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      It was not uncommon, these days, for Anika Laird to return from one of her morning trips to town to find her husband standing naked in the kitchen window. The first time it happened she was mildly surprised; by now it had become the stuff of routine. She would catch a peripheral glimpse of Otto as she cycled up the pathway, but the oblique angle of her approach, and a remnant of brick wall standing just beyond the window, prevented a more detailed study as she pedalled round the side of the villa to the front door. Once she was inside, the image that greeted her as she propped up her bicycle and paused in the kitchen doorway was always the same. Otto stood with his back to her, his pale buttocks luminous in the gloom, and stared through the window with a still intensity. Sometimes, during rain, she would discover him pressing his fingertips lightly to the pane, one arm stretched before him in an attitude of silent reverence.

      Anika watched in fascination from the cinnamon-scented doorway. Otto’s ageing body was transformed by the quivering half-light into something elegant and weightless: an elderly sea lion, moving through the depths. He never seemed to hear her enter the house, or wheel her creaking bicycle through the hallway, and so she would watch him quietly for minutes at a time, breaking the silence with a soft call of his name. Invariably Otto came to with a start, the rimless spectacles (his sole attire) bouncing on the bridge of his nose.

      ‘Anika,’ he would say, turning without embarrassment, ‘such terrible weather we are having – you must be soaked right through. Let me fix some luncheon for you while you change.’

      Then he would gather up his discarded silk kimono from the stone floor, pull it about his unusually tall frame and tie the strings firmly round his scarred belly, closing each episode with a decisive gesture that seemed to rule out any need for explanation.

      Rubbing a towel through her hair before the bathroom mirror, Anika pondered this odd, recurring scene with her husband. It troubled her to find Otto staring into space like that, not least because the kitchen window had no view. It was the only room in the house without one. Positioned immediately beyond it, the crumbling section of wall – part of an old cottage that once stood upon the plot – effectively blocked any sight of the surrounding hills, save for a hint of open landscape through a gap where some bricks had eroded. Despite Anika’s protests, Otto had insisted on leaving the wall in place when overseeing construction of the villa some eighteen years earlier. This was done partly from a sentimental attachment to vernacular architecture, partly from a sensuous attraction to the rough mauve bricks, with their regular intervals of vivid moss strata.

      All the same, Otto’s choice of this particular window for his episodes of silent communion struck Anika as perverse. They had chosen this location specifically for its spectacular natural setting. Otto had designed their home with the greatest of care in order to maximise its potential. For anyone lucky enough to enter the Lairds’ hillside villa, the interior of the building never failed to draw gasps. It offered a dizzying profusion of light, glass and distant vistas; a three-dimensional frame through which to admire the pristine beauty of the Franco-Swiss borderlands. The blue hills of the Jura could be seen to the north; southward, the giant peaks of the Savoy Alps. Broken and discoloured as a dentist’s dream during summer, they were restored each year to a glinting perfection by the first winter snows. Underscoring this rampant geology was the wide expanse of Lake Geneva: implausibly blue when bathed in sunlight, impregnably grey when not. This, all of this, was available to the Lairds for moments of quiet contemplation; the same timeless landscapes that had once inspired Voltaire, the Shelleys and Byron. Yet Otto – thinker, visionary, the avant-garde’s answer to Sir Christopher Wren – Otto seemed much happier with his piece of crumbling wall.

      ‘The inscrutability of genius,’ Anika told her reflection in the bathroom mirror.

      In truth, she was not convinced by the term, but others had used it when describing her husband, so who was she to argue?

      Wandering about naked, too. He must be losing his marbles. Thank God we don’t have neighbours for him to scare.

      She thought of a Dutch phrase, and spoke it aloud.

      ‘Een gek. A crazy man. Whatever was I thinking?’

      But she smiled to herself as she spoke.

      Combing out the damp strands of vanilla hair, as long and striking now, when she was in her early sixties, as it had been when she first met Otto more than twenty years before, Anika glided from the bathroom to the south-facing lounge, pausing for a moment before its great wall of glass. An autumn breeze rippled the surface of the lake, while Mont Blanc in the distance lay truncated by the dark clouds troubling its heights, a legacy of the morning’s storm.

      I could always knock it down, she told herself, thinking once more of the length of wall. One day when he’s off at a conference somewhere.

      She would blame it on the bise, the brutal northerly wind that sometimes froze the lake-edge solid during winter, and could turn even the mildest spring days suddenly raw and hostile.

      Otto entered the room, looking perplexed. He was carrying a tray laden with two mugs and a silver coffee pot. Setting down the tray on a low glass table, he retrieved a rolled-up magazine from the silk folds beneath his armpit, tossing it down with venom.

      ‘Unbelievable,’ he said, pausing to find a better word, before settling on the one he had already. ‘Quite unbelievable.’

      Recognising the masthead of The Architectural Eye – Otto’s last remaining link, via monthly subscription, to a profession he had once helped to shape – Anika searched out her glasses in the pocket of her bathrobe and slid them onto her nose. The contours of the masthead sharpened before her as she picked up the magazine.

      ‘What’s upset you?’ she asked.

      ‘Page five, bastards,’ said Otto, whose habit of compressing two separate thoughts into a single phrase was familiar enough to Anika for her not to take offence. The expletive, she realised, wasn’t directed at her. She found the page and absorbed the headline.

      MARLOWE HOUSE TO GO. 

      ‘One of yours,’ she said.

      ‘They want to demolish it, buggers,’ said Otto.

      There was a pause. Anika was browsing through a mental scrapbook of Otto’s landmark buildings, but she couldn’t place Marlowe House with any certainty. She took a chance.

      ‘London.’

      He nodded.

      ‘The concrete tower block south of the river. The one that looks a little off balance?’

      ‘That’s the one,’ he replied, somewhat testily.

      Built in the early 1960s, Marlowe House had been one of Unit 5’s defining achievements. Anika remembered Otto once telling her it had won a major architectural prize.

      ‘And what’s their reasoning?’

      ‘People don’t like living there, apparently. The local newspapers have been campaigning for years. Finally they have their wish. The plan is to knock it down and replace it with private apartments. Stupid arseholes, the lot of them.’

      Otto bent angrily to pour out the coffee. He struggled to tailor his movements to the task in hand, spoiling the delicate operation with a spill and a low muttering.

      Anika was reading the article.

      ‘But I thought it was listed,’ she said, looking up at him above the frame of her glasses.

      ‘They listed its twin, Taylor House, the building out west. But not Marlowe House. It was always the more problematic of the two. The wrong part of London. Social problems and poor maintenance. No fashionable young people to buy up the apartments and trumpet their architectural value. Still consists almost entirely of local-authority tenants, as far as I’m aware. Damned shame we never tried for a listing, though. It’s much the better building.’

      He became lost in memory then, an increasingly common occurrence during recent years. Unlike most of his work, scattered around the world and rarely visited by Otto after completion, Marlowe House was a building he had observed for many years at first hand. This came about by chance, rather than design, as its distinctive profile could clearly be seen from the stands at the Oval cricket ground, a place where Otto, a keen follower of the game, had spent many a spare summer day during his three-and-a-half decades in England. Consequently, during quieter moments in matches, or in the blissful afternoon reverie that usually followed a teatime scotch, he would find his attention wandering from the field of play, over the gasworks and across the skyline, before coming to rest upon Marlowe House, its lines in the lowering sunlight as crisp and elegant as a well-timed shot to the boundary.

      During the early 1960s, Otto had watched with paternal pride as the construction reached its full height of twenty-seven storeys, thereafter looking on with quiet satisfaction as it matured and settled into the urban fabric of south-east London. It had been joined over time by buildings of a similar scale, stretching out in all directions, transforming genteel suburbs into inner-city badlands, and pushing the dark smudge of the Surrey Hills ever further into the distance. Yet despite the burgeoning development around it, the heroic mass of Marlowe House had refused to be overshadowed. Even when finally outgrown by a 1970s upstart several storeys higher (the architect responsible was a long-time rival of Otto’s), it had somehow retained its dominant position on the skyline. For Otto, therefore, it remained throughout the 1970s, and into the 1980s, an object of aesthetic contemplation; one to rival the finest sweep shot or a giant blow for six.

      He felt a frisson of excitement even now at the thought of Marlowe House, followed by a different sort of frisson at the thought of its destruction. Familiarity with this structure – with its myriad grey moods, the play of sun and cloudlight on its richly textured surface – must, at some point, have blossomed into love. But it was only now, many years later and when it was on the point of extinction, that he had come to fully appreciate it.

      Anika noticed his expression darken.

      ‘Is there nothing you can do?’ she asked.

      Otto thought.

      ‘We can fight the proposals.’

      ‘And how do you do that?’

      ‘I can’t quite remember. I’m a little out of touch with these things. We have to write some letters, I expect.’

      Otto rarely read The Architectural Eye in any detail these days. He would devour with relish any interviews with his peers, commenting out loud on their idiocy or philistinism, but he rarely bothered with the more technical articles. It had been more than twenty years since he moved to Switzerland, and the intricacies of the British planning system seemed as alien to him now as when he had first arrived in England, back in the early 1950s.

      ‘Well, surely there’s someone you could ask for help. How about Daniel?’

      Otto winced at the sound of this name. Relations with Daniel were a little awkward at present, and the idea of contacting him to ask any kind of favour was disagreeable. Furthermore, Otto had taught him everything he knew about the architectural profession, or so he had come to convince himself in later years. What would it say about his own diminished status, not to mention his waning powers of recall, if he were reduced to calling up his own son in order to seek advice?

      All this passed through Otto’s mind as he stood scanning the lake’s far shore, the steaming cup of coffee poised beneath his nose. Finally, his eyes found what they sought – the distant lights of Evian-les-Bains, rippling in the murky lee of the Alpine foothills. He had felt a strange affinity with this town since being advised to drink more mineral water following the onset of his prostate problems. At least three litres a day, the doctors had told him, and Anika had imposed the regime with unwavering rigour. For much of the past decade, therefore, barely a waking hour seemed to pass without Otto either ingesting, or attempting to expel, the town’s famous waters, often to the accompanying strains of deep discomfort. Given such associations, Otto’s feelings for Evian were ambivalent at best, yet there was no doubting the intimacy of his connection with the place. It resonated within him at the molecular level.

      How is the body composed again? Are we sixty per cent or seventy per cent water? I once knew of such things.

      He turned from the window and blew on his coffee.

      ‘I shan’t trouble Daniel – he’ll be busy with the project in Mumbai. I’ll call Angelo instead.’

      Angelo Morretti, once a junior partner with Otto’s firm, had since gone on to achieve considerable success with his own London-based partnership. Personable and discreet, he had managed to remain a friend and confidant of both Otto and Daniel, despite their difficult relationship. He could be trusted not to speak out of turn to either.

      Otto reached for the phone, while Anika drifted off to the bedroom in search of a hairdryer. Perched on the edge of the four-poster, she ran the warm nozzle over her locks, and could just make out Otto’s distinctive baritone, rumbling away beneath the airy blast.

      He’s very upset, she thought. But I’m not really sure what he can do. They seem to be knocking down everything from Otto’s era these days. Anything large and made of concrete is fair game.

      It had become a regular topic of conversation between them. Each month, Otto would leaf through The Architectural Eye and tell Anika which of his peers’ buildings had been condemned to the wrecking ball. It was clear from the tightness in his voice that his feelings on the matter were complex. On the one hand, he couldn’t resist indulging in a certain schadenfreude when reading of the misfortunes of former rivals or friends. Yet he knew that it was only a matter of time before he, too, fell victim to these changes in architectural fashion. He had been shocked, therefore, but hardly surprised by that morning’s headline.

      Anika switched off the dryer as Otto appeared in the doorway.

      ‘Well?’ she asked.

      ‘There’s still hope. Angelo’s going to make a few calls about it, including one to his lawyer. The fightback will soon be under way… the counter-offensive has started.’

      Otto’s face flushed and his eyes glittered. He drummed The Architectural Eye into his palm.

      ‘We’ve a lot of work to do. Angelo agrees with me that we shouldn’t take this lying down. He says I owe it to posterity, and to myself, to fight this through to the end. He’s quite right – we must act, and act fast. I won’t let those pen pushers obliterate my oeuvre!’

      Otto’s breathing sounded harshly across the threshold as he awaited Anika’s response. It was some time since she had seen him in this kind of state, but she knew the right tone with which to calm him.

      ‘I admire your spirit, Otto,’ she said, sympathetic but cool as she sat poised on the edge of the bed. ‘And of course you must do everything possible to save your building. But please remember both your age and your current state of health. You’re seventy-nine years old – it’s only a few months since your last operation. There’s a balance to be struck here. You need to look after yourself. And when all is said and done, I’d much rather keep you for posterity than one of your buildings, however important it might be.’

      The flame in Otto’s eyes lowered a notch.

      ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘you have a point, which is exactly why Angelo is going to get his people to do the lion’s share of the work. He said I can’t be expected to take on too much, given recent circumstances.’

      His fingers brushed lightly across his abdomen as he spoke.

      ‘Well, that’s good,’ replied Anika. ‘I’m glad you’re both being sensible about it.’

      Bending her head forward, she flicked back her hair in a fluid motion that Otto paused to admire.

      ‘So what happens next?’ she asked.

      ‘We won’t know much for a couple of weeks. Angelo told me to sit tight and wait for his call.’

      He looked around, as if for something specific.

      ‘In the meantime, I’ll need to keep myself busy. It won’t be easy. Patience never was my greatest virtue, as you know.’

      ‘I’m sure I can find plenty for you to do. Didn’t you promise to cook us lunch for a start?’

      ‘So I did.’

      ‘An omelette would be perfect. There are eggs in the pantry, freshly laid. I collected them this morning.’

      ‘Right – an omelette it is.’

      Anika switched on the dryer once more and dipped her head forward to complete the routine, disappearing behind the vanilla wave. When she emerged again, a minute or two later, Otto was still standing in the doorway.

      ‘Eggs,’ said Anika, as she flicked off the dryer.

      ‘Eggs, yes,’ said Otto, turning away as the jet of air revived.

      Half an hour later, he still hadn’t returned.

      Leave him alone with his wall a little longer, thought Anika, who by this time had settled onto the sofa with the latest edition of Paris Match. He’ll make his way back, when he’s ready.

      For Anika, who had a literary turn of mind, the fragment of wall beyond the kitchen window had come to represent a metaphor for something lost and irretrievable in Otto’s life. Cynthia, his first wife, was the obvious candidate, which explained why Anika felt a slight pang of resentment every time she cycled up the pathway and past the pile of bricks, nurturing fantasies of demolition.

      You can’t be jealous of a wall, she thought, smiling to herself, setting aside her magazine and bending an elegant knee to paint a toenail. That would make you even crazier than he is.

      There were other reasons for Anika’s frustration. She was aware that the wall must have certain aesthetic qualities that she, with her untrained eye, couldn’t appreciate. Cynthia, of course, would have seen them immediately. A gifted architect in her own right, Cynthia had shared Otto’s eccentric passion for buildings in need of a lick of paint. Even as students, the two of them had gone on tours of the English countryside, seeking out ruined farmsteads in order to photograph them. But then hadn’t Cynthia been, in the final analysis, Otto’s ‘intellectual soulmate’, a painfully memorable phrase Anika had once read in The Architectural Eye?

      Cynthia would have been cranky about that fucking wall, too, she thought – instantly regretting her spite.

      How could she still harbour such feelings? They were unbecoming, undignified. The poor girl had not been around for many years. And besides, Anika knew that her own place in Otto’s life was permanently secured. The passing of time, and Otto’s increasing fragility, meant that to all intents and purposes he was now entirely dependent upon her, as much errant child as doting husband. His philandering days had long passed into history, giving way to a strange docility and the creeping vagueness of old age. It was Anika, in fact, who played the gadabout in this relationship. It was she who had the affairs, usually with men somewhat younger than herself. She found them to be less bothersome than men her own age, who invariably spoiled everything by asking her to do the one impossible thing and leave her elderly husband. And if Otto suspected anything (he occasionally hinted as much, during pillow talk), then he didn’t appear to object (he was careful to hint at this, too).

      Despite the relatively contented state of their marriage, Otto’s behaviour in recent months had unsettled Anika. She sensed that she was finally losing her husband – not to someone else, but to his memories. It was not so much that he was losing his memory, the usual assumption made about those experiencing the profound effects of old age, but the very opposite. Otto’s memory was growing, consuming him, making the present seem fuzzy and obscure, an ever-shrinking space in which he increasingly struggled to function. During conversations with Anika, he would sometimes lose his thread of logic and sputter into silence, something painful to see in a man of once formidable intellect. Or else he would set out to undertake some practical task, only to become lost in reverie, forgetting to wash up, or feed the chickens, even on occasion to dress himself. Until Anika discovered him – absently stroking the folds of a shirt, or studying the grains of feed as they slid through his fingers – and gently reminded him of what he had set out to do.

      It was clear to her that Otto was suffering from some form of mental deterioration, the kind people of a certain age dread as much as the physical. Alzheimer’s… Dementia… The words, as she recalled them, touched Anika like a sore spot. She ought to go online and check out the symptoms more thoroughly, maybe arrange for Otto to see a specialist in Geneva. But she preferred not to face up to this eventuality just yet. She knew exactly how he would react. Unlike his libido, his temper had not yet faded entirely. For now, at least, he remained lucid and coordinated enough not to be a danger to himself.

      Later, she thought, fastening her robe and preparing to go in search of her wayward husband. When things have deteriorated beyond doubt. When he’s either too weak, or too confused, to cause a scene. Then I’ll make the call.
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      The egg in Otto’s hand was palest blue; its cool weight pregnant on his palm. He was kneeling in the shade of the pantry, clad in his kimono and stroking the shell with a trembling thumb. The texture was extraordinary, granular yet smooth. Its surface formed an endless curve, held in perfect tension.

      How does nature do this? Such engineering…

      Raising the egg to eye level and rotating it slowly, he studied its proportion and balance; savoured its equilibrium.

      Brunelleschi couldn’t have achieved this. Not even Phidias and the Greeks.

      A line came to him from somewhere:

      Geometry and poetry, indivisible. 

      He must write that one down. Or had he done so already? From one of his books, perhaps? Fearing that he might drop the egg, Otto lowered it back carefully into the wooden crate and covered it over with his handkerchief. An omelette seemed impossible now, to break the delicate shells would be sacrilege. He would fix them both a sandwich instead.

      Otto’s knees on the stone floor throbbed with pain, and it took him a few seconds to climb to his feet, clutching a low wooden shelf for support. The dust on the hem of his gown required attention, but the thought of stretching down again deterred him, and he hobbled over to the fridge to fetch some cheese.

      These moments of epiphany came regularly to him now; an overwhelming sense of the world’s great beauty. He wasn’t turning religious in his old age, surely? His younger self would have laughed at such flakiness.

      No, he thought. It’s nothing spiritual – just a heightened appreciation of matter.

      Viewed from this perspective, Otto’s moments of revelation formed the final stage in his intellectual odyssey; the culmination of a lifelong quest. His passion for raw materials, the physical stuff of which buildings were made, was legendary. The need to respect the integrity of those materials was always a guiding principle in his work. Whatever materials he built with – wood or brick, concrete or steel – Otto sought with the utmost sensitivity to draw out their aesthetic potential. He explored through trial and error their colouring and grain, the way the light struck them at different times of day, revealing new qualities and hidden imperfections. He wanted others to appreciate those qualities as much as he did, and considered any attempt to disguise the beauty of raw materials as the very gravest of architectural sins. He said as much in his first manifesto, typed out quickly on an old Olivetti while sitting in his Lambeth bedsit. In the long years since 1952, he had never really shifted position.

      ‘If a building is made of concrete, then show that it’s made of concrete,’ he once told an audience while lecturing at Yale. ‘Don’t go hiding it behind cladding or paint – explore the possibilities of its concreteness.’

      Otto was a great fan of concrete. He considered it to be among the most beautiful of all materials, and he waged a constant battle against those who believed otherwise. This campaign was fought on two fronts: out on the streets, in the form of his buildings, and in the world’s lecture halls, where he regularly gave provocative talks comparing Auguste Perret’s Le Havre to Haussmann’s Paris. Otto’s passion for concrete hadn’t waned with the years, but the tide of public opinion against which he swam had finally exhausted him. Nowadays, he sought refuge in designing in the vernacular of the Jura, a labour of love he could pursue in perfect peace, without ever needing to defend his actions. A few years ago he had undertaken a detailed study of transhumance in the region, visiting the remains of abandoned huts and taking copious notes in his sketchbook. Recently, he had designed a contemporary eco-house, constructed on the forested slopes near his home from pine and local stone. It was an exquisite piece of work, but hardly original – the kind of building even his harshest critics would struggle to find offensive. These days, Otto aimed to please as much as to provoke with his work, taking on small private commissions as they caught his fancy. He no longer cared for the ideological fray.

      As he cut deep into the loaf and contemplated the challenge awaiting him in London, his earlier resolve began to waver. People in Britain had never really understood his work, so why should they do so now? He was especially concerned about Angelo’s suggestion that he might want to consider giving some telephone interviews to the press. It wasn’t much to ask, given that Angelo would take care of the campaign to save the building. Yet despite having promised that he would give it some thought, he had his misgivings.

      Otto missed many things about his adopted homeland, but its press, in general, was not one of them. Throughout his career, he had encountered problems with journalists, the result of his natural aloofness and a refusal to curb his ferocious intellect in their presence. They found Otto to be short-tempered, arrogant and slightly baffling. He saw them as irredeemably shallow. Some of them left the interview room with a sense that he had deliberately humiliated them. But in truth he rarely noticed as they struggled to keep pace with his acrobatic mind. This gained him a reputation for being difficult and obscure. For some people, at least, the opportunity to poke fun at him was too much to resist. Back in the early 1970s, for instance, when Otto had taken part in a series of highbrow televised debates on the state of late twentieth-century culture, a well-known satirist had parodied him in a series of sketches, mimicking to a T his tangential flights of logic.

      More than forty years later, Otto remained wary of the British media. The feeling would doubtless be mutual. From what friends had told him, the country’s innate mistrust of intellectuals had grown even stronger since his departure. To a new generation of writers and broadcasters – cynical, irreverent and respectful of no one – the bookish and serious Otto would seem like a man out of time; a hopeless historical anomaly, like his buildings. In short, they would eat him alive.

      He contemplated the prospect as he laid out slices of Emmental, searching the shelves for the black pepper.

      Do I still have the stomach for the fight? he thought, smiling at his unfortunate choice of words.

      Much of Otto’s stomach, like his prostate some years earlier, had been removed during a series of operations. The last of these had taken place just three months before.

      Show a little gumption, he thought to himself, firmly turning the pepper grinder in his hands. If you can cope with evisceration, you can certainly handle a few newspaper hacks.

      He finished constructing Anika’s sandwich and started on his own. He had developed a fondness for the local Bleu de Gex, admiring the stray blue threads of its marbling as much as its taste. He split the block of cheese with a knife, popping a thick slice into his mouth as he laid out the rest. Its flavour stopped him in his tracks, an emotional response – way beyond thought – sparking in his cortex.

      If sight and touch had gained a near-hallucinatory quality for Otto, then taste, too, had an added intensity these days. All his senses, in fact, seemed to be firing on overload. It dated back to his recent batch of operations, as though the trauma of the experience had enhanced his awareness of the body’s capacity for registering sensation. Of all kinds. Alongside – and countering – his daily pain and discomfort, the continual pitfalls of old age, he also felt a deeper and more profound awareness: of the body’s ability to feel pleasure, fleeting and intense; of its extreme sensitivity, if properly nurtured, to its surrounding environment. With this deepening awareness, he had become alert to each passing sensation, to every nuance of his own physical experience. And the days without pain, when they came now and then, were a source of boundless joy. It was like retreating through time. Everything again felt fresh to him. On days such as those, he was awake to sensuous experience as almost never before.

      He remembered the first time it had happened. It had been some weeks earlier, shortly after the discomfort that followed his last operation had started to ease. Sitting at his writing desk one summer afternoon, he had suddenly savoured as never before the slight breeze through his study window, the sweet scent of pine from the adjacent forest, the dense canopy of birdsong. Laying down his pen, he had wandered into the forest in a state of unthinking rapture; bending to stroke the wild flowers carpeting its banks; pausing to enjoy a shaft of light as it fell between the trees, briefly illuminating a patch of blue gentians. He pursued a white butterfly, agile as a fly half, and drank in the mossy air, the hints of wild garlic and woodsmoke, the omnipresent symphony of the birds. Like a modern-day Wordsworth, Otto was drunk on nature; drunk on existence, his own above all. That surge of elation had resurfaced often in the weeks that followed. It seemed as though, faced with the failings of his anatomy, he had embarked on the one act of defiance now left him: to turn whatever remained of his life into a conscious celebration of the physical world.

      There was a cruelty about the timing of all this, he realised – his senses reaching a peak of refinement just as his physical powers were deserting him. Even as he found the wisdom to fully savour bodily experience, some of its greatest pleasures were closing off to him. Take sex, for example. Surely that would have felt incredible to him now. If the shape of an egg or a slice of cheese could bring him such transcendence, just imagine what coitus might do. But it wasn’t to be. Several episodes of surgery had put paid to that possibility. Instead, Otto experienced sexual excitement vicariously, through Anika, whose generous sensuality had gradually become a substitute for his own. In the afternoons when she had no appointments, she would stretch her long body on the bed beside him and suggest that he undress her. She would guide his movements with little gasps and exhalations, his hands caressing her breasts and belly with a curious, detached intensity; his fingers following her own inside as she drew him towards her great cry of release. It was a beautiful experience, but cerebral rather than physical, despite the pliant wonders of Anika’s flesh beneath his hands, and the way she bit his bottom lip as she came.

      Otto was grateful to her for this facsimile of lovemaking. He knew it was done for his benefit alone, as she could experience the real thing whenever she wanted with any of her small squad of lovers. Yet try as he might, he could never completely lose himself to its rhythms. An orgasm felt through the fingertips was no substitute for the real thing; and passion recalled, but no longer experienced, was like a memory of music unheard.

      ‘Any sign of lunch?’ asked Anika, appearing in the kitchen just as Otto finished making the sandwiches.

      ‘I’m not sure about those eggs,’ he replied. ‘I think they might be off.’

      ‘I’ll throw them out,’ she said, making for the pantry.

      He blocked her path with the proffered sandwich.

      ‘I’ll do it later. I’ve made us these.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Three
            

          

        

      

      The following day, as the weather had improved, they decided to eat lunch together on the rooftop terrace. Anika had prepared two mushroom omelettes, served as Otto liked them with a sprig of parsley and a salad of green leaves. With the clouds of the previous day deserting the wide sky, the autumn sun had regained its strength and now emitted a heat that was almost Mediterranean in its intensity. Even this late in the year it could surprise unwary hikers, but Anika understood its moods and sat wearing a wide-brimmed hat for protection. Otto chose to sit in the shade.

      The strong afternoon light gave the surrounding hills an insubstantial quality, their liquid shimmer contrasting with the raw physicality of the Alpine giants across the valley. With the change in light and visibility (a celestial telescope, finding its range), Mont Blanc and its companions appeared much closer than the day before, their white peaks outlined with shocking clarity against a topaz sky. The lake below, a deeper blue, lay sunken in its own haze.

      Anika and Otto sat quietly, their eyes half closed in the languid warmth, and listened to the spirited scraping of the year’s last cicadas. Sometimes, the Lairds enjoyed a leisurely glass of wine with their lunch. A fragrant white from the Valais was their current favourite. But they both had things to do that afternoon, and Otto couldn’t spare the hour or two needed to sleep it off. He sipped a glass of sparkling water instead.

      ‘What time’s your tennis lesson?’ he asked.

      Anika had recently joined a new club in town and was currently working on her topspin. She was keeping herself busy following her retirement from a desk job at the United Nations.

      ‘Three-thirty,’ she replied. ‘You won’t be needing the car?’

      She raised her sunglasses as she spoke.

      ‘Not today. It will take me a couple of hours at least to get through all that paperwork. I’ll go later in the week.’

      Otto’s current passion was eco-housing. Once a week he drove to Lausanne to conduct some research at the institute of technology. But a large pile of correspondence awaited him in his study, and he decided he could delay it no longer. Shortly afterwards, drawing up a chair at his mahogany desk, he ran a hand forlornly through the thick wad of letters and listened to the Bentley pulling away over the gravel. He paused to remove something from his pocket – the egg, now wrapped in his handkerchief – and slipped it into a drawer. At least one had been saved from the wrecking ball.

      He wearily lifted a letter from the pile and looked at the postmark on the buff envelope. Paris: the 10th arrondissement. It was from Pierre, his old friend at the Sorbonne. Otto had always been a voluminous writer, exchanging regular letters with influential friends from academia and the arts. Often he used this correspondence as a sounding board for his never-ending flow of ideas. In recent years, however, he found that he had less and less to say. Now he was starting to regret his former wordiness. The letters were becoming a chore, but he didn’t know how to halt them. He couldn’t just admit that he had given up on thinking. To his academic friends, it would be like admitting that he had given up on breathing.

      ‘Should have kept your mouth shut all these years,’ he muttered to himself, taking a paper knife and slicing open Pierre’s letter.

      As ever, it was composed in perfect English. The handwriting was microscopically small and claustrophobically spaced. Thirteen pages of the stuff. Otto sighed, flicked briefly through its contents and noted the references to the usual suspects: Foucault and his panopticon, Lefebvre and space production. It was like some game of academic tennis, this ferocious hitting back and forth of different names and systems of thought. Pierre and Otto were in the depths of a discussion about the architecture of control, its uses by various political regimes as a way of securing and maintaining power. It was an important topic, but one with little bearing upon Otto’s current field of research. It was a misunderstanding between them, really; a sign that, with the passing years, Pierre and he were steadily drifting apart. The themes of their discussions were broadly the same as they had been many decades before. But Otto, at least, had moved on.

      Pierre still thought of Otto as a pioneer of the ‘Brutalist’ style of building. He remembered him as the energetic and committed young socialist who saw in architecture – the art of arranging space – the means to contribute to both social and personal liberation. Architecture in those days was a political act, no less. Otto and many others at the time believed that by creating large housing estates it would be possible to ensure that everyone lived in a clean, safe and comfortable environment. The well-kept public spaces would encourage interaction and neighbourliness; the uniform size of the apartments would abolish notions of hierarchy. People from all backgrounds, he had argued, would eventually want to inhabit these estates. They would become a microcosm and a foretaste of the society to come: peaceful, progressive, egalitarian, and free from all physical and social division.

      That was more than fifty years ago and things had, of course, worked out differently. Otto himself had also changed. Unlike some of his fellow travellers, he hadn’t abandoned his ideals completely in the rush to embrace Neoliberalism, a trend that began as a trickle in the late 1970s and became a great flood after 1989. But he had let those ideals quietly slip. He had laid them carelessly aside, one day, and conveniently forgotten where he had left them. Now all he wanted was to build unobtrusive houses in the Jura hills and tend to his broken body, grabbing moments of happiness where he could. And if most days he barely had the energy to walk down the hill in order to fetch a baguette from the local store, then battling the worst excesses of capitalism was clearly no longer on the agenda.

      Pierre, on the other hand, remained up for the fight. His energy could be terrifying – even now, when he was well into his seventies, it showed no signs of dissipating. He regularly worked eighteen-hour days, while writing a new book, and three times a week ran the circumference of the Bois de Boulogne, usually clocking up a time of less than three hours. Politically, Pierre remained deeply immured in the spirit of 1968 – he had played no small part in the events that unfolded in Paris that May. He knew about the long-term waning of Otto’s political commitment, but there were passages in their correspondence when he remained convinced that the small red flame in his old friend’s heart had not yet died out entirely.

      Otto would not have agreed.

      He doesn’t realise how far it’s gone, he thought, noting with a slight sense of shame Pierre’s tireless activism, and then remembering his own recent afternoon spent communing with an egg.

      It’s not his fault – I’ve kept it all from him. The Bentley, the golf clubs, the beneficial tax arrangements, the underpaid cleaner from the developing world who visits twice a week and tends to our expensive mess. I’m hopelessly bourgeois now, I’m afraid. I’m the class enemy – perhaps I always was.

      But then he knew how hard it was to really change people. He had seen it in others and experienced it in himself. All those noble intentions, abandoned to self-interest. Cynicism, winning out each time.

      It’s such a struggle, trying to keep up the struggle. I don’t know how Pierre manages to do it.

      Otto had learned his lessons the hard way. Throughout his career, he had encountered the brute forces of capital on a regular basis, and he knew the machinations of which it was capable. He had come up against its iron laws many times, when fighting to maintain the integrity of his projects, and usually he had lost. Apartments in his own Taylor House, for example, developed as a serious experiment in social housing, now sold for large sums of money to wealthy young people with a taste for ‘retro’ and ‘urban grit’. The building had even featured on some TV property show: Angelo had sent him the link. The imbecile of a presenter called it ‘funky’, whatever that meant.

      No, Otto thought. Everything has become a commodity nowadays; and maybe every person, too. All of us have become commodities to each other. The profit motive has entered every sphere of life, and its hegemony is complete.

      He was among those who had seen this coming – he had fought against its spread for decades. Finally, sometime in the mid-1980s, he had thrown in the towel, sickened by the grasping cynicism of the emerging generation. Cynthia’s loss had been the final straw, sapping the last of his once steely resolve. And so he had fled to France, where he hid himself away in the mountains, buried in perfect seclusion until he encountered Anika one day in a hillside café overlooking Lake Annecy. She had approached him as he sat nursing a coffee at a terrace table and asked if she could borrow his binoculars. And then, much to his surprise, life had begun again.

      But how could Otto explain all this to Pierre? How could he explain the long and tortuous journey that had brought him to his hillside villa in the Jura?

      Pierre’s a sociologist at the Sorbonne, Otto thought. The man lives in a time capsule.

      Lectures, seminars, late-night discussions at literary cafés – Otto had seen it all first-hand during his visits there in the 1970s. And from the tone of Pierre’s letters it was clear that nothing much had changed. Otto knew the slow, eternal rhythms of academia. He also knew that, for all their brilliance and fine intentions, the people who inhabited that world were as far removed from everyday reality as the average rock star. Otto loved Pierre like a brother. They had been through a great deal together in the old days. But he no longer wanted to read his long and rather boring letters about Foucault. Or reply to them, for that matter. Otto’s powers of recall were not what they had been, for one thing, and he struggled to keep up with all the changes in terminology, especially now that his voracious appetite for books had waned. There were moments when he didn’t have a clue what Pierre was writing about. Well, now was the time to draw a line. He must put a stop to it, once and for all, and either re-establish their friendship on a sounder footing, or abandon it altogether.

      He picked up his pen.

      
        
           

          Dear Pierre, 

          Thank you very much indeed for your latest letter. I should say at the outset that I agreed with everything you said – something of a first, I know. Your argument was beautifully crafted and I have little else to add. In our games of intellectual head-tennis, you take game, set and match every time. You’re a clever old bugger, aren’t you? 

          Sorry if my opening remarks appear flippant – I realise you were probably expecting a more considered response. But I’ll have to ask you to show some compassion and forgive an old friend his crassness. I’m rather frail these days, you see, and losing my mental sharpness. Many of your more subtle arguments are simply lost on me. These are my shortcomings, of course – not yours. I’m sure that your discourses remain as lucid as ever. But my mental energies are somewhat depleted nowadays, and those that have been left to me are largely dispersed in concerns more pressing than a long meditation upon architecture as a tool of political control. I have to deal with this pain in my gut, for a start, and I also find myself teetering on the brink of mysticism – an odd thing for a man of science, I realise, but I’m trying to work it through. 

          In short, I’m no longer the coherent and articulate figure of old, bursting with a passionate commitment to social transformation and global justice – the person you befriended in the late 1950s, in other words. My ambitions these days are more modest ones. I want my stomach to hurt less, I want Anika to be happy and I want to design a building that’s as perfect as an egg. That’s about it. Oh yes, and I want to try to save Marlowe House from destruction. That’s the run-down tower block in south London, by the way, not the mystifyingly fashionable one out west. They announced a few days ago that they plan to demolish it. 

          I know you’ll welcome my attempt to fight this decision, but I feel duty bound to confess that the reason I’m trying to save Marlowe House is not because of the high ideals it once represented. I could pretend that’s the reason – it would certainly make me appear nobler in my intentions. But any such claim would be less than honest. No, I want to save Marlowe House for other reasons. For itself, and for myself. Because I think it’s a good building and I’m still rather proud of it, despite the decades of neglect, its terrible reputation for crime… and three generations of yobs, pissing in its stairwells. Yes, despite all these negatives, I still think that Marlowe House is a building worth saving. It probably has something to do with Cynthia as well. I haven’t really thought about that one, but I expect it’s the case. She played a large part in its design, after all, and I think she would probably have wanted me to do something. Finally, I’m doing it just to keep myself occupied, to wake myself up a bit, and maybe ward off some of this encroaching senility. I know there’s something not quite right with my mind, these days, although it’s so hard to tell what exactly, when one is living on the inside of these things. 

          I danced with a butterfly recently, you know. Can you imagine? An elderly man, prancing round the forest like a wood nymph. I nearly gave myself heart failure. And I’ve started taking my clothes off at inappropriate times. Poor Anika got a terrible fright the first time it happened. So I think it’s pretty obvious that something is amiss. I find myself in an odd situation, mentally. Is it like this for everyone at a certain age, do you think? So little serious work has been done on the psychology of ageing. I find that there are moments of great clarity, even wisdom of a kind. But there are also moments of terrible confusion – perhaps that’s the price for those of wisdom. And I keep thinking about the past. It swamps me, sometimes; more vividly than I’ve ever known before. 

          So, you see, it’s important that I keep myself busy, although not – I regret to inform you – by reading any more Foucault. I hope that doesn’t upset you. Do you think we could write about other things instead? How is your body bearing up these days, for instance? Do you still get laid, now and then? Do you regret your failed marriage to the violinist? Are you as frightened of ageing as I am? My guess is that you must be, judging by your behaviour. Racing round the Bois de Boulogne like a man possessed. You ought to be careful at your age, you know. They’ll find you dead under the trees, one of these days, and think you were up to no good. 

          Anyway, I hope you don’t mind the rather candid tone of this letter. I realise it’s somewhat out of keeping with our usual discussions, but please don’t take any offence, because absolutely none is intended. I’m attempting to save our friendship, not destroy it. It’s been so many years since we spoke honestly to each other. I think now is the time to scrape off this crust of formality that has developed between us, and get back to basics while there is still time. We used to have so much fun together, do you remember? 

          I hope to hear from you soon, old dear, and sorry once more for my rambling thoughts. Look after yourself and good luck with the launch of the new book. Friday week, isn’t it? 

          With deepest affection, 

          Otto 

        

      

      He read the letter back to himself, correcting one or two grammatical errors as he did so. Should he send it? If he was going to, then he must do so quickly, before he had a chance to change his mind. Pierre was an unpredictable fellow, and there was no telling how he might react to Otto’s irreverent tone. It was decades since they had spoken like this, before the accolades and awards began to weigh them down with their own self-importance. Pierre might laugh delightedly, with that deep, infectious bellow of his. Or he might catch the first flight over and punch Otto’s lights out.

      Sod it – just send it to him, thought Otto. I can walk to the postbox this minute. I’m feeling well enough today. Then I’ll come back and write some more, now that I’m in the right frame of mind.

      He was already planning how to tackle the next letter on the pile. It was from his old friend Laszlo – an architect turned avant-garde composer. But just as he was searching out his jacket in the hallway, the telephone rang in his study.

    

OEBPS/imagedata/9780751553062.jpg
NIGEL PACKER





