticking of a clock.


Suddenly the door of Tilly’s compartment was thrown open. She was alone, and she turned quickly, bracing herself. Two huge soldiers entered, filling the awkward space and compressing it with stifling militant efficiency. The first carried no gun. He had a fleshy face and dark, probing eyes. The second was much younger. His gun was slung casually at his waist and he seemed to be smiling at Tilly, pushing forward his heavy jaw.


‘Luggage!’ said the first, and he rapped the luggage-rack impatiently. In their black leather gloves, his fingers looked like steel claws.


Tilly opened her suitcase on the seat beside her and, as he searched through her underwear and clothes, she was conscious of the younger one’s eyes goading her into embarrassment. She refused to meet them, and watched impassively as her possessions were inspected. Then the first soldier straightened up again and demanded her passport. As she dropped it into his outstretched hand she felt as if she was not only showing him her travel permit but exposing her whole life, together with the motives for her journey, for the grace of his approval. He looked at her photograph and then closely at her, as if he was holding her chin between thumb and forefinger. His eyes dropped as he flipped the pages to find her visa, then he slammed it shut with a snap of his fingers and handed it back to her.


As the two guards turned round noisily to leave the compartment, Tilly remembered that her visa would be invalid unless stamped. ‘But what about the stamp?’ she said.


The guard stopped, and turned. He peered at her with undisguised contempt, but said nothing.


‘The stamp,’ she repeated nervously, making the appropriate motion against her passport with her other hand.


Still the guard didn’t speak, but stared as if intrigued by her stupidity. She wondered what she had done wrong: was she in trouble already, before she’d even got into the country? Suddenly she was afraid. Then the guard relaxed his pose. ‘We are customs control. Passport control is coming,’ he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder.


A few minutes later the passport official arrived, also accompanied by a guard. As he studied her passport he said, ‘Why have you come to Germany?’


His eyes were suddenly focussed intently on hers, as if he could read there the letter her husband had received from his friend Frank Foley at the embassy in Berlin: ‘The best thing your wife can do is urge them to leave... even go to Germany herself... but it would certainly be dangerous...’


‘Tourist,’ she said, and swallowed.


‘You have chosen a surprising time to come sightseeing in Germany,’ he observed politely.


Although acutely aware that she was being tested, Tilly didn’t know how to respond, and she shrugged.


The man was still as he watched her, and she shuddered as if his hands were closing on her shoulders. Then he drew his stamp from his pocket, applied it to her passport and handed back the precious document. ‘Have a pleasant trip,’ he said, and departed.


Tilly took a dark blue scarf from her bag and tied it tightly under her chin, then she switched off the light and settled herself into the corner. She was perturbed by the guards’ unnecessarily aggressive manners, and for a moment she thought fondly of the polite ticket-collector on the train from London. What would it be like to live among such people, as Esther and her family did? And they were Jewish! Once again she involuntarily recalled Captain Foley’s letter: ‘There is no doubt that the Nazis intend to get rid of all the Jews, and any that don’t leave will be murdered. The Nazis may dissemble to ease their task, but they are not embarrassed by it... If your wife’s friend’s parents-in-law have already been arrested then it’s to be assumed that they are already dead... The Jews themselves don’t really seem to believe what’s happening. (It’s not surprising. It defies the imagination.) Times will be hard, they think, and people may be killed – but we will survive. However, if the Nazis have the power to prevent it, they will not. And nothing opposes that power...’


The country outside was illuminated in places by thin swathes of moonlight: when Tilly opened her eyes they appeared as rippling metallic gleams through the slit at the edge of the drawn curtain. She couldn’t see where she was going: lulled by the train’s monotonous rattle, she felt as if she were being sucked into an encircling darkness in which, though mobile, she was suddenly and brutally alone. Until now she had cheerfully disregarded any murmurs of alarm about travelling alone in Germany because there was such a clear goal: she hadn’t seen Esther for over ten years, nor had she met any of her children, and she had only met Jakob very briefly. But now she was painfully aware of how little she knew.


Suppose Captain Foley was right?


Once she had been able to picture Esther’s life. She remembered going to a party with Esther when she first met her long ago in Zurich and everybody, not just Esther, spoke to her in English. The women told funny stories and the men laughed; there were surfaces of polished brass and chrome. They went to an exhibition of Modern Art where Esther knew lots of people; they visited a friend of hers, a Russian emigré who smoked cigarettes in an ebony holder and talked to them in exotically accented English about psychoanalysis. She had another opportunity to witness Esther’s life-style at Esther’s wedding to Jakob Flasch three years later, when she danced with a charming Viennese doctor. It was utterly different from what she was used to at home in Coventry, and she loved it. Esther’s letters were exuberant with her new life when she first went to live with Jakob in Berlin, and Tilly had an impression of hectic activity and glamour. When the letters grew shorter after Esther’s first child was born, Tilly wasn’t surprised, but they had never picked up again. On the contrary, after they moved to Hamburg they got even thinner and peculiarly empty of any news. Tilly had tried to encourage her but without effect. She wondered if Esther had simply lost interest in her remote English friend, but when she gloomily cut back her own flow of letters Esther pleaded with her to resume her efforts. Nowadays, for three good letters she received on average about one meagre postcard in return. It was only from loyalty to the friendship she had once had with Esther that she continued, and from the vague sense that something was wrong. Now it occurred to Tilly that this sense had probably sustained her more than she was aware, and she was afraid. She knew nothing of Esther’s life. She wasn’t travelling to a friend’s cosy hearth: she was travelling into the unknown; she felt unequal to the task she had set herself and acutely vulnerable. Folding her arms, she tried to go back to sleep, but thoughts of what she might encounter continued to jostle against each other in her mind. She imagined herself in the station in Hamburg and stumbling through the city’s streets, conspicuously ignorant, obviously a stranger. She felt vividly the harshness and tension about her, but the physical aspects of these remained unknown. While she was at home she had been looking forward so much to seeing Esther and her family, but now she only felt trepidation. She remembered Esther’s last card: ‘Tilly, why are you coming to Hamburg? If it is to visit us, it is mad. Don’t come. It is not safe. If you’re coming anyway, it is still mad. I would like nothing better than to see you – but still, it is not safe.’


It seemed to Tilly as though she failed to sleep at all, but from time to time she awoke with the sensation of a bruised hip as the train lurched over an uneven set of points. And at last she realized with surprise that the train was stationary, and the corridor was full of people hustling to descend. Rubbing her eyes, she pulled aside the curtain and saw the crowd streaming down the platform. Her pulse quickened as she buttoned up her overcoat and prepared to join them.


Tilly was aware of bundles being handed to and fro, of luggage being stacked hurriedly on the platform amid the belching steam and the roar of engines, and of people shouting in the full vowels and explosive consonants of German. With only one small suitcase and no companions she didn’t need to engage a porter or to speak with anyone else. She glanced about the cavernous hall for the exit and the taxi-rank. Huge swastikas were suspended from the roof. Wherever she looked she saw soldiers pacing up and down, sternly watching, but as she made her way through the confused throng of travellers she tried to resist the impulse to look about her. Without breaking her step, she joined the queue waiting outside for taxis. In front of her stood a large blonde woman dressed in a magnificent fur coat, who shuffled her feet impatiently and repeatedly looked at those around her, as if it was their fault that she was kept waiting. To nobody in particular she said: ‘It’s a disgrace to be kept waiting like this!’


Tilly looked up without thinking, only to find that the woman was looking directly at her.


‘I don’t know why we put up with it,’ she continued. ‘I shall speak to the authorities.’


The woman hadn’t taken her eyes from Tilly, and now a gap had opened between her and the rest of the queue. ‘But look,’ said Tilly, ‘Taxis are coming.’


‘You are foreign?’


‘Yes.’


‘Where from?’


‘England.’


In the same way as the soldiers, the woman glared as if to impress her superiority on Tilly. Then she moved forwards and waited in the queue with her back turned like a granite bulwark.


When Tilly’s turn came, she gave the driver the address of her hotel in Neustadt. Only when she was seated comfortably in the back did she allow herself to look around. It was still only eight o’clock, but the streets were already bristling with activity. The trams were full, shops were opening with a clatter of released shutters and bicycles bumped over the cobbled streets. Tilly perceived an air of prosperity, not so much in the stately old red brick buildings, but in the neat clothes and the confidence with which people seemed to be moving. She saw all sorts of uniforms, but there were fewer soldiers than she had expected. A woman with an already plump shopping-bag was haggling with a man selling fresh fish from a barrow and Tilly twisted her head to watch the mime until the taxi turned the corner. Despite the swastikas, like a rash on the city’s skin, it seemed that the reports and her fears of conditions in Germany were exaggerated, and only the sight of a beggar being pushed rudely away from a butcher’s doorway disturbed this thought.


Delivered safely to her hotel, Tilly checked herself in and was taken to her room. She felt foreign. Everything was slightly different from what she was used to: the bed was made in a different way, the furniture was rather heavy, the taps a different shape, and the unfamiliar tangy smell, though by no means unpleasant, was distinct. Tilly opened the window and looked outside, with her elbows resting on the wide marble sill. Like the hotel, the buildings on the other side of the street were well-kept blocks built around the middle of the last century. The ground floors housed shops and offices but, so far as she could see, the upper floors were mostly apartments. The swastikas couldn’t be ignored, but they seemed unconnected with the busy street below, where she was again surprised by the impression of orderly, unruffled affluence. The shop windows looked as if customers were expected, the pedestrians had an air of purpose and industry that was familiar to her from Coventry; laughter could be heard, and commands: but Tilly sensed that the people of Hamburg were concerned above all with the state of their accounts.


She had chosen this hotel because of its proximity to the Flasches’ flat. It wouldn’t take more than five minutes to reach them, which meant that if she was ready to go out in twenty minutes she could be with them in less than half an hour. But now that there were no further obstacles, her eagerness suddenly drained from her. Instead of rushing along to Esther, she ran a bath. Jakob would probably be at work, and the older children would have gone to school. Perhaps Esther had taken them to school herself, in which case she too might not be there; and she might go shopping before coming home. The possibility of finding nobody there hadn’t occurred to Tilly before, and now the idea gave a discreet lift to her mood, for which she immediately felt savage shame. As before on the train, her sense of foreboding directed her mind back over the years of her curious relationship with Esther. It had begun when her father asked her to go with him on a business trip to Zurich in 1926. He was taking up an offer from Esther’s father to visit his workshop, an offer which had been made before the Great War when Herr Mackstein was making a tour of English watchmakers. He had since gone into compasses, which was why Mr Shearer was interested: with the decline of watchmaking in Coventry he was turning his attention to other precision instruments.


Lying back in the hot water, Tilly wondered if she was supposed to have understood a lot more from Esther’s letters. Had she been very blind? But she had been busy herself! She had moved to London, she had got married; she had a demanding job. For this trip she had asked for a month’s leave, just in case, which was the longest holiday she had taken for years – probably since Esther visited her in England before her own marriage, and they went to Brighton. She had been working in the bank in the High Street then. It seemed like such a long time ago, and it was – ten years. Her honeymoon in St Ives with Percy was less than three weeks because they both had to go back to work. It was a pity that Esther and Jakob hadn’t been able to come to the wedding – but then Tilly remembered a conversation she had had with her sister Barbara the day before the ceremony.


Barbara was to be chief bridesmaid and she still hadn’t done the hem of her dress, so Tilly was fixing it up with pins while her sister stood in front of a mirror winding a crimson velvet ribbon round her finger. Barbara’s soft skin and the gentle curves of her face gave her an air of sweet compliance, which was belied by the surreptitious sparkle in her brown eyes and the fact that she hadn’t finished her own dress yet.


‘Whatever happened to those German friends of yours?’ Barbara asked, twisting herself round at the waist to look down at Tilly.


Tilly was irritated by having to do this job herself at such a late stage. And, though she admitted it to nobody, she was nervous about getting married. Now she frowned, unable for a moment to think who her sister meant. ‘Oh, you mean Esther?’ she said suddenly.


‘Yes.’


‘Why do you ask?’


‘I heard something on the wireless about the Jews in Germany and it made me think of them. Do you still hear from her? You were good friends with her, weren’t you?’


‘I get a letter occasionally. I don’t think they’re having an easy time,’ Tilly had said unsteadily, and added: ‘It all seems very far away.’


Tilly raised one hand to pick the dirt of travel from beneath the rims of her nails, and as she disturbed the water she was startled to find that it was getting cold. It was strange to think that Esther had ever seemed so distant. And how had she become so close again that she undertook this blind mission of help? Wasn’t it only because she had come to believe that Esther needed her in some way? And with sudden clarity Tilly realized that it was this as yet undefined need which had brought her here.


Shivering, she got out of the bath and dried herself briskly, chafing her skin as if in self-rebuke. What if Esther really was out? What if she and her family had gone somewhere? Or been ‘taken away’, in the sinister phrase Esther had used about her own parents? What if she had come too late? And she dressed herself with preposterous haste, as if by doing so she could forestall their departure.


After years of wondering about Esther and her family, Tilly was on the point of seeing them for herself: and suddenly the threat facing them seemed claustrophobic and immediate, as if it was closing in on them from the opposite direction at the same rate as her own approach. She wanted to run to keep ahead of it. It was difficult to see what that threat might be as she walked unnoticed and unchallenged down the street, but she was so anxious now that she paid very little heed to her surroundings. She knew that she had only to turn right out of the hotel door, take the second turning on the right and then the third left, and she would be there. She didn’t have to raise her eyes from the ground. But at the last corner Tilly was instantly aware that she was entering a different kind of street. The hum of sound and motion which had absorbed her suddenly vanished: ahead was a narrow, shabby street in which the sound of her own footsteps was unmistakable. Tilly looked up to see the numbers on the doors. From the names beside the bells it was evident that the houses were subdivided into smaller units; everywhere the brickwork needed pointing, and the upper stories cast a gloomy shadow over the street. A child came out of one of the houses dressed in a tatty black jacket and trousers which were much too big for him. His grey face consisted of separated hollows, and his dilapidated shoes were held together with string. He was followed quickly by a woman in a shawl. As Tilly passed them they gave her a look which she immediately described to herself as furtive. And then with a shock she realized that they were Jews.


The recognition terrified Tilly, and she remembered her father’s words when she expressed surprise at hearing that Esther’s family was Jewish. It was when she was with him in Zurich. ‘What did you think they were? Polynesian?’ he had said.


The fury that she had felt then resurfaced now as an abrupt panic, as if she had dived into the sea to show that she didn’t mind getting wet, forgetting that the sea had a mighty current and she wasn’t a strong swimmer. And as she pressed on a bell marked ‘Flasch’ she had to fight back a shrieked warning within her to hurry away. Why couldn’t she be satisfied with knowing that they were alive? What business was it of hers? And anyway, if that was the condition to which they were reduced, what could she hope to achieve?


She pressed the bell again, and a window opened above her. ‘Who is it?’ a voice called.


Tilly stepped back into the street. Overhead, a gaunt, grey-haired woman was holding a window open, looking at her suspiciously. Suddenly her lips parted, her eyes widened, and a smile like morning light spread across her face. ‘Why, Tilly! You are a miracle!’


While your grandmother hurried to let her in, Tilly had a moment to compose herself after the shock of her friend’s appearance. Grey-haired at the age of thirty! Last time she’d seen her, her hair had been long and black and sleek. Her full, sensual face had lost all its flesh and become a thin, beaky structure, all bones and eyes.


As they embraced each other, Tilly felt through Esther’s thick jersey how thin she was, and her own body suddenly seemed lush and well-fed to the point of deformity; and she found that she was weeping – whether from delight at seeing Esther after so long or from sorrow at her transformation, she didn’t know.


‘Tilly, Tilly...! Well!’ said Esther, releasing herself so that she could step back and look at Tilly. ‘Why these tears? Well...! But you are lovelier than ever! You’ve changed your hair!’ At their last meeting she had persuaded Tilly to have her white-blonde hair bobbed. Now it was gathered in a tidy coil at the back of her head, which suited her better. The bob had looked self-conscious on her, exactly as if someone had persuaded her to do it against her better judgement; while gathering her hair back suited her wide cheekbones and wide-set eyes. It occurred to Esther that Tilly might be considered beautiful, despite her clothes, which were as drab and ill-cut as ever.


Esther closed the door and took Tilly’s hand again, then she turned and led her into a dark hallway which smelled of decayed wood. ‘But I’m afraid you will find me much changed,’ she said, flicking her fingers across her face. ‘Never mind.’


Still holding Esther’s hand, Tilly followed her up the creaking wooden stairs. She didn’t know what to say. The answer to the question ‘How are you?’ was everywhere so manifest that to ask seemed ludicrous; and insulting, for the contrast with her own circumstances and those of Esther’s former life was startling. So she said nothing and allowed herself to be led silently upwards, past closed doors with pieces of paper bearing the names of the occupants pinned to them and, in the shabby passages outside, several pairs of old boots. On the third floor they came to an open door which cast a shaft of light across the landing, revealing the bare boards and a gash in the wall’s crumbling plaster where the banister had been torn away. Esther stood aside and ushered Tilly into the room.


It was larger than she expected, and lighter. As she turned towards the window, two white-haired people stood up, whom Tilly recognized as Esther’s parents.


‘Good gracious!’ she said in confusion, ‘What a surprise!’


Herr Mackstein’s face was heavily lined now, but from the way in which he approached to greet her, his hand reaching out and his head thrust forward, she could see that he had lost none of his quickness. His wife was much slower than Tilly remembered: she seemed tired and, while her smile indicated genuine pleasure, it was no more than a sad flicker. In her arms she held a baby – me – wrapped in a blanket, and behind her were two small, dark boys. Each one was holding onto the back of a chair, and now they watched Tilly with stretched, solemn eyes.


‘Tilly, it is a joy to see you!’ said Herr Mackstein, clasping her right hand between both of his. Then he threw out an arm towards his wife. ‘Come, my dear. Tilly, you remember my wife?’


Frau Mackstein extended some fingers, which Tilly shook awkwardly. ‘It’s a little difficult,’ she apologized, indicating the baby. ‘You are most welcome.’


‘This is Daniel,’ said Esther, stroking the baby’s hair. On his face there was a slight rash. ‘He’s been a bit ill – haven’t you, little one? Come, boys,’ she said, turning and bending at the waist, reaching out with both hands. ‘So here’s my friend Tilly, who you thought didn’t exist. Come and say hello.’ Still eyeing Tilly uncertainly, each of the little boys took one of their mother’s hands and edged forwards. Jakob, the taller of the two, had a pointed chin; Abel, though younger and shorter, looked stronger.


Tilly kneeled down and put an arm round each of them. ‘I’ve heard so much about you,’ she said in her hesitant German, ‘I feel as if I know you. I’ve wanted so much to meet you!’ And she kissed them gently on the forehead, eliciting for the first time cautious smiles.


‘Now, Tilly, do take off your coat,’ said Herr Mackstein. ‘Please, let me take your coat. And some coffee – Esther! What are you thinking of? Give poor Tilly some coffee!’


As he said this Tilly stood up, and she saw Frau Mackstein cast a look at her husband which, though she couldn’t interpret it, she knew she wasn’t meant to see. But Herr Mackstein either missed it or was too excited to pay any attention. He had removed a coat on the back of the door from its hanger and was now ceremoniously hanging Tilly’s on it instead, smoothing down the collar.


‘And how was your journey, Tilly?’ Herr Mackstein continued. ‘When did you arrive? Only just this morning? Then you’ve come straight here without even stopping to catch up on a little sleep! You must be exhausted! But it wasn’t too uncomfortable, I hope? Good. Things are a little cock-eyed for us here at the moment, but at least the trains are running properly...’ As he spoke he pulled up the armchair for Tilly to sit in, then a rocking-chair for his wife, while organizing Jakob and Abel with nods and quick movements of his wrists to bring up other chairs for himself and Esther.


After a moment Esther returned with a mug of hot black coffee which she presented to Tilly. Tilly sipped it slowly, enjoying the bitter taste and the warmth of the liquid as it travelled down her throat.


‘And how is life in London? You are married now, I think...?’ said Herr Mackstein.


Tilly wondered if he disapproved of her coming on her own. ‘Yes, it’s a shame Percy couldn’t come,’ she said. ‘He’s an architect. He just couldn’t get away.’ It wasn’t true, but she wasn’t going to admit that Percy had wanted to come and she had insisted on being alone.


‘Well, it’s a pity. What is he like?’


Tilly laughed. ‘Well, he’s tall. But he doesn’t stoop, like some tall people.’


‘Like a true Englishman, he carries himself straight.’


She laughed again. ‘He’s kind... What else? Oh dear, how do you describe your own husband? He’s perfect, of course!’


They were all delighted by Tilly’s confusion. She had blushed to the roots of her hair, which suggested to them better than any words that she loved him, which was what they wanted to hear.


‘You must be missing him,’ said Frau Mackstein.


‘I’ve only been away twenty-four hours,’ said Tilly, ‘but I suppose I am missing him, yes.’


‘Maybe we’ll meet him another time. And your parents, are they well?’ said Herr Mackstein.


‘Yes, they’re pretty well. They send their regards, by the way. I don’t see them as often as I should.’


‘You are young, you are busy,’ said Frau Mackstein.


Her husband sighed. ‘I remember when you came to Zurich with your father,’ he said. ‘He enjoyed seeing my workshop, I think. He spent hours there looking at everything and talking, and abandoned you to Esther.’


‘It was wonderful. I think I grew up faster there in a week than in a year in Coventry.’


‘Tilly!’ Esther cried. ‘You make it sound as if I corrupted you!’


‘Oh dear, no,’ said Tilly, laughing. ‘But there were cafés, other languages, things you don’t get in Coventry. People talking about books and ideas as if they mattered. But – goodness me! Are none of you having any coffee?’ she said, suddenly realizing that nobody else had a mug.


‘No, no,’ said Herr Mackstein. ‘We’ve all had our coffee.’


‘I thought the English always drank tea,’ said his wife.


‘Drink up, Tilly, and don’t pay any attention to Mother,’ said Esther. ‘It’s good for you.’


Tilly felt slightly uneasy. ‘And what about Jakob?’ she asked. ‘How’s he?’


‘He’s at work at the moment,’ Esther said.


‘Jakob is very well,’ said Herr Mackstein. ‘He is very well.’


‘Papa, that’s not quite true, you know it’s not. He’s been having rather bad pain with his back lately,’ she explained to Tilly.


‘Backs can be such trouble,’ Frau Mackstein observed. ‘When one’s back is healthy, one takes it for granted, but as soon as something goes wrong with it one realizes how much one uses it...’


‘Quite so,’ said Herr Mackstein. ‘And one abuses it, what’s more, when it’s healthy...’


Esther quickly interrupted and invited her to look around the flat. ‘And you, Jakob and Abel, you must begin your lessons.’


‘I don’t like mathematics,’ said Abel.


It surprised Tilly that the boys were being taught at home by their grandfather, and she wondered if the prohibitions imposed on Jews extended to school. ‘But mathematics are fun!’ she said, as she followed Esther into the passage outside.


‘That’s our living room in there,’ said Esther, ‘And there’s a small kitchen beside it. We’re lucky because we also have three rooms upstairs, which we use as bedrooms.’


The bedrooms were small. They were sparsely furnished, clean, and, if not exactly tidy, then at least ordered. Some clothes were draped over a piece of slate leaning against a wall, and next to a pile of books by the skirting-board stood a pair of cut-glass decanters. Despite the few visible relics of a more gilded life, it was plainly the home of a poor family. Tilly thought of the glittering crystal and the splendid clothes everyone was wearing at Esther’s wedding party, and she shuddered: while she had been steadily building up her life in the blessed safety of England, Esther’s world had been falling apart. It was impossible to admire Esther’s home, for it represented nothing but loss. Moreover, Esther must have a good idea of what she would think, and she wouldn’t expect compliments. Tilly had stayed with her in Zurich, after all; and though Esther said that her family wasn’t rich, she had seen for herself on her visit to Coventry that Tilly wasn’t accustomed to any display of wealth. So Tilly kept silent until, sitting on the grey blanket which covered Esther and Jakob’s iron-framed bed, she had an opportunity to speak with Esther directly and alone.


‘Esther, I don’t have to tell you how lovely it is to see you – to see you all. And it’s lovely to be greeted as if nothing in the world is amiss. But please, let’s be honest. You know why I’ve come, and you also know that all this... this dreadful business is distant from me, by chance, and I don’t understand it very well. But if I’m to be any help then we must all stop being so proud and try to put our heads together a bit... There, I’ve said my speech!’


Esther sat on the bed beside Tilly and took her pink hand, examining it as if it was detached. It was bizarre to hear Tilly summing up so much so briskly, and then dismissing everything that made it all so complicated. Perhaps she really didn’t understand. From someone else it might seem insulting, or silly, but, though the ease with which Tilly came to the point might be thought a little ridiculous, it was also a relief. And the straightforward sympathy was certainly refreshing. It was reassuring too to find that she still felt the same instinctive trust in Tilly that she had always felt before. ‘Of course, Tilly, you’re right. I must try to explain. But it isn’t easy. You see, it’s difficult for us to see clearly ourselves.’


Beginning with her move to Berlin ten years ago, Esther gradually unfolded the events leading to the present, and it seemed to Tilly as if a landscape was being provided for the obscure colours and shapes that had emerged before from letters. Jakob was a well-to-do Berliner who, like Esther, wasn’t a practising Jew. For a time they thrived in spite of occasional harassment, but the freak weed of anti-Semitism soon strangled all other aspects of their lives. They were openly insulted, they were refused service in shops – in a series of quick blows their status was undermined until suddenly they were not only not protected by the law but actively attacked by it. A crime against a Jew was no longer a crime but an act for congratulation. Even before this was openly stated by the authorities, they had lost their house and all their possessions. ‘But all, Tilly, all our possessions, except for what we were wearing. Luckily Jakob had some money in his pocket and we managed to get to Hamburg, although he was in terrible pain. I think I told you that much – I wanted to tell you something about it, you see, but it was hard to know where to start. There was no point in telling you all our troubles: they’re all the same – no, they are not the same, but they come from the same thing, a sort of approved madness. And to go on about it seemed to be giving in to something, like admitting it was real. Not that it wasn’t real – it is still horrifyingly real! But taking the trouble to tell you about it was like saying it had a right to exist, do you understand? And then I was a bit afraid. There were rumours of bad things happening to Jews with friends abroad. So I was careful for a while, and then I took courage again. And of course it grew quite difficult to know what to say to you: I was – and am – so dominated by the immediate circumstances of life here, from which I’d kept you apart. I wanted to keep you apart too, Tilly. You reminded me that civilized people somewhere still led a civilized life, untouched by all this... It may be hard for you to appreciate this, but it was very valuable to me. I can’t begin to tell you how much strength I’ve gained from your letters. And so, here you find us... without coffee – yes, but I’m very pleased to give it to you rather than Mother; the children having lessons at home; Jakob finding work only with very great difficulty – now he is shovelling coal near the Port. Yes, that’s why his back is bad. It is a problem. But still we act for you as if everything is all right. I myself believe it a bit. One gets used to it, you see, in a strange way. The children have known nothing else. And, although we don’t always know where tomorrow’s supper will come from, we believe it will be all right, because it’s very hard to believe that this thing can continue for long. The Nazis can rob us and make us work, but we will outlast them. Jakob’s parents were taken after Kristallnacht, it’s true, but they behaved unwisely in the circumstances... We don’t know what’s happened to them, but thousands of others have been released unharmed so there’s no good reason to think they won’t come back.’


Remembering Captain Foley’s remarks, Tilly wondered if Esther really believed what she had just said. ‘And what about your parents? Why did they come?’ she asked.


‘To persuade us to go to Switzerland. But we can’t, because of Jakob’s parents.’


‘And now?’


‘What do you mean, ‘now’?’


‘I mean... Well, the fact is that they haven’t come back yet. How long are you going to wait? Don’t you ever think of going to Switzerland while... while it’s still possible?’


‘We’ve talked about it. For the moment the answer is ‘no.’ We’re going to wait until the end of June, and if they still haven’t come back then perhaps we will go. If you, like my parents, were hoping to persuade us to go sooner, then I’m afraid you will not succeed, Tilly.’


‘I see.’


‘I wish I could persuade my parents of that. Incidentally,’ Esther added, ‘What do you mean by ‘while it’s still possible’?’


Tilly looked away from Esther and pressed her free hand into her lap. ‘I’ve been in touch with a friend of Percy’s,’ she said, ‘who works in the British Embassy in Berlin. He spends all his time giving out visas. He says the Nazis intend to kill every Jew they can lay their hands on.’


Esther hesitated. Then she said, ‘Nonsense. They may make us work for them, which won’t be a holiday, but they won’t kill us. How could they?’


Tilly shrugged helplessly. Then the suspicion suddenly came to her that they understood different things by Esther’s last question. At first Tilly thought she was alluding to the psychological difficulty; now she wondered if she wasn’t referring to the physical logistics of so vast a task. Her mind froze in outraged incomprehension at the idea of a massacre. She hadn’t considered how it might be accomplished if embarked upon. That Esther might already be thinking in these terms frightened Tilly. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘But I understand that that’s their intention. And I don’t see why you should run the risk.’


‘It’s not a game of poker, Tilly...’


‘But it’s you who’s playing poker! You’re gambling that nothing will happen before the end of June!’


‘This is our home, Tilly! What would we do over there – in Switzerland, America, England? This is our country too, not just the Nazis’!’


‘But you’re not even German, you’re Swiss!’


‘I am German. My parents are also German although they have lived in Switzerland for some years.’


‘A moment ago you were saying that you won’t leave because of Jakob’s parents. Now you’re saying it’s because it’s your home.’


‘I said – if they come back, then we probably will go. But the point is that emigrating isn’t just moving sideways on a chessboard; it’s like trying to play chess on a draughts-board.’


‘It seems crazy to me, Esther. What will you do?’


‘We’ll carry on, as we have for the last few years.’


‘If you survive.’


Although Tilly’s words were unambiguous, they sounded glib to Esther, as if Tilly didn’t fully understand their implication because privately she didn’t doubt that they would survive. This imminent slaughter was an event without substance to her, as if she was playing with the idea. For all her candour, she didn’t believe that it could happen.
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