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    The Will




    1




    Why was this?




    Twisting a finger through long chestnut-coloured hair, the girl smiled as she listened to her friend talk. The listening girl was fair-complexioned. The girl doing most of the talking had black hair, black eyebrows he had seen when she turned to get the waiter’s attention.




    Alex could follow the gist of their conversation, audible to him three tables away. Mostly it was taking place in Serbo-Croat, with the occasional word in Albanian thrown in, dialect words he didn’t understand.




    It was the chestnut-haired girl who sometimes used Albanian. She listened intently to the dark girl telling her in Serbo-Croat about the restoration of a house on the Dalmatian coast. The dark girl was showing the chestnut-haired girl photos, presumably of the house. The house belonged to her parents. It had been destroyed in the war eight years ago, when her brother was killed. Now the house was rebuilt, but her parents preferred not to live there any more. In summer they let the house to tourists. When it grew too hot in Zagreb and they wanted to get out of the city they stayed at a pension, the same place every year, not far from the restored house, where the family used to spend their holidays before the war. During the winter the house was uninhabited.




    The conversation interested Alex. Watching them from behind his newspaper, he could see that the girl with the chestnut hair always smiled. Odd, under the circumstances.




    It wasn’t a smile in the ordinary sense, something that came on and went off. Nor would he have described it as the dreamy smile of a person preoccupied with her own thoughts or the polite smile of someone not really interested in what the other person was saying. It seemed to be something in the grain of her nature rather than an expression of the girl’s momentary feelings. She wouldn’t have been smiling, not in the ordinary sense, while listening to the story of the destruction of a house, even a house that happily had been rebuilt – a house with a happy end, so to speak, meriting a smile from the listener. The dark girl passed the fair-complexioned girl photos of the restored house as she talked, which the fair girl held carefully as if they were a trust, the house itself, something fragile that might easily get broken again.




    From the way she talked, the dark girl didn’t seem to be too cheerful about her parents’ house having been rebuilt. Now and again Alex heard her sniff as if she might have been crying, but perhaps she just had a cold, or an allergy, or something. He couldn’t tell what sort of sniffing it was because the dark girl was sitting with her back to him.




    Whether or not the dark girl was crying, and whatever she said, it made no difference to the reaction of the chestnut-haired girl, who was listening to her with a smile – smiling her way through the disasters the dark girl recounted. This was what puzzled Alex. It reminded him of the smile he’d seen on the face of a Japanese woman in front of the ruins of her house destroyed by the earthquake in Kobe, smiling as she talked to the TV reporter about the ruined house behind her.




    Unexpectedly the dark girl turned and looked at Alex. She sniffed again, several times, but there was definitely no trace of tears in her eyes now. It must have been a cold or an allergy after all. The dark girl was also smiling, quite differently from the other girl. The dark girl wore the polite switch-on smile of a person who wanted something.




    She held out her camera and said in English, ‘Would you please take picture me my friend?’




    Alex smiled as he took the camera. The two girls smiled as they looked towards the camera and Alex took their picture. All three of them were smiling when Alex took the picture, and each was a different smile, for a different reason.




    ‘Thank you,’ said the dark girl.




    The other girl signalled to the waiter and asked for the bill. As she raised her arm to attract the waiter’s attention he noticed the swing of her breasts inside her sweater, how the material there tightened, revealing the outline stirring underneath, coming alive. There was a Viennese lilt to the way she spoke German. He guessed she was local, but did she live here? Alex wondered if it was right of him to listen in on the girls’ conversation and not let them know that he understood what they were saying. He tried to think of some way of telling them without it seeming sneaky, really rather underhand of him to have sat beside them in the cafe for an hour and a half, eavesdropping on their conversation, but he couldn’t think of one. It was too late now. He should have told them earlier.




    The girls paid, got up and left. Alex watched them wander slowly out of sight up some steps along a gravel path that led between the trees. The chestnut-haired girl was apparently showing the dark one the local sights, and this was one of them, the former Palm House, the beautiful old wrought-iron and glass conservatory in the park, now a cafe, where he usually spent his Saturday mornings reading the newspapers over a late breakfast.




    For the last three months, on those Saturday mornings when he wasn’t away on some assignment but back home in Vienna and came here to read the papers, the girl with the chestnut hair had shown up too. The first couple of times she came later than him and sat down about as far away from his table as she possibly could have. The next time Alex arranged to arrive later than she did so that he could choose a table that was closer and get a better look at her. For an hour or two they both sat at their tables, drinking coffee and reading their newspapers. As she read her paper, the girl often twisted a finger through her hair, but until now Alex had never seen her smile. Occasionally he glanced over at the girl. Once, she looked up and caught his glance, held it for a moment, then looked away.




    Today was the second time she’d looked at him, or at the camera he was holding, to have her picture taken. If she remembered him from previous occasions, and by now they had both sat in this cafe on quite a lot of Saturday mornings, she gave no sign of recognising him.




    The smile was new. It must have been something about being in the company of the dark girl that made her smile. Not smile exactly. The company of the dark girl brought out in her friend’s face something that resembled a smile but wasn’t a smile in the usual sense but in the sense of the smile of the Japanese woman whose house in Kobe had just been destroyed by an earthquake. The smile had allowed a not otherwise expressible resignation to show on the woman’s face. In Japan, or so a fellow IPA correspondent had once explained to Alex, people struck by some disaster and interviewed about it on television smiled in order to lessen the discomfort that might be felt by viewers. The smiling woman in Kobe didn’t want to impose on the viewers. Whatever she privately felt about the disaster that was being shown in public, the woman kept it to herself behind the smile.




    Seeing her smile in this way for the first time, and now taking her picture, Alex experienced a moment of déjà vu. He had done all this before: the dark girl and the girl with chestnut hair, both of them had been in a déjà vu picture taken at some other place and time and perhaps by someone other than Alex. While he couldn’t remember ever having seen the dark girl, he now felt quite sure that he had seen the other girl somewhere else. The difference was the smile. She had not been smiling then.




    He unlocked his bicycle and took the short cut through the park, following the direction the two girls had taken.




    ‘But who’s to say it wasn’t here I saw her? After all, I’ve seen her here every other week for the last three months. Naturally she seems familiar. I mean, obviously so – it’s here I must’ve seen her before.’




    Living for the most part alone, Alex had got into the habit of talking to himself. He talked out loud quite a lot of the time at home, sometimes in public too. Perhaps it wasn’t a good habit, but it didn’t necessarily seem to him to be a bad one either. It was a natural thing to do when you were on your own. He had lived in cities where talking to oneself in public was not at all uncommon, Washington for one, where it was ignored, perhaps because the people who talked to themselves were usually black vagrants on the streets, Vienna for another, where it was no kind of stigma; on the contrary, it might be understood as an invitation to other people to join in the conversation, often a grumble about something you liked to share, because everyone in Vienna enjoyed grumbling, had their grumbling rituals – almost a form of politeness. They even had their own local word for it.




    He had got to know one of his best Viennese friends in this way. Alex and Roman, the grumbling man who was to become his friend, had both been standing in front of the sold-out opera house talking to themselves one night – neither of them with a ticket, both wishing they had one and complaining they hadn’t because tourists had bought them all – until each had taken over the other’s grumble, finishing the other’s grumble for him, and they both laughed. Musicians playing duets could probably do something similar, thought Alex, reaching up and down the keyboard to take over each other’s parts.




    Vienna – a garrulous, frivolous, morbid, grand, cosy, ostentatious, backbiting and fraudulent capital that had remained provincial because it had never really moved out of the nineteenth century, a permanent state of theatre where strangers could pass the time of day on the street without suspecting one another of ulterior motives. The city, its people, their affable manners, even their affable buildings, celebrated a self-ironic sense of the theatrical, paying lip service to Vienna’s claim to former greatness while in reality taking a much keener interest in the most recent gossip and scandal, the human comedy, or perhaps it was the burlesque, behind the scenes that was the true stuff of the city’s life.




    Doing his weekend shopping on a roundabout way to Spittelberg in the 7th District, where he lived, calling in at a favourite patisserie, an umbrella maker and a second-hand bookshop, Alex collected en route to the Kursalon Stadtpark, a yellow and white building resembling a cream cake, the neo-Greek buildings of parliament, a neo-Renaissance museum of natural history, neo-Gothic churches, the neo-baroque palaces of a long-defunct aristocracy – all this neo-frontage constituted the theatre sets of Vienna’s often questionable not to say shady imperial past.




    Ten years ago, when he first came here, many of these buildings had been on the verge of collapse, rotting on their foundations like the palaces in the once splendid and now sad old quarter of Palermo – in quite a few other towns he had collected on his travels too – their downward slide into beggary and eventual demolition apparently unstoppable. But then communism had collapsed instead, all of a sudden, and this city in what had become a stagnant backwater, the last outpost of the West before you reached the Warsaw Pact countries, regained its hinterland, its old but still loyal clientele in eastern Europe. Along with its former Habsburg allies, Bratislava, Prague and Budapest, Vienna began to be revitalised by investors who had withheld their capital for the last fifty years.




    The building in which he lived up on the hill in the eighteenth-century Spittelberg quarter had so far escaped revitalisation. It had once been a palace, a rather modest one, then a hotel, with enormous if shabby suites, which were now let out as apartments. The neo-frontage of the former palace was provided by a facade painted in a colour known as castle yellow and an imposing marble staircase at the entrance, but the moment you turned the corner at the top everything further up became narrow, dingy, malodorous, badly lit. It was the domain of Ciska, who spent all of his days and most of his nights in the glass-fronted concierge’s office commanding a view of everything that passed in and out of his demesne.




    Ciska fastened on Alex the moment he came in.




    ‘Herr Doktor! I have a package for you, Herr Doktor …’




    The concierge stepped out of the gloom of his office and handed Alex the package.




    ‘Thank you, Ciska.’




    It went against the grain every time he said Ciska rather than Mr Ciska, but he had learned that local etiquette required this of him, just as it required Ciska to defer to the titles of his clientele, however hard his clientele tried or pretended to try to keep them hidden.




    ‘How are you, Ciska?’




    ‘One can’t complain, one can’t complain.’




    ‘And how is your wife?’




    ‘Ah!’




    Ciska seized on this question, or rather it seized forcefully on him, propelling him out of his den into the corridor, where he stood rocking on his heels for a moment as if needing to adjust his balance to the thick carpet pile, which he didn’t have on the floorboards of the concierge’s office.




    ‘Very poorly, I’m afraid to have to say, very poorly!’




    Ciska reminded Alex of the antique receptionist who used to officiate out of a cupboard under the stairs of a dentist’s practice the Morris family had visited once a year in Wimpole Street. Even then, in the London of the 1960s, that deferential Dickensian figure in an old frock coat had outlived the world around him by half a century. Ciska was dressed in a frock coat too, shiny from wear and no less threadbare, and also featured a high shirt collar, some sort of cravat and trousers hoisted halfway up his shins, drawing attention to a pair of old boots with bits of unsuccessfully blackened string improvising as laces. The larger part of what appeared to be a duster rather than a handkerchief was hanging out of his trouser pocket.




    ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’




    ‘She’s back on the crutches, Herr Doktor.’




    ‘I thought Mrs Ciska had a … had a …’




    Alex felt a momentary twinge, a phantom pain that flashed through his body, for some reason reminding him of his mother.




    ‘Unfortunately the new leg hasn’t taken. The fit doesn’t seem to be right. By the end of the day the stump is all sore and inflamed – a shocking sight.’




    ‘Oh dear. Isn’t there anything one can do?’




    Momentarily Ciska seemed to brighten.




    ‘Very good of you to enquire, Herr Doktor. I’m afraid not. But I don’t want to detain you. How was the war?’




    ‘War? Oh, well, not exactly war.’




    ‘On the radio this morning I heard that hostilities still haven’t entirely ceased.’




    ‘Well, no, I mean sporadic fighting, here and there, but the war as such is over. Were there any messages?’




    ‘The young lady came in this morning while the Herr Doktor was out. She left something in the Herr Doktor’s postbox. Would that be all?’




    ‘Thank you, Ciska.’




    Ciska retired into his office while Alex continued down the corridor, opened the postbox marked MORRIS and took out an envelope. Inside it he could feel a key. With a sinking heart he climbed the stairs to his apartment on the floor above, took the key out of the envelope and opened the door. A piece of paper fell out of the envelope onto the floor. He picked it up.




    ‘Sorry to have missed you. I can’t manage dinner this evening after all, so I’m returning the key now. B.’




    For six months it had seemed to be working, but then she started drifting away. The fair girls and the dark – for once, making a conscious effort, he had resisted the instinct that attracted him to fair girls and had become involved with the black-haired, moody-tempered, dark-complexioned Belinda, whose mother was from Granada, perhaps with Arab ancestors. But when for half of those six months he had been working away from home, what else could one expect, even if the dark Belinda had been as fair as she was lovely?




    How was the war?




    Ciska’s question – he had been right to ask it. A war didn’t end until the peace had begun.




    Almost five years to the day since the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia began, yet another outbreak of violence in Kosovo only the previous week had shown up the fragility of the country’s so-called peace, or rather its intermittent lack of war. A boy in a Serbian village near Prishtinë/Priština, depending on who was talking, had been shot from a passing car. Enraged Serbs had thereupon erected barricades on the main roads to Priština and Skopje and attacked an Irish KFOR contingent that arrived to dismantle the barriers. The following day thousands of Kosovo Albanians had demonstrated in towns around the country, and Alex flew in from Vienna to cover the story for IPA.




    With the discovery of the bodies of two Albanian children found drowned in a river, hounded to their deaths by dogs set upon them by Serb youths, according to local Albanian TV and radio stations, a violent situation escalated into one of open warfare in the streets of Mitrovicë, with attacks taking place against Serb minorities by as many as fifty thousand Kosovo Albanians throughout the country. Alex had been unable to confirm the involvement of any Serbs in the drowning of the two children. He filed a report that did little more than present a tally of the dead and injured, the burned and looted houses after two days of what war correspondents writing at this late stage in the Balkan upheaval understated as ‘an excess of violence’, and flew back to Vienna three days later in time for the main fixture of his week, Saturday morning breakfast in the Palm House with all the furtive pleasures that entailed.




    Feeling very tired when he let himself into the apartment, Alex sat down for a moment and at once fell asleep.




    He was woken by the telephone ringing in the dark. He came to slowly, up and up, emerging from the anaesthetic of an almost sensual tiredness. Most of the day must have passed. The answering machine interrupted the ringing and he heard his own voice giving instructions in three languages, followed by the booming voice of his sister Felicity in London. She wanted to talk to him about his visit and the meeting planned at her house. Philip would definitely be there; Max thought he almost certainly would be too. For what that was worth. Felicity gave a dry little chuckle unlike her, who preferred a good hearty laugh. She said they should have a discussion among themselves. Probate had now come through, by the way. She didn’t see the necessity of a lawyer being present. They could always go and see one if there turned out to be a problem. Which she didn’t expect. They had Philip, after all. They would sort things out between themselves.




    There was something else he had to do. Beyond this business Felicity was rambling on about but not unrelated to it. His head gradually cleared of the remains of sleep. He sat up. There was something he had to see to. What was it?




    He stumbled over a rumple in the carpet in the dark and switched on the light. Standing, he started to take a pee in the lavatory at the end of the corridor, thought better of it, let down his trousers and sat down. Belinda had called it primitivism, the inconsiderateness and uncouthness of men. She wasn’t joking. She got quite angry. There was no contradicting her. She had shown him the telltale splash marks of urine on the seat and the wall.




    ‘Get into the habit of sitting to pee.’




    The splash marks of urine and blood on the seat and walls, corpses with heads lolling and arms flung forward, still crouching on the toilet as they had been when shot, their bodies since bloated by the heat, covered with flies swarming over ripped-open intestines. Urinals as places of standing execution, preferably out of sight, with no witnesses, the victims lined up along the wall inside and shot in the back of the head. In any case death, whether sitting or standing. The inconsiderateness and uncouthness of men. Images of lavatories he had seen across the Balkans during the last ten years flashed through his mind. Belinda’s objection was not trivialised by such a comparison; on the contrary, it seemed to Alex to be validated.




    ‘Of course!’




    He remembered.




    It was the package handed to him by the concierge outside his office. Alex had only glanced at it then, seeing something he didn’t want to see, which was why he’d put it out of his mind.




    He walked back down the corridor to the table at the entrance where he’d left the package when he came in. Yellow wrapping, foreign stamps, three of them. He turned it over with a deepening sense of misgiving. The address of the police presidium in Madrid was printed on the back.




    He opened the package. Inside it there was something wrapped in tissue paper, accompanied by a letter in a separate envelope. He slit open the envelope and took out the letter. For the second time that evening something fell out of a letter onto the floor. He picked it up and looked at in his hand. It was a piece of faded white cloth the size of a postage stamp, attached to a safety pin.




    ‘What on earth is this?’




    He read the letter.




    He carried everything back into the living room, sat down at his desk and read the letter again. In the regurgitative polysyllabic style of Spanish officialese it informed him that the investigation by the responsible authorities in Santa Cruz de Tenerife into the deaths of his parents there in March the previous year had now been completed, and the tape recorder and the tape inside it, withheld by them as evidence bearing upon that investigation, were herewith returned to him as their rightful owner.




    This restitution of his property had taken twelve months.




    ‘His property’ included the safety pin attached to the piece of cloth he was holding in his other hand. A postscript at the bottom of the letter explained that the police had found it in the dead woman’s clenched hand, adding that forensic examination had failed to come up with any connection between it and the circumstances of her death. Well, what sort of connection had those forensic idiots expected to find between a safety pin and the cause of death? Alex sat looking at it, trying in vain to fathom its secret.




    Then he unwrapped the tissue paper enclosing the Sony microcassette tape recorder that had accompanied him for ten years of his journalistic life. Evidence that he was its rightful owner was given by an aluminium plaque which, with an eye to thieving colleagues, his mother had paid to have engraved with his name and address and glued to one side of it. The recorder had been built to last. During the previous twelve months he had often wondered where it was and had since bought two replacements, both of them plastic and of inferior quality, and both already defunct.




    ‘Well.’




    He looked at it lying on his desk and wished it wasn’t there.




    Reconstructing the long-missing tape recorder’s recent history, trying to remember where he had left it and on what occasion, the initial qualm he had felt on receipt of the package from Ciska, just a slight misgiving at first, now took shape as a foreboding.




    He had left the tape recorder at his parents’ house in Tenerife on his last visit there in February. Why hadn’t Ella, so conscientious in all things, sent it back to him or at least let him know that it was there?




    Because she hadn’t found it.




    Briefly he escaped into a sense of relief afforded by this explanation.




    But unfortunately she had found it. Otherwise it wouldn’t be here on his desk. During the six weeks between early February and the middle of March Ella had found the tape recorder and earmarked it for the particular use she already had in mind for it.




    Were there any messages? he had asked Ciska in the passage downstairs, and now he knew that he had already been holding it in his hand, in the package Ciska had just given him: the taped message from his mother and father, the mysterious safety pin. They too were returning a key they had been lent.




    The package from Madrid explained why no farewell letter had been found at the scene. Its absence had puzzled and grieved Alex.




    Presumably the police from Santa Cruz, investigating within an hour the scene of what they had to assume might be a crime, having been informed by Paco, the gardener and general handyman who had found the bodies, chose to withhold the information about the existence of the tape until they had listened to it themselves. The evidence of the tape recording might be valuable, if only as a means of corroborating the evidence of other witnesses. But no other witnesses existed, or none would ever be forthcoming. For about thirty-six hours between some time on the Saturday afternoon and some time on the Monday morning the two old people had been lying there alone on the terrace overlooking the distant sea.




    Somewhere within the police bureaucracy the cassette recorder had been lying around, probably mislaid, at any rate put on one side for twelve months and effectively forgotten, its existence never mentioned to interested parties such as the owner of the recorder or the children of the deceased.




    Alex ejected the cassette. It had been played to the end and not rewound. The speed was set at the slower of the two speeds, giving a recording time of one hour on each side. The quality wasn’t so good, but it doubled the recording length. Quite good enough for voice recordings close to the microphone without any background noise. It was the setting he automatically chose for interviews. For all its reliability, the ancient Sony had one fault, and that was the lack of a clearly audible signal that the tape had reached its end and needed to be taken out and turned round if you wanted to continue recording.




    From the fact that the tape had not been rewound he guessed that there had been nothing more to listen to. Side B would be empty. Whatever the tape contained, the person who had set the tape speed must have calculated that half an hour might not be quite enough for what they had to say. They would have figured out that after half an hour, overdosed and already halfway to death, they might no longer be in a position to raise so much as a hand, let alone eject a tape, turn it round and press a button. They had given themselves sixty minutes for their final summation.




    It would have been Ella who worked this out. Claude was useless with anything of a technical nature. But Ella was adept and curious and she had watched him using the tape recorder often enough. Maybe, being Ella, she had asked him about such details as playing speed and playing times, having already earmarked it for later use and wanting to be prepared for all eventualities. Ella always wanted to be ready. Alex wondered if her lifelong refrain about the necessity to be prepared for all eventualities was prompted by a fear of being caught unprepared.




    What might Ella have been afraid of? Unprepared for what?




    Ella had been a refugee.




    Clear enough. The shock of those experiences remained in her bones.




    He wound Side A back to the start of the tape. The fact that the investigators had not bothered to do this themselves was somehow as shocking a reminder of the callousness of the treatment surrounding the dead as the gruesome details of any death he had reported from the Balkans.




    Now all he had to do was press PLAY and be taken into the last sixty minutes of his parents’ lives. It was perfectly easy.




    It was not by chance that the police had returned the tape recorder with the message on the tape to him rather than to one of his brothers or to his sister. Placing the recorder where she had, probably on the little white wrought-iron table between the two reclining chairs on the terrace, Ella knew the police could not fail to overlook it, would confiscate it as evidence and in the fullness of time would return it to its owner. It had been part of the arrangements. She was counting on this. It was a last message in a bottle his mother was sending personally, one that he might choose to share with the others or to keep to himself.




    Prepared for all eventualities, Alex sat and looked with acute discomfort at the little machine on his desk. He waited a while, hoping something else would turn up, a phone call, an immediate assignment, so that he could defer doing this.




    ‘So press the button and get on with it.’




    The rustle of static first, or maybe it was the effect of wind blowing into the microphone and upsetting the balance. A tinkle was audible, then Ella’s voice very close, a whisper.




    ‘Will you ever hear this, my dearest Alex?’




    He could hear it, her blood in his heart.




    2




    ‘My last surprise for you. Will it reach you? Will you be pleased to get it? I wonder. Will you want to share it with the others? I leave that for you to judge. That’s the wind chime above the terrace door. It was the first thing I bought for the house. A cascade of glass beads. A cooling sound when it gets very hot. It’s always reminded me of winter. Bells on the farmers’ sleighs in Schlawe. What a beautiful morning! So peaceful. Saturday, March the sixth. A haze hangs over the sea. La Gomera unrecognisable as an island. A blue haze, floating out there offshore. I can hear children playing in the village. Someone mending fences by the sound of it. Hear it? Thock thock thock-ck! The echo adds a syllable. Can you hear the sound? Someone must be putting posts in lower down the mountain. Probably on the Ferguson property. Your father tells me the new owners are rebuilding the terraces. Now and then I catch a scent of blossom on the breeze that comes up around the middle of the day. The plum and apple trees along the coast began to blossom in mid-February. Pink and white. It’ll be another week or so before the colour arrives up here. I’m sitting on the terrace, looking down over the avenue of dragon trees leading up to the fountain. Claude will be coming out soon. We’ll just let the tape recorder run. We’ve let you in on all our conversations in the past few years. You’ve joined us for meals. On one occasion even for a shower. So much more vivid to listen to than read in a letter. Even if I were still able to write letters. You get in all the background. You could hear we were having fun. I gave you the last update on my muscular dystrophy and Claude’s Parkinson’s in my new year tape. We know we won’t be able to continue independently as we’ve been doing the last few years. Professional nursing, hospitalisation, separation. We don’t want to get into that. Being dependent means having someone around all the time. The two of us like being on our own. So now’s the time for us to leave … Claude? Have you got the tray? – Coming! – I asked if you’d remembered the tray … He’s getting so deaf, Alex. – Yes, got the tray. Two bowls of apple purée on it, two glasses. Have I forgotten anything? – Spoons? – Long spoons, yes, they’re on too. – And the hoods? – Squeezed under one arm. So we’re all ready. Where shall I put this down? – On the table between us. I was just saying to Alex that we’re letting the tape recorder run. – Well, the two of us did have a discussion about this, whether it was a good idea, and we decided it was all right. – This is a fest for us, Alex. That’s how we’d like you to look at it. – In a no longer distant future we’ll start becoming a burden, first to ourselves and eventually to you. – How can we expect you to cope with such a situation? All of you children living and working abroad. Two of you in England. Max in America. Alex all over the place. – In the old days everyone did their dying at home, with their nearest and dearest around them. I was at my Uncle Louis’ bedside in Paris when he died, and it was … I wouldn’t call it a happy occasion, but Louis asked for us, and we were all glad to have been there and accompanied him at the end. – When my mother died in Hamburg just after the end of the war it was such a comfort to her to have me and one of her cousins to nurse her. Medically there was nothing to be done for her. And it’s a consolation to Claude and me to know the four of you are sort of here when we make this recording, isn’t it, Claude? Why should we hide our dying from you? There’s so much hypocrisy about death. We all know it has to come. So why not arrange for it to happen before the suffering begins? Why not share it with the family as one used to? Before hospitals intervened. – I wanted to say something about that. Ella and I prefer to be going … on our own terms, before one begins to … leak, and the sense of shame sets in. We came to this decision years ago, in fact, soon after George died. But now we’ve reached this point we can see the risk of stalling. A week more or less, even a day more or less, makes a difference. You can go on putting it off. And then you find yourself in a rush. You need a leeway of … how shall I say … in which to improvise … the right mood, the right occasion, and when it starts rolling you have to seize the moment. – What you children probably don’t realise is that the two of us here are kept more or less under surveillance by Alicia or Paco or one of their daughters in the village. Someone comes round to see how we are several times a day, often last thing at night. We hadn’t realised what a problem it would be to find twelve hours at a stretch without someone checking up on us, which they’ve done very kindly and conscientiously for the last couple of years, and we’re grateful to them for all they’ve done for us, but … – So when we heard they were all going off today for a family christening in Santa Cruz, Alicia and Paco, all the children and grandchildren, and would be spending the weekend there, we knew an opportunity had come we were unlikely to get again soon. – They asked us if we’d like them to arrange for someone to look in while they were away, and we told them we had friends staying overnight. – When we saw the way things were going with us, quite some time ago, we wrote off to an organisation called Exit in Switzerland and they sent us a booklet listing the appropriate medications, the dosage, the time it would take, and so on. They recommend eating something light beforehand – apparently it helps you to retain the barbiturates – which is why we’ve got these bowls of apple purée on the tray … They said about quarter of an hour between the purée and the pills, Ella, so maybe we should think about doing that soon. – It’s easy starting with the apple purée. Often that’s all I have for lunch. Only this time Claude has mixed in a sedative. We tried it out once to see what effect it had, and we slept through the whole afternoon! I’m glad we did a rehearsal. It makes me feel more comfortable with the procedure. – This time it’s not a rehearsal. Once we’ve eaten it we’re committed. We’ll be going on to the barbiturates. Would you like me to put some music on? That bit of Schubert you once said you’d like? – I’d rather just be here with you listening to the garden. – Listening to the garden? What can you hear? – I can hear the palm fronds rustling. I can hear Paco’s canaries in the aviary. I can hear the fountain. I can smell the water in the fountain. – Really? It must be all of fifty yards away. But then your senses have always been acute, Ella. Perhaps your sense of smell in particular. – It’s because I haven’t eaten anything the last two days. – What’s that got to do with it? – Fasting makes all one’s senses much finer. I found that out when I lay in my room for days without eating anything after George died. In my room I could smell the fountain outside. – Really? How did you know it was the smell of water? – It’s something fleeting, a coolness, a shiver, a very fine edge to the air, betraying the presence of fresh water. – Now that you mention it … I remember long ago a monk in Japan who ate nothing for a week, and he told me the same thing, that he could smell the water in the temple spring, but he didn’t say what the smell was like. – The smell of a wet stone may be what comes nearest to it. It’s the smell of life. Has the quarter of an hour passed? – Another five minutes. – I want to thank the children for showing so much understanding. It wasn’t easy for them … George disappearing when they were so young … Claude coming into the family and taking his place … the birth of Alex and the way they accepted him as their brother. Without that we wouldn’t have got this far together. – No, we wouldn’t. – And I also want to say that if George hadn’t shown the understanding he did I would have faced an impossible choice. But we found a compromise, didn’t we. Without their help we couldn’t have done it. Claude and I wouldn’t have had these last years together, which have been the happiest in our life. It wasn’t an unhappy life we had before, but the strain of it for me is something you children may never have realised. Having to be there for everyone. Having to hold it all together. I think I did my best. I think we all did. We had a good life. And these years that Claude and I have been given at the end, after George died, when the two of us could be together on our own … I’m grateful for that. Do you remember marrying us in the little chapel on the col above Rémuzat? – I do. – Claude pretended to be the curé from Rémuzat, Alex. You know the story, a little old man, or young man as he then was. They’d sent him down south from some damp place in Belgium. – Liège. – Was it Liège? Anyway, they gave him a posting in Provence to cure his consumption fifty years before, and it did. He lived on and on. He must have been well over eighty at the time we were there. In Rémuzat. It must have been in the 1950s. – 1958. – The curé wore a pair of old-fashioned drawers under his cassock, full of holes – I know because I darned them for him. But that’s another story. Can you still do his voice? – I can try. It wasn’t so difficult, Alex, because he lisped. We’re gathered here today to … thelebrate the joining of two people in holy matrimony … do you, Ella, take thith man, and so on, whatever it was I said. – But exactly! Spot on! The curé in Rémuzat. You gave us a sermon. You took him off perfectly. – The chapel on the col above Cornillac. – You fell out of a tree. – That was in the Bois de Boulogne. – Still, but for that tree. – But for the smell of leaking gas in my uncle’s house. – But for that letter. – In the pigeonhole of Room 7 of the hotel in Rémuzat. – Room 7? Really? You remember that? It was all make-believe, of course, the wedding in the chapel, but when Claude and I parted, he back to Paris, I to London, I felt no less committed to him than I had to George after exchanging our marriage vows in that cold little church in Hampstead in January 1948. I had a second husband. – It’s time, Ella. – Before we drink the glass with the barbiturate solution and put on our hoods, I need to say it. I’ve always been honest and I’d like the children to know. – Time’s up, Ella. We do the glasses now. I’ve given them a good stir. – I would have separated from George. Claude was the love of my life. I’d have gone anywhere, done anything to stay with him. I’m very glad I didn’t have to, but it doesn’t alter the fact that I’d have walked out on George and the children if that had been necessary. That’s the truth. I want you to know it. There, I’m ready. How much longer have we got, Claude? – A few minutes. Then we should put the hoods on before we fall asleep. – And then? – Then about twenty minutes before it’s all over. – Kiss me, my darling. Hold my hand! – What’s that you’ve got in your other hand? – Just something I keep for comfort. Hold on to me tightly! Don’t let me go! It’s not dying I’m afraid of, it’s having to part from you. – I’m here. I’ll be there. – Will you be waiting for me? – We won’t ever be parted again. – I’m going numb. Claude? Are you there? – I’ll help you put it on … If the hood feels too tight put a finger in and hold it away from your throat. – Kiss me again before I put it on! I’m frightened! Don’t go away … Promise me you won’t go away without me. Can you still hear me in there? – Lay your head on my arm … like that … Ella? – I’m so tired … Can you hear me, Claude? – My darling! – When … all numb … all over. – Ella? Ella …?




    3




    Alex turned off the Kings Road down a side street leading to a square and let himself into the basement flat. Thanks to the reconstruction of the house after it was bombed in World War II, the flat had acquired half of the ground floor above. There was a large bedroom, bathroom and sitting-room suite upstairs, where someone was playing Janis Joplin rather badly on the piano. Max had arrived. Alex caught a whiff of hot water and soap. A trail of discarded garments, beginning at the burst-open suitcase lying on the sofa and leading along the passage up the stairs, indicated that his brother’s first priority on getting in from New York a day earlier than arranged had been to get undressed and take a bath. Typical of him to take possession of the master suite upstairs and leave his brother to make do with the rookie bedroom in the basement.




    Barely into the house, Alex decided he couldn’t face Max at the moment. They hadn’t seen each other since their parents’ funeral a year and a half ago. Given a day or two to settle in, to change gears to an English environment that had become alien to him, Alex would enjoy sitting down with Max to have the talk that was long overdue. He’d been looking forward to meeting his brother. But Max breezing in like this annoyed him – Max and his graffiti of strewn clothes vandalising memories of the place that were precious to Alex. His mother and father had always kept this flat in such beautiful order. Max would sneer at beautiful order, and they would already be having their first quarrel.




    Alex considered leaving with his brother a copy of the transcript he’d made in Vienna. He had edited some passages out of the tape, cutting the references to himself at the beginning because it might make the others feel he’d been given preference over them, ditto the sentences at the end because they were unbearable to read. Ella couldn’t have anticipated how the end of the tape would affect the listener. No doubt that was why at the opening she had explicitly left it to him to judge. That sentence had to go out too. He had posted copies to Felicity and Philip. There wasn’t enough time to mail one to Max in New York, so he’d brought it with him. He put it on the kitchen table, thought better of it and took it with him when he left the house. Otherwise his brother would know he had been here.




    ‘So where now?’




    After decades away from London he felt a stranger in the city where he was born and had spent the first eight years of his life. But after moving abroad and spending ten years at school on Tenerife, even longer in academia, and the next decade as a correspondent based in Vienna, he had become alien, didn’t know anyone here any more, not one of his dozens of Morris cousins. Apart from the International Press Association’s London news desk, there was no one here for him to look up. His dependable, pedestrian brother Philip in an office in Chichester, a conventional family life in a house in Emsworth overlooking the estuary … Compared with the prospect of wrestling with war-torn Max, going back over old family battlegrounds in that memory-laden flat he had just turned his back on, the prospect of a trip to the seaside seemed appealing. It occurred to him that it was this staid, commonsensical accountant brother of his who was just the person he wanted to see at the moment




    ‘Philip? It’s Alex.’




    ‘Alex! Where are you, you old IPA vagabond?’




    Old IPA vagabond had been standard Philipese for ten years. It was an improvement, though not much, on having to hear himself addressed in the third person as the Brother, a mock-facetious name Philip had deployed throughout their childhood despite his objections – demeaning, but he put up with demeaning because he understood why.




    ‘In London. Actually, I was wondering … I was wondering if I might come down for a couple of nights to see you and Ann and the children.’




    ‘I thought you and Max were staying in London.’




    ‘Well, we are. We were. That was the original plan. But I thought: it’s been ages since I last saw Ann and Hilary –’ the names of the other two children momentarily escaped him ‘– and the whole gang down in Emsworth. Good opportunity to come and see you all.’




    ‘Well what a nice idea.’ This was more Philipese for subjecting an unexpected and maybe undesirable suggestion to tightened scrutiny. ‘Can you hang on just a second?’




    His enthusiasm for this rash move already waning, Alex lit and smoked half a cigarette while Philip put him on hold. Then his brother came back with approval from the board, no explanation for why he’d been off the line for so long. No doubt he had quickly called Ann. The pronoun gave him away.




    ‘Well we’d be delighted to see you. As it happens, Denis and Darren are taking part in a regatta over at Wittering, so they won’t be around, but the rest of us, we’d love to see you. Will you be down for supper?’




    ‘I will.’




    ‘Give us a call from the station. We’ll come and pick you up.’




    There was a click. Philip, the former stamp collector, bus timetable addict and trainspotter, now an accountant with a firm of auditors, didn’t say goodbye, never had, thought of it as an extra word that didn’t pay its way.




    That left the best part of a day to kill. Alex got on a bus.




    There was also his sister Felicity in Clapham, of course.




    From upstairs on the bus he looked down at the streets of London with growing despondency. How shabby and dispiriting this city seemed to him now that he didn’t know anyone here.




    ‘I don’t belong here any more.’




    He spotted another bus headed for Paddington, jumped off, crossed the street and got on it. He was in a state of deep depression when the bus reached Paddington station. He got off with no particular plan in mind, just a vague idea that seemed to hold out a gleam of hope.




    ‘There used to be a quite disgusting hotel here. Back of the station. Generous helpings of soot and grime, genuine mildew on the walls, as I remember. The smell of lavatories and smoke when you opened the windows. The soothing all-night racket of trains.’




    This was the gleam of hope. It was the honest admission to himself that any alternative was preferable to spending the next couple of days with any member of his family.




    The hotel had shrunk even deeper into decrepitude than he remembered it from their last acquaintance. It stood dark and uninviting at the end of an alley. At the sight of it his spirits lifted.




    A sallow, foxy-faced man with thinning hair greased down onto his skull, Ciska’s opposite number in London, stood behind his counter in the alcove that served as reception. A sign advertising hourly rates hung over a chequered board with keys slung around numbered pegs, reminiscent of an old-fashioned game of quoits. Alex said he would be staying two nights. The foxy-faced man caused a registration form to appear from somewhere beneath the counter and by another sleight of hand produced from his sleeve a ballpoint pen to go with it. Alex filled out the form, received a key and went upstairs.




    Still on the landing outside his room, he sent a text message to Philip.




    Urgent assignment Belgrade. Sorry. See you Sat at Felicity’s.




    With a sense of long-awaited relief, the gradual release of blood staunched in microscopic arteries, a suffusion of something like peace of mind, he opened the door onto the tiny dark space he had just purchased, a linoleum-floored asylum with a bed and a phone on a chair, closed and locked it against the world outside. No place on earth more private than an anonymous hotel room.




    For the next four or five hours, losing track of time as he jogged in and out of sleep, he mourned Ella. Claude too, but it was mainly his mother, not his father, who flowed out with the late tears now unexpectedly shed after the paralysis of the initial grief. He had got that behind him. Through the pinprick of the puncture he felt a slow leaking away of the sadness that Ella was gone. He knew that she had sent him that last tape to help him cry, and in crying begin to heal. He recited sentences to himself, not ones he had made up, not quite quotations either, but ones he roughly remembered having read somewhere, or perhaps in several places.




    ‘Roughly someone else’s words in roughly this order … In time everything heals. Kübler-Ross? Time heals. It’s not possible to live for very long with too great an unhappiness. We all know this from our own experience. The passage of time on the clock marks the gradual retreat of pain from the wound of memory. The hands of the clock are healing hands. Either the wounded spirit heals with time or it dies.’




    When he had listened to himself for long enough, perhaps to himself, perhaps to someone else, it was getting on for midnight. He took a walk, bought a sandwich and hung around the station, eating watchfully, as if he were a late-night traveller with an elusive unscheduled train to catch. The station surroundings, lacking any immediate urgency, this moment of stasis between arrival and departure provided just what he was looking for.




    ‘Besides, maybe she’s not gone. So long as Ella is in my mind, so long as I can imagine her and resurrect her in dreams, she remains. I can still talk to her. She is only gone when she’s no longer passing through anyone’s mind, no longer the occupant of anyone’s dreams.’




    Returning to the hotel after his reconnaissance of the station, he unlocked the door onto the dimly lit hallway, the now empty reception with its keyboard game of quoits. Only four of twenty-one keys were missing from the board. That made a 20 per cent occupancy, or rather an 80 per cent vacancy, rate. Who were the three other people in hiding here?




    In his room he unplugged the phone jack and hooked up his laptop.




    The file Dead or Alive opened up a portrait gallery of five hundred people he had photographed across the Balkans in the course of the last ten years. Some of them were corpses, some of them victims still alive, the majority of them perpetrators of unimaginable but verifiable crimes on the wanted lists of human rights watch groups with whom as a journalist he collaborated. Few would ever be found. But still he did his homework every night. In hotel rooms between Ljubljana in Slovenia and Pec on the Albanian border, Alex had spent hours scrutinising these images, scrutinising the faces of people who passed in the street by day, looking for a match that he had only once made.




    The cursor drifted down to a file labelled Family & Friends. He preferred to enjoy the company of his brothers and sisters without the drawback of them being actually present. He looked at pictures of Philip standing in the sea. Philip and his sons in wetsuits, messing around in boats. Ann and Hilary wrapped up against an evidently cold wind, having a picnic on the beach. It gave him a snug, warm sensation to be looking at these pictures of his brother’s family without having to join them on the screen, subject to his own interpretations without the harassment of their real-life intrusions. He was fortunately not in Emsworth with them, nor was he in Belgrade, he was hiding in a hotel at Paddington, a spy in reserve, waiting to be given his mission. He felt a surge of glee.




    Roman and Andro in Vienna, Anton in Zagreb, Ivo in Belgrade. Belinda, Mirjana, Seada, Nadja, dark, fair, fair, fair. Whatever her name, the chestnut-haired girl would be the odd one out on this list.




    For some reason all his male friends were wearing suits with open-necked shirts. For some other reason all his female friends from the past twenty years didn’t have any clothes on. Every time he looked at them Alex was touched by the tenderness of their nudity. Every time he scrolled through these photos he was filled with regrets.




    Ella had her own file, even her own sub-file, Hair.




    She began with short ash-blonde hair in the early 1950s, wearing a short-sleeved pullover that looked as if it had shrunk in the wash, a faraway look in her eyes. From the lost look it was apparent to Alex that Ella, sitting safely in a back garden of St John’s Wood with little Max ensconced on her lap, remained a refugee a decade after expulsion and flight.




    In the mid-1950s, with still shorter hair, leaning against an open car at the kerb with her coat collar up and a mondaine style that identified the location as Paris even without the background of a slummy Parisian street, she continued as a refugee. Even at the parties held in chateau gardens in the company of Borowski, Kokoschka, Koestler, Nabokov, their smart female companions and their ever-smiling host Prince de Broglie hovering at Ella’s elbow, she remained within a space that was not shared by, and perhaps not admissible to, the people around her.




    Ella’s Paris period lasted about three months. Sasha Borowski drove her there from London in a Cadillac with the hood up and she had driven him back with the hood down. Or so George had written, but it was too symmetrical a sentence to be true. True or not, the claim had been made and entered into the family ledger. This was a few years after the birth of the twins. She told George she needed a break. But Ella’s version was different. The Paris trip was a watershed. Nothing would be the same afterwards. On her return she brought Claude with her.




    By the early 1960s Ella wore her hair long in thick clusters over her shoulders. Alex himself, aged four, had helped her measure it with the leather-bound retractable tape measure that lived in the bottom sewing drawer. Alex was allowed to unreel and retract the tape measure by turning the brass winch that folded out of the case and slipped snugly back in. Her hair was long, very long, he couldn’t remember how many inches, but it had certainly reached down to her bottom. This was Ella’s Hair, something given by nature, just as there was grass on the lawn, birds in the trees and clouds in the sky.




    In the mid-1960s she wore her hair up. It was still long, but piled up on top of her head its length was no longer visible or even imaginable. Alex had regretted this loss. For no good reason that he could see, turbans and headgear he disapproved of were permitted by Ella to cover her hair up. Overnight, apparently, the hair came down again for a rest, but Alex seldom saw it because during the down phase of the hair he was asleep.




    During the 1970s the up hairdo went through refinements and took accessories on board. By this time George had given up wearing ties and passed them all on to Claude. Ella took over George’s tie rack on the two facing inside cupboard doors, where several dozen bands of variously coloured and patterned material hung, one fifth of an inch thick, three inches wide, and eleven inches long.




    A compact bun of hair, Ella’s own hairs that had got caught in combs, been plucked out and stored in a box until she had collected enough of them, provided the stuffing for the bun that was bound up in a hairnet. Ella pinned the bun slightly to the back of the crown of her head, lifted the long mane hanging down her back up over the bun, plaiting it over the crown and tucking wispy strands at the end of the plait into the hair on either side of her forehead where they were fastened with pins. White-gold clasps she had made to order held the upswept hair in place at the back of her head. The coloured bands chosen to match – how could it have been otherwise? – the outfit she was wearing would be drawn under the bridge-like braid on the crown of her head and buttoned at the nape of her neck.




    Once this style of dressing her hair had been perfected to Ella’s satisfaction it remained in place for the next quarter of a century. She had invented it herself. It was a hair architecture of unique complexity, and assembling it required a singular dexterity. How was it done? Impossible to figure out unless you’d watched her do it. A hairdo reminiscent of a woman from a remote past. A portrait on an Etruscan urn, from a shard of pottery in Troy, a wall in Byzantium, a beehive-coiffeured head of Nefertiti. There was nothing like it around.




    Other qualities occurred to Alex in connection with the exacting procedural dressing of Ella’s Hair, which he had watched many times: its formality and discipline, reminding him of her Prussian origins.




    After the accident in which George had lost his life and Ella most of her health, Claude learned to braid her hair for her in two long plaits tucked inside her blouse. They still reached down to her bottom but she felt she was too old to allow plaits to be seen.




    Gold brocade worn inverted, Claude called this hidden hair, referring to a proclamation of the shogun forbidding Edo’s wealthy merchants the display of excessively luxurious apparel, with the result that they inverted their brocade and wore it next the skin.




    But Claude had been defeated too. Under his increasingly shaky hands, as his Parkinson’s deteriorated, Ella’s fine long hair ran away through his fingers like threads of water. They took leave of her hair. Snip snap, shorn off just like that, it was the one occasion in Ella’s life when she considered going to a hairdresser. In the end she had preferred Claude to cut off her hair. A few bound strands of it made their way onto the baize floor under the revolving pendulum of the glass-domed clock that even as Alex skulked in his Paddington hotel continued its silent revolutions, impartially shedding healing hours on his mantelpiece in Vienna. As for the rest – cremated, burned, ash on the wind blowing over the sea off the coast of Tenerife.




    A late picture of Ella showed her with cropped hair much as she had worn it as a young woman fifty years before. Alex let this image rest on the screen while he went out for a walk.




    It was half past five. Platforms were being swept by men driving hoover crafts. Sprinkler vehicles zombied through empty streets. Moist, metallic early-morning smells hung in the air in their wake, metallic sounds, the banging of dustbin lids, the hydraulic whine of waste disposal trucks and the clanging when they shuddered to some unseen climax of offloading. To this percussive accompaniment of the city gradually regaining consciousness, Alex wandered down Portland Place and Regent Street to St James’s Park, fetching up by the river, where he finally saw the connection.




    Long hair might once have been short.




    Tomorrow was Saturday. While he was sitting in his sister’s house in Clapham with Max and Philip, the girl with the marvellously spreading chestnut hair would be sitting in the Palm House, reading the newspapers over a late breakfast, unobserved by him.




    On that still unremembered occasion when Alex first met her, the girl’s long hair had been cut off, like Ella’s.




    Like Ella, he now realised, she was a refugee.




    4




    Felicity slept badly – unusual for her. Shortly before midnight, just when she had got through cleaning the house and preparing the next day’s lunch, her older daughter Kim called and spent most of the next hour crying and yelling down the phone. That was on top of a long day at the hospital. Felicity mistrusted sleeping pills, but after a couple of hours, unable to get to sleep, she had taken a sedative and drifted off into uneasy dreams.




    Kim was the first subject to come into her mind when she woke. Ratko, the new boyfriend, had beaten her up again. Ratko was only the most recent in a long series of violent boyfriends to whom her daughter was instinctively drawn. The boyfriends, who began in India and Pakistan, continued in the Middle East and eventually arrived in the West, were all woman-beaters. Most, though not all of them, were Muslims. Ratko wasn’t, and he, who was also the Westernmost, seemed to be the worst woman-beater of them all. Ratko was Orthodox and came or rather fled from Bosnia after the massacre of his family there. He had been given a residence permit in Britain eight years ago and was still waiting for citizenship.




    Did the violence in his background account for the violence in the man? Felicity doubted it, but then what motivation could she have for believing it? Should she inform the immigration board in charge of Ratko’s case that woman-beaters made undesirable citizens, and try to have him chucked out? She was tempted to. But deporting Ratko wouldn’t solve Kim’s problem. Ratko’s successor was already around the next corner. In the end, her daughter would always get what she wanted. In the end, her daughter would always turn round and remind her mother of the history of violence in their own family.




    It began with Felicity and Stephen in the early years of their marriage. They quarrelled – she hit him – he hit her back – and the sex that ensued had been the better for it. Then they moved on to quarrels with violence but without sex. It was time to seek the help of a counsellor. Felicity thought about the pain that had once been able to give her pleasure in the subsequent reconciliation but no longer did, and that was not something she wanted, either for herself or for Stephen, whom she demeaned just as he demeaned her. After five years of marriage they got divorced. It hadn’t been too bad a marriage while it lasted, and the divorce, coming at just the right time, a kind of coitus interruptus shot through with remorse and relief in equal parts, was even better, the stunted marriage’s crowning achievement.




    Felicity hadn’t been tempted to try it again.




    After Stephen moved out Janine moved in. A lodger was needed to help pay the mortgage. Janine was a nurse who worked at the hospital where Felicity was an administrator. When Kim and her younger sister Liz grew old enough to want their own rooms, Janine moved into Felicity’s room and nursed in her landlady a different sexual preference, to which she succumbed with a sense of gratitude that she could now be shot of men altogether. Big and strong, Felicity’s transition to becoming something of a butch character had turned out to be easy. She cut her hair short, favoured smoking cheroots and wearing big-buttoned red waistcoats, arriving at parties with her arm protectively around the thin shoulders of her companion, the petite and slender-hipped Janine.




    And here was the problem with Kim – she didn’t move on. Kim went back again and again to the boys who would beat her. In a disco full of men she could smell out the ones who would, and she went and danced with them.




    Then she was on the phone again to her mother, turning to her for comfort in her unhappiness.




    What was this mystery, a girl committed to making herself unhappy? Making a life for herself out of misery?




    The psychologist Felicity arranged for Kim to see told the parents that she lacked self-esteem, lacked it so fundamentally that only when abased did she feel something like herself. In Kim’s abasement lay Kim’s identity, said the psychologist. Well, there you were – or might be, thought Felicity. To her mind, six of one made half a dozen of the other whatever it was worth. Allowing abasement as a working hypothesis, what had triggered such a peculiar mechanism? What was the spring that set it in motion? What for? How did one get rid of it?




    Both Felicity and Kim were suspicious of something schematic and predetermined in the categories enforced by psychological analysis, the way it pulled identical stuffed rabbits out of identical empty hats. They deplored the theoretical bias, the lack of closeness to individual life. The therapy sessions were discontinued.




    Felicity resented the criticism of herself that was implicit in Kim’s pursuit of unhappiness. Had Felicity managed things better, Kim wouldn’t be in this condition – that seemed to be the message.




    But it was wrong. It just wasn’t true.




    There was her other daughter, Liz – as even-keeled a young woman as you were likely to come across. Only thirteen months apart from her sister. Subject to the same treatment, same influences, same mother’s love, same divorce. Felicity had no doubt that if two girls could turn out so differently, it must be because each of them had forged her own fate from the materials at hand – from something in herself, then, not something she’d got from her parents.




    Could it be that Kim missed her father as Liz apparently didn’t? That little bit older and more conscious of what was going on, had she been hurt more? Had she felt Stephen’s departure from the family to have somehow been her fault? Or her mother’s fault? Was it this that doomed her to continue re-enacting dramas of hurt, pain and self-punishment as ritual offerings on her father’s altar? Was her daughter practising some kind of atonement for her mother’s actions, even believing that she performed them on her mother’s behalf?




    These never-ending thoughts harried Felicity out of bed in the mornings without her having reached a conclusion, no prospect of consolation other than a long hot shower.




    Sitting alone at the kitchen table with her coffee, Felicity missed Janine, the distraction of Janine’s company allowing her to escape from herself. But Janine was tactfully spending the weekend with her mother so as not to be in the way of Felicity and her brothers.




    It seemed to be an inescapable law that children made parents responsible for whatever went wrong with the children’s lives. What Felicity had done to her mother, her own daughter was now doing to her.




    Felicity had solved her problems with Ella by keeping them to herself. Ella was no longer required or, depending on the point of view, allowed to partake in her daughter’s life. Effectively, Felicity had shut Ella out of her life.




    And now, a year after her death, Ella was reaching out of the grave to take her revenge. There it lay on the kitchen table, the transcript of a tape recording Ella and Claude had made of their suicide on the terrace of the Arguayo house.




    Felicity wept when she first read it. She read it a second time with dry eyes, a third time with rising indignation culminating in the anger that she needed for self-justification.




    ‘What a tasteless stunt for the two of them to have come up with! Poor Paco! How grotesque! What a monstrous thing to do!’




    It was the first thing Felicity said to her twin brother when she let him into the house. Philip knew without asking what she was referring to. He had been sent a copy by Alex too.




    Interested but impartial, the same truth-testing frown on his face he had worn as a congenitally doubt-ridden constipated child – an expression that had regularly driven his father out of the room – Philip listened to his sister letting off steam. It was Claude’s contributions – his chiming in, Felicity called it, always in Ella’s slipstream, never venturing out to risk making the going himself – which had particularly irritated her. Philip picked up Felicity’s copy of the transcript that was lying on the sofa and flipped through the pages.




    ‘But it’s really just the one passage here, isn’t it? I would have separated from George. Claude was the love of my life. I’d have gone anywhere, done anything to stay with him. I’m very glad I didn’t have to, but it doesn’t alter the fact that I’d have walked out on George and the children if that had been necessary. That’s the truth. I want you to know it. And so on. Well, we already did know, thank you very much. Nothing new about that. It’s nothing new to me to learn the three of us were a disappointment to Ella. How can one’s own children be such strangers? This was always the tenor of it, even if she didn’t always trouble to say it to our faces. I hear her saying it, even when she didn’t. Not good enough for her. Do you remember the word kleinbürger she used to hurl at me? Why at this late date does it upset you, Felicity?’




    Following her own thoughts, Felicity was only half-listening as her brother paced up and down.




    ‘We had it all out, years and years ago,’ Philip continued. ‘Everyone spoke their minds before that disastrous party we had on the island – and that was it. We were done, Ann and I. Finished! We were never truly on speaking terms again. Well, I wasn’t. I know you and Max still went out to visit them after George died. All right, so it was Ella’s sixtieth birthday, and the fortieth wedding anniversary of Ella and George, but so what? And the hypocrisy of it! What did Claude have to do with that? Forty years of what? Ella’s bigamy with Claude, George dishonourably relegated to second place. His fault to have allowed it. Whose marriage was it? Never understood why he put up with that. He was Ella’s puppet. What sort of a wedding anniversary worth the name are we talking about?’




    ‘Ella always spoke her mind, Philip. One’s used to her being judgemental. But coming from Claude – I felt really let down. What a sneaky thing to do – and not giving us a chance to answer back.’




    Felicity snatched the file out of Philip’s hands.




    ‘Here. And it’s a consolation to Claude and me to know the four of you are sort of here when we make this recording, isn’t it, Claude. Why should we hide our dying from you? There’s so much hypocrisy about death. We all know it has to come. So why not arrange for it to happen before the suffering begins? Why not share it with the family as one used to? Before hospitals intervened. A comfort to Claude and me! That was Claude saying goodbye to the three of us. Who’s he to talk? He wasn’t our father. And then they go and try to put the blame on Dad: they dump him, they dump us, with that stuff about … Here it is. Claude and I wouldn’t have had these last years together, which have been the happiest in our life. It wasn’t an unhappy life we had before, but the strain of it for me is something you children may never have realised. Having to be there for everyone. Having to hold it all together. It wasn’t an unhappy life we had before! Well thanks! That’s us done!’




    Felicity hurled the file across the room.




    ‘I bet you it was Claude who put her up to it.’




    ‘Anyway,’ said Philip, unimpressed. He cracked his knuckles. ‘The mover behind the scenes has so far managed to escape the full fury of your flail. Who do we owe all these revelations to? Who is the benefactor we have to thank for contriving this stagy end or at least bringing it to our attention? And what are his reasons for having done so?’




    ‘You mean Alex?’




    ‘The Brother himself. What is his role exactly? Do we take his word for it that the tape was sent to him by the police? Only now? Do we trust his transcription? Is it a coincidence that this thing has arrived just as we all meet here to discuss the terms of the will?




    ‘I’ve no idea and frankly I don’t care. I have no quarrel with Alex. Would you like some coffee?’




    ‘No, thanks.’




    Philip frowned, irritated by his sister’s unexpected lack of interest in a subject close to his heart. ‘Anyway. You asked me to come earlier so that we could talk about the houses before the others arrived. Well, go ahead.’ He took a folder out of his briefcase and waited for her response.




    The subject of George and his houses on Tenerife had caused a lot of soreness in the family. While the children were growing up they had lived in St John’s Wood and then in Richmond, where they went to school and from where George used to commute to central London. George gave up his job at the Foreign Office and bought himself a writer’s hideaway in La Orotava. The picturesque Spanish-colonial town looked down over Puerto de la Cruz on the north coast of the island. But Ella wanted something more suitable for the children when their father was readmitted to the family, so George had acquired in Ella’s name a grand old house just outside a village called Arguayo, overlooking the west coast of the island, where the children spent their holidays. That was the second property. The third was the apartment in a new tourist resort near La Caleta on the north-west coast, which George bought so that he would be able to leave each of his children a property on the island. He distrusted shares and believed real estate to be the only dependable form of investment.




    Back in England, after Max, Felicity and Philip had moved on to boarding schools and George was increasingly holed up on the island as a freelance writer, the family home in Richmond was occupied on a regular basis only by Ella, Claude and their son Alex. To keep down expenses, the big house was sold and they moved into a pied-à-terre – George’s expense-down-keeping word – in Kensington. All four of the children except Philip had later lived in the flat while studying in London. George, Ella and Claude stayed there when they were in town.




    Between George’s purchase of the properties and the death of Claude and Ella forty years later the value of the investments had increased twentyfold. Each of George’s three children by Ella would be left a house or an apartment on Tenerife. Alex, her son by Claude, would inherit the property his father had bought in San Cristóbal de La Laguna, where Claude became a professor at the university on his return from Japan. Which house should go to which child was a topic frequently discussed in the family, without the beneficiaries ever managing to come to an agreement. After George’s death, it was left to Ella to decide who should get what and draw up a will that settled the matter.




    Ella felt it was fair for the biggest house to go to the biggest family, represented by Philip, his wife and their three children. But the biggest house, near Arguayo, formerly a bishop’s residence overlooking La Gomera on the west coast, had for many years been very much the family home away from home for all Ella’s children, for none more so than Felicity. She was emotionally attached to the house and the neighbouring village, to the bricks and mortar, the oasis of a garden Ella had created on an arid hillside, the spirit of the place. Nothing else would do. No compensation to Felicity could make up for the loss of the house. Her daughters had partly grown up there and thought of it as their home. But Philip wouldn’t back down. The quarrel with her twin brother led to rows between them – this was the subject Felicity wanted to get out of the way before the others arrived.




    By the time Ella died – just after the perhaps more considerable impact made on her son by the late advent of yachts in his life – Philip was beginning to change his mind. Inland houses no longer interested him, and by island standards the Arguayo house was inland. A small flat like the one in La Caleta on the north-west coast of Tenerife, with two snug bedrooms the size of cabins, a dark cupboard of a kitchen that could only be improved by calling it a galley, above all by its access to the sea in two minutes – this was now the house after Philip’s heart. How convenient it would have been if Felicity had been left this property – he and she could have just swapped houses. But Felicity had inherited her father’s stylish apartment in an eighteenth-century colonial mansion in La Orotava, while the smallest property, the modest apartment in La Caleta that Philip wanted, had gone to Max, the brother who was still a single man – and Max wasn’t interested in swapping with Philip.




    ‘In any case, what does Max want that house for?’




    Philip frowned.




    ‘La Orotava would suit him much better. Urban, sophisticated – trendy little eateries, bars, all those things Max enjoys about living in New York, and with the best view in the world.’




    Felicity shook her head.




    ‘There’s something about the La Caleta flat which Max gets a kick out of.’




    ‘Gets a kick out of?’




    ‘That may not be the right expression. I’ve no idea what it is. Something secretive. I don’t think he ever spent more than a couple of days there. When I asked him he just shrugged his shoulders and gave me one of his nasty smiles.’




    ‘And how did he respond to your suggestion that he might like to do a swap with one of us?’




    ‘Well, I brought it up when I spoke to him on the phone last week. And he said he wouldn’t dream of it. He didn’t owe either of us any favours. That’s what he said. Straight out like that.’




    Philip mused.




    ‘You know what? It was a mistake of me to let Max know just how much I would prefer to have inherited the place that’s been left to him. He doesn’t really want it for himself. It’s only to spite me. That’s what he gets a kick out of. Out of getting his own back on me for his failure to get on with George. As if that was my fault. Dad and I were never such a great team either come to that.’




    ‘No, but you and I were. We were twins, don’t forget. Dad thought we were adorable. For the first years at least. And Max was only two. He’d had the stage to himself and now he was suddenly out of it all. That’s when things began to go wrong with Max, and between him and Dad. Jealousy got to him. He hated Dad for having passed him over in favour of us. Forget about doing a deal with Max. You swap with me instead. I get the Arguayo house and you get the apartment in La Orotava.’




    Philip frowned.




    ‘Look,’ said Felicity, confronted with Philip’s frown. ‘You can get down from La Orotava to the marina in Puerto de la Cruz in, what, twenty minutes or so. Is that so different when accessing your yacht from the flat in La Caleta? A difference of fifteen minutes maybe.’




    ‘Plus much more substantial harbour fees, plus parking, not to mention all the hassle of getting the boat in and out to sea from that jam-packed harbour. If it weren’t for that clause in the will preventing us from selling the houses we’ve inherited within the first five years I’d get rid of it and buy something that suits me better. I can’t wait five years.’




    ‘Take my advice. Behave to Max as if you’d come round to finding the La Orotava apartment the very thing you wanted after all. And on the market it must be worth more than any of the other properties. Remember Tom Sawyer whitewashing the wall? Like it wasn’t a chore he had to do but a lot of fun? Knowing Max, when he sees you enjoying life up there he may want to move there himself. Max likes having buzz around him. He’ll soon get bored in La Caleta. Play your cards right and it’ll be Max coming to you, saying he’s changed his mind after all.’




    Philip pursed his lips. The frown deepened into a scowl. He was about to say something carefully worded to his sister when there was a short impatient buzz at the front door several times in quick succession.




    5




    Max leaped through the door like a dog that had been kept waiting too long outside, nudging it open with its snout and rushing in at the first crack. Behind the haystack of hair confronting her and the advance guard of laughter that cleared Max’s way into the room, Felicity could make out the dangling figure of Alex still short of the porch, reluctant, or perhaps it was just his shyness, hanging back several steps behind his brother. He’s put on weight, Felicity immediately thought, and simultaneously, Could Aids be the reason why Max by contrast looked so thin? So stringy and hard-ribbed his body when she came up against him – was that new or had it always been like that? And this bubbling over with inane merriment – was that genuine or did Max have some trick up his sleeve, some prank he was about to spring on them? All waggy-tail and dog-eager, he was already moving on to Philip as if set to lick him all over, his brother’s bulk still rising, so sudden was Max’s entry, from the sofa on which he’d been ensconced, Max bounding over and gripping Philip by the shoulders as if to haul him to his feet. He clapped him on the back, perhaps as a preferred alternative to giving him a hug, gargling cries of delight like a moaning halfwit incapable of coherent speech. This had been more or less standard greeting protocol for as long as Felicity could remember, ever since Max had been, in Ella’s phrase, a rather highly strung or, in George’s sterner words, a chronically overexcited child.




    It took a while for this flurry to subside. Under cover of Max, Alex slipped into the room almost unnoticed, greeting his sister and his brother with more restraint than Max but also more warmth conveyed to the addressee personally. A welcome from Max was like being visited by a tropical storm, leaving you to sort out the pieces. Thwarted as ever by his own good intentions, overdoing things, Felicity thought. What a shame, dismayed by the oddness of Max, she saw more clearly than ever an unmanageableness that caused people to throw up their hands and back off Max as instinctively as they took to Alex.




    ‘Taxi!’ screeched Max.




    They looked at him uncomprehendingly. Was he about to leave? He’d only just come.




    ‘I get out of this taxi and the moment I open the door guess what I see standing right beside me? This little fellow, this little Alex of mine. Hello, brother mine, I say; where did you spring from then? And he says, off the 397 bus or something, takes you right to the door. Bus! He flies in to London from – where’d you fly in from, Pooky?’




    ‘Belgrade.’




    ‘From Belgrade and then gets on a bus, for Christ’s sake.’




    ‘Well what’s so remarkable about that?’ Felicity asked irritably.




    Philip stirred in the background. ‘Where did you fly in to, Alex? Heathrow?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘The 397 doesn’t go anywhere near Heathrow.’




    ‘True, Philip. How do you know that?’




    Philip frowned. ‘You forget that London bus routes used to be a bit of a hobby of mine.’




    ‘And train timetables. Yes, I do forget. Well, since you ask, there’s a coach service to Waterloo and you pick up the bus there.’




    Philip smiled with a hint of malice. ‘Correct. And how was Belgrade?’




    ‘I found Belgrade pretty much as the NATO air strikes left it five years ago – still lots of bomb sites, destroyed Danube bridges still not repaired. It’s a pity that Belgrade intervened. I’m sorry not to have got down to see you and Ann and the children. How did the regatta go for Darren and Denis, by the way?’




    ‘They won.’




    Felicity interrupted this shadow-boxing by asking them if they would like a drink before lunch, leading the way through the living room to the glass patio she had recently had built onto the back of the house. Max strode out into the garden as if expecting acreage, and seemed surprised to be brought up short by a wall with a plant growing on it.




    ‘What’s this thing? Surely it can’t be cotton you’ve got growing in the garden, Fellatio?’




    Felicity hurried out and took him by the arm.




    ‘I don’t want to be called by that name again,’ she hissed into his ear. ‘D’you hear? We’ve put all that nonsense behind us, Max. Long ago. OK?’




    Max laughed. ‘All right. So tell me about this seemingly innocent plant, its predatory feeding habits, its obscene nocturnal activities.’




    ‘Well I don’t know. It’s just some sort of bush, and the dried stuff on it is what’s left of last year’s flowering, isn’t it? Now what would you like to drink?’




    ‘Diet Coke with a shot of tequila.’




    ‘I haven’t got tequila or Diet Coke.’




    ‘Whisky and regular Coke will do.’




    Philip and Alex looked on from the patio.




    ‘D’you think he’s on speed or something?’ Philip asked.




    ‘No no, just underslept, jet-lagged and on a jig, you know, the way Max so often is.’




    Felicity came back inside and unnecessarily clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention, declaiming in a loud voice as if there were a hundred people sitting there waiting for lunch.




    ‘There’s beer and wine in the fridge, buffet on the sideboard, plates and glasses here, so please help yourselves.’




    Lunch drifted away on little puffs of small talk, dilatory exchanges of family news while everyone was waiting for some intervention from Max, some new stunt, but Max had gone quiet. He had his nose buried in the pages of something he’d picked up off the living-room floor. Felicity lit a cigarette, put the packet back into her pocket but had to take it back out again and pass it on to Alex and Max when they raised their hands to indicate they wanted one too.




    Philip got up with a groan, picked up his chair and carried it outside. ‘Can all you self-destructors in there hear me for as long as you remain alive? Good. Then if you don’t mind I’ll start.’




    He sat formally facing his brothers and sister, who looked out from the smoke-filled auditorium of the patio at Philip, enthroned on his little stage lawn, their chorus, ready to unveil for them the Greek tragedy about to begin. He opened the folder on his lap, cleared his throat and adjusted his spectacles.




    ‘As you know, probate has finally come through on our parents’ will, and as the family accountant it is incumbent on me—’




    ‘Objection!’ It was Max making at last the move they’d been expecting. ‘Our parents? What sort of incumbent language is this, Philip?’




    ‘Objection sustained,’ Alex felt bound to add in support of Max.




    ‘Are we a board meeting or something?’ Max continued. ‘In which case, how about Mr and Mrs Morris? Who authorised you in any case? But since we are their children, how about something a little more – parent-friendly? – like Ella and George or Mum and Dad. What say, Philipino?’




    ‘You know what I mean, Max.’




    ‘No, I don’t know.’




    ‘It’s just that in my capacity as accountant as opposed to son – and look, Max, you’re all expecting me to deal with this fairly and objectively, which is what I’m trying to do, so if all the thanks I get is to have you hectoring me –’




    ‘Hectoring you? D’you mean heckling you?’




    ‘– from the moment I open my mouth, then you can get stuffed.’




    Max pondered this as if he might take him up on an interesting offer.




    ‘I’m on Philip’s side,’ said Felicity, getting red in the face. ‘What’s the slightest contribution you’ve made since Ella and Claude died, Max? Have you volunteered to help sort anything out – houses, rental arrangements, paperwork, publishing contracts, legal business, that endless investigation of the Spanish police – what have you done about any of that? Or Alex for that matter. Of course you both live abroad, so Philip and I got lumped with it all. Now that’s all right. But it’s fucking well not all right when you start getting on your high horse and telling us how we should be dealing with a business that is no concern of yours. You’ve no right.’




    ‘But it is my—’




    ‘No, it’s not. You’ve opted out. If it’d really been your concern you’d have shown you were concerned with it by taking on a responsibility for it, and your responsibility has been nil. So shut up and let Philip get on with it.’




    ‘Max quashed,’ said Max good-humouredly. ‘Objection overruled. Apologies, Philippic. I won’t butt in again.’




    Philip pulled his ear lobe, as red in the face as his sister.




    ‘As I was saying. The will covers three main items: the houses on Tenerife, the London flat and George’s royalties. George and Ella suggest – they don’t stipulate – that the London property is sold and the proceeds divided between us, the four beneficiaries from their will, according to the market value of the Tenerife properties at the time we inherit them – i.e. now. Those of us with more valuable properties on Tenerife would receive less, and vice versa. According to this scale, I would receive least, the flat in La Orotava being the most highly valued of the properties, and Alex would receive most from the sale of the London flat – that’s minus 40 per cent inheritance tax, of course. As for the royalties on George’s books, his agent Putnam & Hawkes tells me that over the last ten years, since the publication of his last book, the annual income from the books still in print has gone from a high of thirty thousand pounds ten years ago to a low of five the year he died, or an average of eight thousand for the last five years of his life.’




    ‘Eight thousand?’ queried Felicity. ‘How on earth did they live on that?’




    ‘They didn’t. After George’s death Ella and Claude lived off Claude’s salary, later his pension. They had an investment portfolio with an offshore bank on the Channel Islands, which was managed by financial advisers based in Malta – all rather complicated due to European Union tax regulations I don’t want to bore you with. Well, when Dad took me through the figures the year he died, that portfolio was worth half a million pounds. That was fifteen years ago. My understanding was, and I think this was what George wanted me to understand, that this sum was a stand-by in case of emergency; current expenses were generally covered by the earnings from his books, and the half-million would go to us when they passed on. Well, to cut a long story short, all that money’s gone.’




    ‘Gone? Where did it go?’




    ‘It went on maintenance of the Tenerife properties and the one in London. Even that wasn’t enough. Ella and Claude chose to die when they did because that was when the money finally ran out, is what I guess. A five-year trust in which the bulk of their money was invested matured in 2000, at a value of around one hundred thousand pounds, meaning a guaranteed annual income of thirty thousand in cash, plus whatever the declining royalties brought in, for the last three years of their life. Claude latterly had to borrow money and pay the interest from his pension. That was how they timed it. Keep up the properties, pay your way for x number of years and then make an exit without a bean in the bank.’




    ‘There was no life insurance?’




    ‘No life insurance. Or rather, there was, but it was cashed in at a loss and the proceeds gobbled up by all those hungry properties.’




    ‘But for years they had let the properties in La Caleta and Laguna,’ Alex put in, ‘and even the apartment in Orotava, after George died. They must have had a lot of money coming in from all those rentals.’




    ‘The outlay for the renovations necessary in order to let those places cost more than what the rentals brought in. It’ll be years before they start paying their way. And there was still another property unlet, don’t forget, in London, draining away money, just standing there. Renewal of sewage pipe, for instance – that’s x thousands gone for nothing you’re ever even going to see. The idea of the Arguayo property as a going agricultural concern never stood up. The place has been haemorrhaging money for I don’t know how long. Effectively, Paco and Alicia have been privately subsidised farmers more or less since George bought the place, and that’s way back. Madness, in my opinion.’




    Felicity got up to fetch another packet of cigarettes, evidently shaken by these disclosures.




    ‘But – I mean – one had always understood George and Ella to be, well, if not exactly rich, at least very comfortably off.’




    ‘I think that in George’s heyday they were. But that was twenty years ago. The illusion was sustained by the fact that after George’s career went into decline they could still rely on Claude’s salary. Claude’s will left everything to Ella, by the way. As things stand now, it’s not just that they left no money; as far as I can see, even the proceeds from selling the Kensington flat may not be enough to cover inheritance taxes. And it’s all complicated by the fact that the properties we have been left are not in this country. I’ve no idea what debts they may have left here and on Tenerife. I can’t say for sure, but we could wind up having to pay for our inheritance.’




    A long silence followed this conclusion until Max put up his hand.




    ‘May I cause trouble again?’ He grinned. ‘You should take a look at yourselves in a mirror. What downcast faces all round! No money left in the kitty! How dreadful! Wicked spendthrift parents – oh dear! What a miserable lot you are, brothers both and sister mine. We’re hardly into the house and Philip gets his account books out, plus this and minus that, totting it all up, as if wills and stipulations and liabilities and whatnot were our most pressing concern, our only concern.’




    Alex squirmed on his chair. ‘I don’t know about that.’




    Max reached over and tweaked his ear.




    ‘Then a pretty good imitation, I’d say. I mean, Philipino can take out the ledger and tot up the accounts, and you, Pooky, can sit there listening with your heart in your mouth, and that’s a choice you’ve made. All right? It’s the thing you do first because it’s what matters most. Why aren’t the three properties on the island making more in rentals than they cost in repairs? You brought that question up because it worried you. You’ve taken Philipino’s budget-balancing to heart – tacitly maybe, not happily, to be fair, knowing you, but unless you’re heard to object you assent to making this paltry business of squaring the accounts your own priority too.’




    ‘I didn’t hear you objecting, Max.’




    ‘Because I’d just promised not to butt in again. Well I am now. I had to wait and see where all this was leading. My priority would have been this, which I found lying on the floor next door.’




    Max held up the copy of the transcript that Felicity had hurled in exasperation across the room.




    ‘Forget about the money that isn’t there – this is what Claude and Ella left us. This is the final tally we should be talking about, not all that maturing portfolio boogie-woogie and market-value crap.’




    Felicity lit another cigarette. ‘All right. So why don’t you make a start, Max. What d’you suggest? Sackcloth and ashes?’




    ‘I’ve nothing to lose. You all know the record. Unlike you two, I was always on much better terms with Claude than I was with Dad. I didn’t get on with George and George didn’t get on with me. I was a bad son to him; he was a bad father to me, and we wisely went our separate ways. His death fifteen years ago didn’t affect me in the least. No, I’m not doing myself justice. My reaction was: good riddance. For my part, I’m glad if George didn’t leave me any money. I would’ve been tempted to take it – OK, I guess I would have taken it – but I wouldn’t have been happy about it. I would’ve felt I’d been bribed. So having nothing in the kitty lets me off the hook of a bad conscience, and I can go on feeling comfortable with that conclusion. The apartment in La Caleta, well. I can’t sell it for five years. What good is it to me now? How often is a photographer scratching a living in New York going to be flying across the Atlantic for vacations on Tenerife?’




    ‘Well quite, Max. So why don’t you do a swap with me?’




    ‘I suppose I could let it,’ said Max, avoiding a direct answer to Philip’s question, ‘but I won’t because it’s George’s house and George still lives there.’




    ‘How d’you mean, George still lives there?’




    ‘Because for me Dad isn’t dead. I wish he were. He goes on living in me and making life difficult for me. I’d much rather he didn’t, but he does. I’m stuck with him. So why not make the most of being stuck together and torment him a bit? After the months I spent living in Fiji I know a bit about voodoo rites. Far more effective when carried out at a site intimately connected with the victim. The guy still spooks me. And that’s my priority, what I’ve found out during the fifteen years George has been dead: I’m not shot of Dad after all. But if I can keep him in that house and give his spirit something nasty to think about it’ll make things easier for me. That’s Dad’s place. I can handle him there. I can keep him under lock and key. And that’s the other thing. Ella never lived in that house. Never visited it. Never even went near it. She hated that house. So all the hate residue lingering in the house doesn’t contaminate Ella, if you see what I mean.’




    ‘No,’ said Felicity, put off by the voodoo business, ‘I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.’




    ‘What about Ella?’ asked Alex. ‘Isn’t she still around for you? Doesn’t she live on?’




    ‘Not really. I don’t think so.’ Max mused. ‘Dad took it all and left nothing for Ella. She doesn’t live in that house with Dad. She’s not in the picture. She left it long ago and went to live in another picture with Claude. For me Ella’s dead. But unlike George, Ella’s death did affect me. I knew I’d lost something that mattered to me. I mourned her. I did miss her. I felt sorry for her, because George gave her a tough time. She had a tough life trying to balance all those things. She says so on the tape. She was happiest those last few years alone with Claude – she says that too. How close those two were together. How wise of her and Claude to have made their exit together. Whereas George is still around because he never went. That’s what I heard on that tape you transcribed, and it was right of her to have said so.’




    Unable to remain sitting a moment longer, Philip got up.




    ‘Well you seem to hear some very peculiar things, Max. I only recall George’s name being mentioned on that tape in a completely different connection. I’d have walked out on George and the children if that had been necessary, says Ella. What’s she got to complain about? She could have her cake and eat it. All her life. Felicity and I were disgusted by that tape.’




    ‘You’ve never forgiven her, have you, Philipino. You should think about it. Mum’s nature was generous and forgiving. Your nature is small and narrow. We all know we sometimes found her impossible to deal with, a bit of a tyrant, a pedant who always knew better and thought she was right. But basically she was on our side, wasn’t she? She was the one with the human interest, the genuine caring not just about us but about anyone and anything – Alicia’s grandchildren, El Salvador and Somalia, the San Fernando postman’s feet. She forgave us our bad behaviour on that disastrous occasion, as Claude rightly called it, fifteen years ago. She let go, and so I could let go too, and she was gone. But Dad didn’t forgive. He didn’t let go. He gave me no blessing. George is still holding on to me, still giving me hell – and now I’m going to move into his house and start giving him hell.’




    Philip looked at Max with contempt.




    ‘You’re an acid head. You’re completely crazy, you know. You’re completely fucked up.’




    Felicity put a hand on Max’s arm. ‘Holding on to you perhaps, not to us. For my part, and I think Philip’s too – I can’t speak for Alex – George is long dead and gone.’




    She got up and put her hands on his shoulders.




    ‘Parents pass on, Max. Isn’t it you that’s not letting him go? You’re fifty-four. If you’re still not free of your father at the age of fifty-four then that’s unfinished business you can only deal with yourself. Whereas for me … my unfinished business is with Claude.’




    She wandered around the table, absent-mindedly dabbing at wine stains with her napkin.




    ‘I felt Claude let us down. His moving in when we were children ruined life at home for me and Philip. That’s why we wanted to go to boarding school. I felt disgust at his cowardice, his conniving with Ella on that creepy tape and scooting off without confronting me in person, not giving me a chance to respond.’




    ‘Yes, he did,’ said Alex. ‘It was just that you didn’t want to respond.’




    ‘How can you respond to someone who’s dead?’




    ‘He gave you the chance before he died.’




    ‘Really? I didn’t notice.’




    Felicity began clearing the table. Philip came in from the garden, flapping his hands to clear the smoke, and wordlessly helped his sister carry things into the kitchen. Max and Alex took the hint and moved out into the garden to smoke. No one said anything. There seemed nothing left to say.




    6




    Brothers – not that they really knew each other.




    Max called to the barman from the table where they were sitting.




    ‘More of the same for me, landlord. One with a bit more snarl to it. A stinker. And another of those feeble-minded Belgian piss-alley beers, what’s it called – Grolsch – for my wee brother cutting his teeth here.’




    Four words raised question marks in Alex’s mind here: landlord, stinker, wee and brother.




    He was still trying to gauge Max’s use of English. During the years he’d spent abroad Alex found his own use of colloquial English slipping. Those noiseless changes of gear in conversational English, shifting from one plane of idiom to another, hedging your bets, foxing your opponent, playing hide-and-seek behind understatement or irony – Alex could no longer play this game unselfconsciously and wondered how well he had ever been able to.




    Max was scrutinising him, thinking: Always was a serious little bugger.




    ‘You always were a serious little bugger. You still take yourself too seriously. I’ll do a workout with you. How about it? Help loosen you up.’




    He gave his neck a friendly squeeze.




    ‘What’s on your mind, Pooky?’




    ‘How strange it is to be listening to you acting up this English pub routine and doing so in an American accent. OK, after thirty years in San Francisco and New York. But I’m wondering where the real you is.’




    A moody girl in jeans hung with chain mail arrived at their table with a Bloody Mary, Max’s third, and a second pint of Grolsch for Alex. She asked if they were ready to order their food yet.




    ‘No. And do try a smile for a change,’ he said to the barmaid. ‘The real me,’ Max continued in the same breath, ‘is in always saying what I think. Try me. Ask me another.’




    ‘All right. Was there anything particular on the tape – in the transcript – that surprised you?’




    ‘Yes, that stuff about the mock marriage. Claude doing the priest-bridegroom combo in one person. Didn’t know about that. I’d have liked to have been around at that marriage and signed the register as a witness. I can imagine it. We didn’t often get to see it, but Claude could be a lot of fun.’ Max exhaled. ‘The impression I came away with was that Ella felt she and Claude had been left in the lurch by us during their last years. As if right up until the very end there could be no reconciliation with the Morris family, no understanding for Ella having lived such an unconventional and independent life. I wish I’d called her more often, come over to visit more than I did. She’s right when she complained she was writing her letters into the blue, an emptiness where no one was listening any more. I did listen, but – I don’t know – maybe I no longer had much to say myself. She always had so much to say. I was the one who had got old, not Ella. I loved her letters, but they reminded me of my inadequacy.’




    ‘What d’you mean?’




    ‘Ella was always 100 per cent about whatever she did. She was a perfectionist, and she expected you to be one too. Well, none of us were, of course – fiddling around, half-measures, satisfied with less – like everybody. It was bound to be that she felt in the end she’d given an awful lot more to people than she ever got back from them. It was bound to be that she was going to feel she’d been hard done by. That becomes the refrain of the later years. It wasn’t publicly aired, but I know that’s what Claude had to live with.’




    ‘I got to hear some of it too. That she’d been taken for granted, taken advantage of. That she didn’t get what she deserved from life. And particularly from her children.’




    ‘You always excepted, eh? I think, true enough. But beyond that – this is fine tuning, maybe too fine – I hear a disillusionment with people. All people – we can extend this. Mankind generically. Whose paltriness it had taken Ella most of her anything but paltry life to find out. Well, was that their fault or hers?’




    ‘I don’t know that it was anyone’s fault.’




    ‘Typical Pooky, always avoiding confrontation.’




    ‘Typical Max, always seeking it.’




    Max grinned again.




    ‘Well, you remember, or maybe you don’t – I’m sorry, but you’ve always seemed to me such a tiny little kid, hell, ten years younger is a lot – how George used to call Ella the Princess on the Pea. Or he did when I was a kid, but by the time you arrived maybe he’d quit calling her that. Princess Pea for short. That was the story, the Andersen story called “The Princess and The Pea”, about the girl who told the poor folks who found her in the wood or somewhere that she was really a princess, and needed an awful lot of mattresses – like about, twenty? – piled on top of each other, in order to be able to get a good night’s sleep. And this crafty old dame comes along and secretly slips a pea under the bottom mattress. OK? That’s the real test. And in the morning she asks the girl how she slept, and the girl says just awful, there must have been something under the mattress and I’m black and blue all over. So the poor folks know she’s the real thing.’




    Alex looked at him blankly.




    ‘Well,’ said Max, ‘that’s Ella for you. Just too sensitive a design – and she did come from a very posh background.’




    ‘Her grandmother used to tell Ella that she was the first commoner in the family in eight hundred years.’




    ‘Eight hundred years! Well there you go, Pooky. She’d outlived her time. Overly fine-tuned, unpaltry, too … porous for the knockabout conditions of ordinary life. She had no block function on her console; she couldn’t screen stuff out. It was all so banal. It all got through to her – everything. That paltriness of people, that banality, as Ella felt it, and maybe rightly felt. But that’s how it is, the middle-of-the-road, run-of-the-mill ordinariness of life – well, godammit, it is ordinary, and if you think it should be something else then the only choice you have in the end is to lump it or leave it, and Ella chose to leave it.’




    ‘Princess Pea was still current when I was growing up and you had already gone to America. But I haven’t heard it for twenty years. Funny you should bring it up. I found myself thinking of Princess Pea again just yesterday as I was walking along the Thames.’




    Max leaned all the way over the table until his forehead was almost touching his brother’s.




    ‘Another regrettable case of collateral damage in unintended places, Mr Foreign Correspondent? Or just a slip of the tongue? Since when has the Thames flowed through Belgrade?’




    Alex was stunned.




    Max sat back with a smile. Leisurely, he drew a cigarette out of the pack on the table, groped for a lighter in his pocket and lit the cigarette without taking his eyes off his brother. He was going to enjoy this.




    ‘International Press Association, eh. Famed for the accuracy of their reports. The truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. I’ll tell you one thing, brother mine. It wouldn’t have been good enough for Ella. She would have put it in that class of generic behaviour by which she felt so disillusioned that in the end she preferred to take her own life.’ Max exhaled and raised his glass mockingly. ‘To paltriness!’




    Alex squirmed. He’d been found out. Sometimes he hated Max – what a smug bastard he could be!




    ‘I could sort you out in two shakes,’ Max went on. ‘I could destroy you, if I had half a mind to. We all play our roles. In our family, you were the goodie and I was the baddie. Fellatio and Philipino are knocking around somewhere in the middle. You and I are the extremes. But does that make us opposites? What single idea matters most to you in your life? What’s your headline?’




    ‘Headline?’




    ‘Ella had one: Avoid paltriness at all cost! Die rather than live a banal life!’




    ‘And do you have one?’




    ‘I do. Say what you think! Never lie!’




    Alex felt miserable.




    ‘Now if I were Ella,’ Max went on, ‘I’d tell you that you were in the wrong job. I’m not interested in your reasons for pretending to be in Belgrade when actually you’re in London. No concern of mine. I’m sure they’re banal reasons in any case. But if you think you can be Mr IPA in the morning and tell whoppers in the afternoon, Pooky, you’re deceiving yourself. You’re footing your life on a lie. Is this perhaps new to you? Did this connection never strike you?’




    Alex said nothing.




    ‘Do you concede that I have a point here? Isn’t this something along the lines of what Ella might have said if she were sitting here?’




    ‘I suppose it might be.’




    ‘So what’s your life motto?’




    ‘Fairness, decency.’ Alex fumbled. ‘Respect for other people’s dignity. Something like that.’




    Max dismissed all this with a wave of his hand.




    ‘How can you respect other people’s dignity, as you call it, without respecting your own? And how can you respect your own if you have to tell lies to justify what you do? If you have reasons to be in London, why say you’re in Belgrade?’




    ‘Does it matter?’




    ‘In the world of paltriness no, it doesn’t matter, people in paltryland lie all the time.’




    ‘Then I guess I live in paltryland.’




    Max shook his head.




    ‘You don’t get out that easily. You can’t live there and uphold a commitment to the truth at the same time. You do have a commitment to the truth, don’t you? Hasn’t sorting out the lies from the truth been the business of your life for the past ten years? Isn’t that why you left your sheltered university life and became a war correspondent? Isn’t that what you told me yourself at the time?’




    ‘My professional life, yes. My private life is another matter. Look, I lie easily, habitually, and unless I’m caught out it really doesn’t worry me, because it just makes life more manageable. They’re small, unimportant lies. They make things easier for me without making things more difficult for someone else. The lies just slip away and I don’t think twice about them afterwards. As you said, Max, that’s how it is, the middle-of-the-road, run-of-the-mill ordinariness of life, where most of us live, whatever you say, because we’ve come to terms with our contradictions, knowing there’s nothing we can do about them. And why should we?’




    Max nodded.




    ‘So that’s your motto. Don’t think I like you less for it, Pooky. Don’t think I’m criticising here. Just clarifying. Because we both go for accuracy, OK? The motto is not respect for other people’s dignity. Allow me to correct you. It’s: Telling lies makes my life more manageable.’




    ‘One can do both. The one isn’t in conflict with the other.’




    ‘So do you respect other people’s dignity easily, habitually, the way you tell lies? Which of these activities would you say you devote more time to?’




    ‘Having to sit here and go on with this conversation makes me realise how you must have driven George up the fucking wall. I can understand the dislike he felt for you.’




    ‘George. But not Ella.’




    Alex tried to come up with a riposte and failed to find one.




    ‘George spent all his life lying. And by your own account so do you. Almost everybody does. Apart from myself, Ella is the only other person I know well enough to say for sure that neither of us ever told lies. Serious lies. OK, we may have slipped up here and there. Which is why she respected me. And she did. She may not have loved me the way she loved you. But then she may not have respected you the way she respected me. What d’you think, Pooky?’




    ‘I think all this is a detour around the subject of your envy.’




    ‘We’ll come to the envy. All in good time. Do you carry on with the things you were brought up to do? Do you make your bed in the morning before you leave the house, like Ella taught you to do on pain of death?’




    ‘On pain of death, I still do. Or let’s say I still have a bad conscience when I don’t.’




    ‘A made bed may be a good thing to have ahead of you at the end of the day. Who knows at the beginning of the day under what circumstances you’ll be returning to it? You may be with someone you’re hoping to share it with, or you may be required to show it to the secret police who turn up in your apartment without warning. An unmade bed may get you a life sentence. Such things have been known to happen. Remember Sasha? You should; you were named after him. Sasha’s unmade bed stayed unmade for ten years. As Ella liked to think she said, readiness is all. But what use to anyone is a bad conscience? It’s just a form of masturbation. Do you still jerk off? How often? What passes through your mind when you do?’




    Alex said nothing.




    ‘I take that to mean yes. Look, we can bring an end to this conversation, which is driving you up the wall, if you agree to answer one question. I will take yes or no for an answer and not press the matter further. Because my contention is that the small habitual lies that don’t matter pave the way for the big one that does. The whopper that puts a bullet through your integrity, undermines your self-respect. Then you lose it all. Brother mine. Did you ever have sex with our mother?’




    Again Alex was speechless.




    ‘Come on, Pooky. Silence is the most infantile form of response. Yes or no?’




    ‘For Christ’s sake, no!’




    ‘All right, all right. Don’t get so excited about it. It’s not that big a deal. It would become a big deal, however, if you had lied about it. Then you would be in denial of what you had done, which is the birth of evil. Then the serpent comes slithering into the garden.’




    Max ordered a club sandwich with an extra side order of chips and laid into his meal with appetite. All that Alex could manage after Max had put him through the mangle was a cup of coffee.




    On their way back through the drizzle of streets Max took his brother by the arm and tried to shelter him under his broken umbrella. He told him about the tenement where he lived in the East Village, the half-crazy Indian who lived opposite with a bad leg condition that confined him to his room, always badgering Max to call his son who lived in New Jersey to ask him to come and visit his father, the Chinese family of four, a litter of tidily industrious mice living in the single room down the corridor, the Hell’s Angels chapter across the street, who ran the neighbourhood. He told him about the nearby loft studio, bought by a cooperative of freelance photographers to which he belonged, which they had set up in Tribeca twenty-five years ago, before it became fashionable and real estate prices soared. The studio was an asset, said Max, a gold mine in reserve for the day they put the property on the market, but that didn’t alter the fact that he’d never cut it as a photographer.




    ‘As a young man my lack of success troubled me. OK, I got some early breaks like the Aids series that ran in Life and lots of other places, but that had less to do with my being a great photographer than with my happening to belong to the gay community in San Francisco when the story broke. And then there was the war stuff I did all over the place. But I wanted to do straight pictures of ordinary people in ordinary situations in a style that was recognisably mine, and I didn’t cut it. They weren’t distinctive enough. I tried to compensate by spending money on the kind of lifestyle I associated with success – lots of boyfriends, restaurants, razzmatazz, an apartment in a chic neighbourhood, until I ran up debts I couldn’t pay off, and I had to turn to Ella, behind George’s back, for help.’




    ‘I remember George and Ella talking about you buying into that Tribeca studio project in the late 70s when I was still going to school in Puerto, and there was a lot of money involved, and they were worried.’




    ‘They had reason to be. I failed financially. But more serious than that, I was living a lie. I pretended to be one of the hip photographers doing fantastic commercial work in the 80s, but I wasn’t. At least I realised that. So I pulled out of the Tribeca group and radically downsized, moving into the one-room studio on 1st and 3rd where I still live. Once I began living in a low-key style in keeping with my meagre income, and, it has to be said, my meagre talent, once that balance had been found between the way I was and the way I lived, my lack of professional cachet ceased to bother me. I enjoy taking pictures of people. Either clients pay me to do so or I do so for my own pleasure. These are ends I can just about make meet. I’m poor, but that has its advantages. Being poor gives you moral leverage. You get rid of illusions and a lot of ballast. The only thing that matters, Pooky, is not to get caught up in living a lie – that’s when the rot sets in.’




    The drizzle increased and became a steadily drumming rain on the canopy of Max’s umbrella. A lot of it made its way through the holes. They were soaked by the time they got back.




    It was cold in the flat. Max switched on the electric fire. He took off his wet clothes and wandered around the room, draping them to dry over chairs and lampshades. He sat on the sofa in his underwear, nursing a glass of whisky.




    Watching him, Alex wondered about the bits of Max’s New York life Max so far hadn’t mentioned. The missing bits always interested him. This came out as a blurted question: ‘Isn’t there anyone you love in your life?’




    ‘There used to be. He died a few years ago. Like so many of his predecessors.’ Max winced. ‘How about you?’




    ‘There are girlfriends. They come and go; most recently go. I don’t know … I’m forty-five.’




    ‘Time’s wingèd chariot. That SUV is still on the roads, a lot more wingèd these days, I’d say. It all goes so much faster. The familiar middle-aged panic. You’d like a family, Pooky? Wife, kids?’




    ‘I think I would. At least, I used to.’




    ‘Strollers in the porch, mortgage on the house, hellish holidays on Tenerife? Wall-to-wall carpets of lies?’ Max lit a cigarette. ‘The whole package?’




    ‘I don’t know about hellish. Or about the lies. What is this with you, Max? You can’t keep off the subject.’




    Alex watched him and wondered about his brother’s preoccupation with lying. He had observed that what people picked on to criticise in others often revealed their own shortcomings. Did Max only harp on about lies because his own life in New York had been founded on a lie – as he said, his pretending but failing to make a living as a photographer? Why had he left San Francisco and gone to ground in Tangiers? Did the lie only leave you when you were down and out? But why should it leave you? Perhaps it continued, or it came back in another guise and Max hadn’t noticed it. Perhaps people short of everything but hope were more susceptible to illusions, more likely to splurge on dreams.




    Max looked tired. His face was drained. So worn, so thin! Now the day’s energy had gone out of him he looked ill.




    ‘I don’t know that you want to hear about this, Pooky. Isn’t there something dry you can get me to put on?’




    ‘There’s an anorak of mine in the closet.’




    ‘That’ll do.’




    Alex went and fetched it, his youth hanging there in the closet, mothballed by Ella. It was his old skiing anorak, bright red. There was a clip-on hood to go with it. He had been proud of the anorak then. He was too fat for it now.




    ‘Dig the hood.’




    Max clipped it on and pulled the garment over his head.




    ‘Max the red rapper. How do I look?’




    ‘OK. Have you got a cigarette?’




    ‘Pants pocket, left.’




    ‘How come you called Felicity Fellatio? And why was she so uptight about it?’




    ‘I guess anyone would be, remembering how she used to suck her elder brother’s dick.’




    ‘She did that?’




    ‘She wanted the sixpence.’




    ‘What sixpence?’




    ‘George used to give me a shilling a week pocket money. Kids were cheaper in those days. Well, I gave the sixpence to Felicity if she sucked my dick. Look, I was six or seven and she was five or something. It was the sort of game kids play at that age. But that wasn’t how George saw it. He told me I was a nasty piece of work and thrashed the daylights out of me. And I got sent away to boarding school, for life. Well, the porn magazine that gave me the idea in the first place was hidden at the back of George’s shoe cupboard. That makes sort of a dramatic story, with clear character outlines, plot development, motivation and so on, but it doesn’t really count.’




    ‘What does?’




    ‘What counts is realising that the nasty piece of work was just a pretext. George didn’t like me, never had. I was the wrong delivery. It only showed after Felicity and Philip were born. Here’s that envy you brought up earlier. I could see the way he enjoyed being with them, but that it got on his nerves when I was around. George, as you know, or maybe you don’t – you’re not his son and in any case you got preferential treatment – was very good at disapproval. He could stand there like a lighthouse, not saying anything, emitting flashes of disapproval visible from distant points on the horizon. He could switch the deep freeze on and turn you into a block of ice. Naturally he had to pretend he liked me. If only for his own benefit. Much more of this pretending goes on than you seem to realise. Just put yourself in the guy’s position. There’s his first son, and he finds out he doesn’t like him. I mean, that’s tough. And it turned out I didn’t like him. I don’t think I didn’t like him in return, tit for tat, as it were. I didn’t like George for himself. Mutual antipathy. Fact of nature, perhaps unnatural. With Claude it was different. We got on well.’




    ‘But didn’t Ella stand up for you?’




    ‘Sure she did. There was a terrific rumpus when I got bumped off to school against my will. She even threatened to leave George. In fact, Ella’s disappearance to Paris at the time was the upshot of that row. But George gave her the third-degree cold treatment, the full-frontal of English arrogance. This is just after the war, OK? Ella wasn’t allowed to forget she was just a refugee. Worse. A German. A penniless displaced person, and but for the grace of the Morris family, et cetera. Who incidentally had been upstart Hungarian imports themselves only a generation before. I felt I had to rush to her defence. It was terrible to see her humiliated in this way. And so I said I’d changed my mind. About this boarding school deal. So that she wouldn’t lose face having to back down.’




    Max got up and went to the cupboard to get a drink.




    ‘Like anything, Pooky? Not a wide range of choice.’ He chuckled. ‘Jesus, this is a museum of a drinks cabinet. How about a toddy of vintage port? A slug of Benedictine? Pimm’s, for Chrissake!’




    ‘I’m OK.’




    Max wandered around the room in his brother’s red anorak, clutching a small blue bottle. He took a swig, put it on the mantelpiece and performed a sort of dance in front of the fireplace, crossing and uncrossing his legs in the air, pointing his toes and doing little capers.




    ‘Courtly old Spanish dance,’ he panted, crashing onto the sofa. ‘Executed by men within a floor space of about one square yard. May look easy, but it’s a tough act. Dancing on one spot. Really takes it out of you. Guy from Salamanca taught me long ago. Old guy I met in New Orleans. A tailor. Still amazingly nimble. When he danced he reminded me of a tailor who could sit and sew cross-legged in mid-air. He told me he’d fought in the Spanish Civil War.’




    ‘You looked like a goblin casting a spell.’




    Max glanced at his watch. ‘Christ! Four o’clock! Goblin’s got to go before break of day.’




    ‘What time’s your plane?’




    ‘Gate closes at seven thirty. How long in a cab to Heathrow?’




    ‘At this time on a Sunday morning you’ll be there in an hour. Are you packed? I’ll make us some coffee.’




    Max was already halfway up the stairs.




    Alex went into the kitchen and looked in the fridge. The Nescafé in the tin looked years old. No one who had been here since Ella’s death had bothered to replace it, and at one time or another all of them had been here. He put the kettle on and opened a tin of condensed milk he found in the cupboard. There was another tin in the cupboard with biscuits in an advanced stage of decomposition, wreathing fantastic cobwebs of mould around the inside of the tin.




    Max came into the kitchen with a backpack over his arm.




    ‘I suppose I always had a dirty mind, Pooky. I was always a degenerate. But then isn’t that a wholly natural state of affairs?’




    Alex put two coffee mugs on the kitchen table.




    ‘No, I can’t say that it is. I called a minicab, by the way. It’ll be here in fifteen minutes.’




    Max went to the back door and opened it.




    ‘It’s still raining. There’s drizzledom for you. Goodbye, England, and good riddance.’




    He stood looking out at the rain-soaked basement steps for a moment before shutting the door.




    ‘The thing is, Pooky, people really have no idea who they are. George, for example, thought of himself as an honourable man, but he was a professional liar. We know he was a spy, one of his lesser renditions of lying, incidentally.’




    ‘We don’t know, but quite probably he was. And perhaps George thought the vocation of a professional liar was an honourable one. I don’t know how you like your coffee. Help yourself.’




    His brother sat down wearily at the table.




    ‘He had a personality that was only viable as a forked existence involving endless self-contradiction. Lying is a forked existence, bifurcation. Whether it occurs deliberately or out of an innocent unawareness or willing collusion, our inexhaustible capacity for self-deception, lying is at the root of all things. And the family is the breeding ground of lies in human relations. Families are for teaching us to tell lies. The family lie is the prototype of all those habitual little lies – I seem to remember you calling them that – which grease the axle on which the world turns.’




    Max showed no intention of spooning Nescafé into his mug and pouring water into it, so Alex did it for him.




    ‘That rather sounds as if lies might be necessary.’




    ‘It does or, rather, it would seem to.’




    ‘So why have you been picking on me then?’




    Max pulled the strings under his chin and tightened the hood.




    ‘Because you are the one Ella thought of as her inheritor. In your flesh, not in mine, not in Felicity’s or Philip’s, she would live on. Know your own mind and don’t lie. You are her trustee, the fiduciary of Ella’s memory. She must have said something to you to that effect. There must have been something in addition to the will. Didn’t she leave you a note or anything?’




    Alex stirred his coffee and thought for a while.




    ‘It’s uncanny the way you suss these things out, Max. There was something, the wind chime.’




    ‘Three hundred and sixty-five million, twelve thousand and thirty, three hundred and sixty-five million, twelve thousand and thirty-one, three hundred and sixty-five million, twelve thousand and thirty-two …’




    While Max sat mumbling to himself, Alex got up and wandered around the kitchen.




    ‘I don’t know if you remember the wind chime that used to hang over the door leading to the back terrace at Arguayo. Well, Ella recorded it on the tape. It’s the first thing you hear.’




    He looked at Max sitting bowed over the kitchen table, like a monk, a hooded figure in his anorak. What was this bowing business? What had he got up his sleeve this time? Alex looked at him warily and waited for him to interrupt as usual. He was so used to being interrupted by Max that he was expecting him to say something, but Max didn’t. He just sat there with his head resting on the table.




    ‘The sound of the wind chime is the first thing you hear on the tape,’ Alex repeated, ‘and then Ella talking. She says, What a beautiful day. At any rate, that’s the edited version I gave you and the others in the transcript I made of the tape.’




    His brother’s continued silence made him uneasy.




    ‘As a matter of fact Ella did say something, after the wind chime but before she says, What a beautiful day. I left it out because it was kind of a personal message. She says, Will you ever hear this, my dearest Alex. I wonder. That’s the chime above the terrace door. I wonder if you can hear it … That’s all. But I felt … embarrassed that it was addressed to me personally. She’s speaking to me, by name. Otherwise, you know, it’s as if we were eavesdropping on the conversation between the two of them. I left it out of the transcript and a couple of other things too, because I thought they were unnecessary, things that might hurt you, or Felicity or Philip. The fact that there was a personal message for me and not one for any of you … So I suppose yes, I misrepresented what Ella actually says on the tape, if only by omission. You might call it a lie. I leave that for you to judge. Not that it was a secret or anything. I’m telling you about it now, after all. I just left out a couple of things in case they upset any of you.’




    Max had nothing to say to any of this.




    The buzzer rang in the hall at the bottom of the stairs. Alex went through and answered it.




    ‘We’ll be out in just a minute. Thank you.’




    He came back into the kitchen.




    ‘Max? The cab’s here.’




    His brother was still sitting bent over, his forehead resting on the table. Alex noticed his arms hanging down motionlessly beneath the table.




    ‘Max? Are you all right?’




    Alex put a hand under his shoulder and eased him into an upright sitting position. But Max immediately toppled sideways and crashed down onto the bench.




    ‘Jesus, Max! What’s wrong with you?’ he implored his brother, knowing full well what was wrong with him.




    Max was dead.
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    Ella had to stand on tiptoe on the balcony of her grandparents’ apartment to see over the parapet. She looked down at a truck in the street. Bundles of clothes stacked on the pavement were being tied up and tossed onto the truck. Old clothes were being collected for the poor, Granny explained. Ella wondered why the poor were being given old clothes rather than the new ones she knew they needed. Poor people and old clothes went together. She’d seen them often enough, waiting in a line outside the employment exchange she passed with her mother whenever they went into town. Would the same people be waiting somewhere in another long line to be given the old clothes?




    She had other memories of events that must have happened earlier, memories she might treasure more, but her life seemed to begin with this one in Berlin, on one of the rare visits to the Andrzejewski grandparents. Her mother and father had separated when she was a year old.




    A bowl of fruit, exotic fruit, oranges and bananas, stood in a bowl on the table beside a plate of candies. They were on the same level as her eyes. Ella stood by the table with her hands behind her back and looked at them in awe. Don’t touch. But she could look closely at them without touching them. Such fruit on the table! And in winter! Bowls of fruit and plates of candies! Luxuries unimaginable in the house where she lived with her grandmother Cosima von Sieres in the country far away from Berlin.




    Ella never learned much about the Polish side of the family. What little she learned was confusing. Although they had bowls of fruit and candies and were well-to-do, they didn’t have real traditions, time-honoured ways of doing things like her mother’s family did. As Grandmother Cosima later explained to her: the Andrzejewskis were commoners.




    Ella’s father Leo thought the Andrzejewskis took their name from a place called Andrzejóws in Poland. Whether they had been the landowners of an estate there, or a peasant family who worked there, he could no longer say. Too long ago, said Leo. Not long enough, said Ella’s mother. Maria thought definitely the peasant rather than the landowning family. Had the Andrzejewskis been the landowners of the Andrzejóws estate they wouldn’t have forgotten. For a noble landowning family worth their salt, she said, nothing was too long ago. Nothing was forgotten. A camel in the family crest reminded you of ancestors who had taken part in the crusades. Andrzejewski listened to his wife tearing up his ancestry, rolling it into a ball and throwing it into the wastepaper basket, and he rubbed his chin.




    All his father could say for certain was that his grandfather had moved from Andrzejóws to Danzig, where he became organist in the cathedral and married a half-German half-Polish wife. His father studied medicine in Danzig, opened a medical practice in Berlin and married a Silesian woman. Although they had retained their Polish nationality, the Andrzejewskis were ‘to all intents and purposes’ a German family. None of this meant much to Ella as a child. What mattered about her father was that despite her mother’s differences with him she always described him as a warm person. She never spoke badly of him after their separation, even if she sometimes mocked his social pretensions.




    Her mother used to work as a secretary in Potsdam for an officers’ organisation formed by an aristocratic military clique at the end of the Great War. Then her brother had got her a job with Siemens. He shared an office with Andrzejewski, a physicist working in the company’s patent department. Ella’s mother Maria, a bright young twenty-something, came into the office one day, and for Andrzejewski that was it – he knew he’d just met his future wife.




    Bouquets of roses sent by Andrzejewski arrived every day at the Mommsen house in Potsdam where Maria lived. She succumbed to his intense attentions, less a courtship than a siege, but from the way he put his tongue in her mouth when he kissed her she might have known that things would start going wrong. She should have known better. So why did she marry him? He was a hypnotist. Or she was a fatalist. Who could say why? She wouldn’t have married him but for that encounter early one foggy November morning, not another soul around, when she was walking over a bridge in Berlin and in the shape of the figure approaching she recognised Andrzejewski coming towards her from the opposite end. At that point Maria knew she had no choice and that she was going to marry him. So whose fault was it after all if Maria knew she had no choice?




    Within the month they got married at a register office in Berlin. Only her brother Benno was let in on the secret, signing the register as witness. ‘I need a drink,’ Maria said as they came out of the office, thinking to herself, I must have been out of my mind to have married this man. Somehow Andrzejewski had put Ella’s mother under a spell.




    At home again with her mother for Christmas, Maria received from the secret husband an envelope on which her maiden name was written, inside it a second envelope on which her married name was written. With aplomb, to Maria it seemed more like indifference, Cosima received the news of her daughter’s marriage.




    ‘It’s in God’s hands,’ said Cosima, much to Maria’s annoyance, who thought God’s hands were the least reliable place to put anything. If it had been in God’s hands she would never have married Andrzejewski.




    Pah! She snapped her fingers in irritation. So much for God’s hands.




    Maria would have preferred her mother to have been angry, showing she was concerned about her, just as Ella would later wish the same of her mother. Cosima to Maria, and Maria to Ella – to both daughters both mothers appeared hurtfully unconcerned about them. They felt they were loved less than those children whose mothers made a fuss over them.




    Her first child, a son, was a stranger to Maria from the moment he was born. There was something about his colouring, his odour, his wail, or perhaps it was just an instinctive shrinking from this evidence of a marriage she knew to be wrong. It was a difficult birth. He was a difficult child. Oscar had such bad eczema that his wrists had to be put in plaster casts to prevent him from scratching. So mother had no choice but to be concerned about the sick little boy, this troublesome child with whom she felt no bond.




    Leo and Maria moved into a rented apartment. Ella’s father was soon involved in rows with the landlord because Andrzejewski, who was a communist and believed property was theft, refused to pay rent. The landlord didn’t share this view. He took him to court. Maria was shocked and ashamed for her husband. They had to move to another apartment.




    Just a year after the arrival of this first child Maria again became pregnant, against her wishes. She went for wild motorcycle rides along bumpy roads in the hope of having a miscarriage. At Easter, in classic slapstick style, she slipped on a banana skin on her way back from the market and immediately went into labour. Her sister Helena acted as the midwife. Actually she was Maria’s half-sister. Helena was the daughter of a countess who had married Oswald von Sieres and died in childbirth at the age of nineteen.




    The widower married again. Within half a dozen years the second wife, Cosima, had given birth to four sisters and brothers for Helena – Charlotte, Ella’s mother Maria, their brothers Benno and Max in quick succession, not counting a miscarriage in between. At eighteen Max attended a military academy and fell in love with a girl one of his fellow cadets had also fallen for. It was a question of honour. They agreed to settle it by drawing lots, a white ball or a black. Max drew the black ball and shot himself.




    Things happened in God’s hands – birth, death, suicide, divorce. One thought it was the end of the world, but such events passed and were forgotten – the story of all families.




    This time the mother’s birth labours were brief. At half past four in the afternoon Ella was there, ready-made, as quick and easy a birth as the child would prove to be. She was born feet first, which might have helped prevent the baby’s face from acquiring the squashed appearance her brother’s had. It may also have helped the mother to love this daughter intensely from the moment she was born, her motorcycle-ride attempts to get rid of the child notwithstanding. The girl who slipped effortlessly out of her this second time in the wake of the mother slipping on the banana skin was altogether different from her firstborn. At the sight of the baby girl who came into the world with shoulder-length coal-black hair, Maria was reconciled with the initially unwanted child.




    Maria had Andrzejewski bring her the hare she had bought at the market and was carrying home for supper when she went into labour. Still in childbed, an hour after giving birth, she broke the hare’s legs at the joints, cut off its ears, pulled the skin over its head and dispatched it downstairs for the cook to prepare. Born and brought up on a country estate, Maria knew that fresh meat couldn’t wait to be skinned any more than a child could wait to be born. Andrzejewski was sent out with the hare’s pelt and his wife’s afterbirth in a bag to bury them in the grounds of the adjacent zoological garden.




    Soon there were arguments between the young married couple. Maria failed to put her fox terrier on the leash when she visited the zoo and had to pay a fine because the dog ran up and down and barked hysterically at the lions, which led to a violent quarrel with her husband – all on account of a wretched little sum of money. It ended with him hitting her. In bed she refused her husband’s advances, not wanting to get pregnant again. In a fit of pique at being refused by his wife, Andrzejewski poured a bottle of ink over the baby in its cradle. By the end of the year Ella was born, Maria had already left her unpredictable, choleric, hypnotist husband, taking her two children and going home to live with her mother.




    Andrzejewski was very unhappy when his wife left him. His estranged and soon-to-be-divorced wife was the only woman he would ever really love. He never recovered his balance in life, Maria later told her daughter.




    But she was a free spirit, and there were irreconcilable differences between them. He was an only child, she one of five. He was imperious, she was self-willed. He was a sophisticated city man, she a country girl. Her education had prepared her to be a wife equipped to run her husband’s country estate; a husband resembling Andrzejewski had not been foreseen. He was a political, a communist. She had no political opinions at the time. And he ran after other women. The housemaid provided sufficient grounds for a divorce by admitting to having had sexual relations with Andrzejewski throughout the marriage.




    None of this apparent incompatibility had led the couple unavoidably to a divorce. They might still have stayed together. The one difference between them that mattered in the end was that he loved her but she didn’t love him.




    2




    Widowed early when her husband Oswald von Sieres died unexpectedly at a young age, Cosima moved from her old family home in Holm in Mark Brandenburg to a rented house in Herischdorf in the district of Bad Warmbrunn, a spa in the mountains of Silesia.




    The town belonged to the estate of a count whose family owned ninety-nine villages and was famous for his saying that it was better to be a count of substance than a prince by the skin of one’s teeth. And a prince, as Cosima reminded her granddaughter Ella, the count would have been by the skin of his teeth had he owned a single village more. In those days the title was automatically conferred on landowners possessing not less than a hundred villages. The history of the place and the love of it, the lore, the fairy tales, the gossip – all this flowed to Ella out of the inexhaustible repertoire of stories she was told by her grandmother.




    Ella’s first memories of her grandmother’s house were Christmas scenes.




    A toddler, she pulled a cart piled with Christmas presents around the second-floor apartment of her grandmother’s rented house. There were dolls on the cart her mother had given her but Ella unloaded them in a corner and chose not to play with them. Maria tried to interest her in them without success.




    ‘What a strange little girl, not wanting to play with dolls,’ Maria said to her sisters Charlotte and Helena, seeking their endorsement, but they smiled benevolently and watched Ella trundling around with her cart. It was all the same to them if the child played with her cart or dolls. With a phalanx of aunts and uncles around her, Ella was surrounded by a warm, protective atmosphere. Mother was there too, her grandmother, her brother Oscar, whom she dearly loved. No one could ever harm her. She felt safe. Her family formed a cordon around her happiness that no one would ever be able to take away.




    Her first views of summer were seen from the perch behind her mother on her bicycle, her arms around her waist, cycling down a path through cornfields, the tips of the corn brushing against her face and tickling her. Ella sneezed with delight. She liked motion. She preferred stillness. She enjoyed watching people do things. Pumping water, cooking meals, women doing needlework, wash days when the whole village was set to work in the wash house. The local farmers emptying the cesspool by hand with buckets, loading the night soil onto wagons and carting it away to manure their fields. The pungent smell of that. The mouldy, blunted smell in the cellar. A sense of excitement going down into the cellar, and up into the attic, piled with old things. The soft scent of the apples that were spread out to winter in the attic, a scent she found somehow painful. How could a scent hurt? When she closed the trapdoor on the specks of dust dancing in the cold air in a shaft of light, she wondered if they continued to dance in the dark.




    Ella disliked dairy products, detested cream, couldn’t drink milk or eat butter. Her mother said Ella screwed up her face even at the taste of the milk from her breast. Mother was a great believer in health food. What her allergy-prone children ate was prepared specially for them by the cook on her detailed instructions – apple or carrot purée, with a daily spoonful of medicine from a large brown bottle to strengthen their bones and prevent them from getting rickets. Only brown sugar was allowed. Otherwise sweetness was not on the menu. Sweetness became a preoccupation of Ella’s. Something she craved was missing from her childhood.




    Mother worked as a secretary for Mr Bipphardt, a manufacturer in Hirschberg – seven kilometres of hilly road away, which she cycled back and forth every day. Hirschberg was where Grandmother’s ward lived, the man nominated by Oswald von Sieres to look after his wife’s affairs in the event of his death. That was why the family had moved here. Mother was out in all weathers. She called it earning a livelihood and making ends meet. In order to make ends meet she had to work hard just to cycle from Herischdorf to Hirschberg and back.




    In her mother’s attic room stood a large soft mahogany bed. It was half of the marriage bed in which Cosima used to sleep with her husband Oswald. Grandmother now slept by herself in the widowed half of the bed in her room downstairs. On holiday afternoons Maria and Ella took their afternoon nap together. She lay behind her mother, clinging to her shoulders, covering her back, and listened to her long, often melancholy monologues. Then mother would announce, ‘The first of us to fall asleep says piep!’ and because Ella wanted to win the game she was always the first to say piep! But then she had to lie completely still and pretend to be asleep so that her mother wouldn’t find out she had cheated. Often her mother fell asleep before Ella, uttering no piep! to announce she had done so.




    The ruminations that Ella listened to in her mother’s room were often sad. By nature her mother was a gay person, full of vitality. But things had gone unexpectedly. The course of her life – the early marriage and divorce, the return to Grandmother’s house in the country, where she was cut off from the world that interested a young woman – had turned Maria into such a serious person, and the seriousness never left her.




    What her mother wanted to talk about with Ella were grown-up subjects of conversation. Taking them upon herself, sharing her mother’s concerns, a listener who had no choice about what she was given to hear, Ella absorbed her mother’s seriousness from an early age.




    Once, she woke up in the kitchen to find someone slapping her face, and the smell of gas made her feel sick. She saw her mother lying on the kitchen floor. What had happened? The cook threw open all the windows and rushed around flapping a blanket. A fire engine came. People ran in and out. There was a great to-do. Cook said mother hadn’t switched the gas off properly.




    Her mother was so petite and had such a dainty figure. It fascinated Ella to inspect her mother’s hands. One of them was much smaller than the other. Why? Mother said she’d been born only eleven months after her sister Charlotte, and probably there hadn’t been enough left over to finish her left hand the same size as her right. Why her hands and not her feet?




    Ella became aware from half-sentences in Maria’s monologues that she felt neglected by Grandmother. Although unspoken, Ella heard it as a reproach. This was what had made her mother a melancholy person. In solidarity with her beloved mother she became reserved with her grandmother. She slipped out of her embrace when Cosima wanted to cuddle her. It was always Ella who got into her mother’s bed, always Oscar who climbed into his grandmother’s.




    In the bottom drawer of the chest in her bedroom Mother kept the presents she bought long ahead of the occasions on which they would be given. Sometimes she anticipated the occasions years in advance. Still a small child, Ella was unable to pull this drawer with its hoard of occasional presents out all at once. She had to toddle back and forth, tugging at one end of the drawer and then at the other. Placed by her mother on the potty in front of the chest, Ella had opportunities to investigate what was in the intriguing bottom drawer. There were extremely desirable things like a spinning top wrapped in liquorice, with pictures of laughing people around the side. There was never any trouble with getting Ella to sit on her potty, as it gave her a chance to take another furtive bite at the liquorice spinning top. Eventually the liquorice top would all be gone, but then another appeared in the drawer in its place.




    Regretfully Ella graduated from the potty to the lavatory on the landing halfway down the stairs, where, instead of presents, her mother kept things for physical fitness. Ella desired physical fitness too. She sat with both arms struggling to lift one of the weights she had watched her mother repeatedly raise and lower when sitting on the lavatory. Sometimes Ella overdid the weights. They proved to be too heavy for her, and she toppled off the seat.




    ‘I can’t put up with this child any more!’ Maria impatiently announced at intervals. The announcement wasn’t directed at her son Oscar in person, it was more an airing of mother’s views, a statement to the world in general, a public washing of her hands of the boy.




    The boy had been influenced by Andrzejewski’s physics and communism. He had red hair, freckles, eczema – things Maria found alien. There was no one in her family he took after. Where did he get his red hair? The pedantry of the boy, like his father, his slowness, his thoroughness, his persistence – these things drove his mother crazy. Whenever she took Oscar to Warmbrunn or Hirschberg to see the doctor, he never failed to say, ‘There’s an ice-cream vendor over there,’ pointing it out for his mother’s benefit in case she had missed it.




    ‘There’s an ice-cream vendor over there’ entered the family language as a way of dropping hints.




    The nursery where Ella and her brother lived led into the maid’s room on one side, Grandmother’s room on the other. Sitting astride her mother’s lap, being washed by her when she was put to bed, standing in a footbath in the nursery to be soaped down, Ella felt cared for. In the children’s bedroom she was always welcomed by the scent of the freshly aired room, where her bed was covered with a quilt incorporating a sampler embroidered by her grandmother as a young girl.




    Spread wide your wings over me


    Oh Jesu, joy of mine.


    Should Satan take her in his power


    May angels watching over her


    Sing in their heavenly bower


    ‘No harm shall ever come to thee!’




    3




    She went barefoot through her childhood summers, running out with a pannikin, down the road and into the fields, to fetch milk from the farmer or to pick blueberries for supper. The soles of her feet became so hardened that when she ran over the gravel of Countess Pfeil’s driveway next door to deliver the newspaper she could do so without it hurting. Country girls’ pastimes occupied her – sitting on the steps leading into the garden with her skirt full of phlox blooms she had plucked, sucking out the drop of nectar in each of them and singing to herself. Rain or shine, she and her brother always played outside.




    It was women who peopled the house. At seven in the morning the children were got up and dressed by the maid. The monotony of the household peace, the routine of their days, this sameness reassured Ella.




    She liked things to have their fixed place and to know where they all belonged. Her own spoon, for example. It lived in the sideboard drawer. No other spoon would do. When it got broken her mother had it repaired. Poor spoon! Along the seam where the silversmith had soldered it there remained a little bump, reminding her of the break, which she comfortingly ran her finger over whenever she held the spoon. Poor spoon was better now.




    Grandmother shared her newspaper with Countess Pfeil, and it was one of the children’s jobs to carry it from one house to the other. Their reward was to have Grandmother tell them instalments of the serialised newspaper novel every evening in words they could understand.




    Grandmother was as much a presence in the children’s life as the bricks and beams of the house, where she was always waiting at the window to wave to them when they came back from playing outside. In the winter she moved from the window to the tiled stove, and above the stove, on a string hanging from a nail, there would be two pretzels, one for each of the grandchildren, which they sat nibbling while she told them the day’s instalment of the newspaper story. She made albums with collages of cut-out pictures pasted in, the same albums she had used for her own children, and she thought up stories about a brother and sister called Oscar and Ella, weaving into the stories events from their own lives.




    Grandmother busied herself every morning with correspondence to friends and relatives. Every day there would be a letter or a postcard for Ella to put in the postbox. As she was too small to put the letter through the slit, her grandmother arranged for two bricks to be placed at the foot of the box for Ella to stand on and so be able to post her letters. She posed on the bricks by the postbox and had her picture taken with a chimney sweep beside her, and the picture appeared on a Christmas card sold in the local shop. The two bricks lay there for years, then there was only one left, and then came the proud day when she needed no brick at all to stand on to reach into the postbox.




    A large number of elderly single women, many of them Grandmother’s correspondents, lived in retirement in the Silesian spa, widows of husbands who had fallen in the Great War. In winter they wore black clothes made of a heavy material. White muslin dresses were the rule in summer. Among the widows was one extremely ancient relative of her grandmother, an English countess. Ella’s great-aunt Cathy lived to be a hundred. Aunt Cathy was famous for the scent of a perfume which she made herself according to a recipe handed down within her family by a French grandmother who had married in England, where Cathy was born at about the time Queen Victoria came to the throne. The secret of the perfume was never disclosed, but close friends like Grandmother were occasionally honoured with a tiny flask of it as a present.




    From the age of three Ella was sent every day to Aunt Cathy to learn to speak English, or rather to listen to it, since Aunt Cathy did all the talking: stories which to Ella sounded like fairy tales, only they were peopled with princes and princesses and ladies-in-waiting. In fact, the stories were about Cathy’s own life at the Prussian court after marrying a German prince and moving to Berlin. She told them to Ella in German first and then repeated them in English, and then in English only, so that by the time Ella was six or seven and Aunt Cathy died, Ella had unconsciously absorbed the language and could speak it almost without a mistake. She hoped some day to be told the secret of what was in Cathy’s perfume, but Cathy took it with her to her grave.




    In the afternoons Grandmother would lie on the sofa under a portrait of her sons Max and Benno and read books in English and French. Ella was impressed and decided she would learn to do so too one day. On the mantelpiece in Grandmother’s sitting room stood the clock with the angel under a glass dome. On the stroke of the hour the angel brought his hammer down on an anvil where he was forging a sword. The angel fascinated Ella. She made up her mind that she would one day have a clock like it herself.




    There was a baroque cupboard with a glass front, displaying knick-knacks in what Grandmother called her curiosities corner. This was Ella’s favourite piece of furniture in the house.




    On each shelf stood a collection of personal objects – treasures, Cosima said, put together by her in the course of her life. All of them had some sentimental value for her, such as a lock of baby hair of each of her five children, or their first tooth. Each lock and each tooth had a drawer to itself in a chest of drawers hardly taller than Cosima’s thumb. The more sentimental the knick-knacks and the stories that accompanied them, the better Ella liked them, such as the pressed flowers that had lain on the graves of friends of Grandmother’s who had died long ago. Grandmother took the objects out of the cupboard and told Ella their stories. Gold thimbles, inkstands, tiny knitting needles with which she had knitted as a child. Or the shell as big as Ella’s hand, which she asked Grandmother to take out and show her. Grandmother held it to her ear and she heard the sea. What was the sea? She asked Grandmother for stories about the sea, and Grandmother said that in the rustling she could listen to the stories which the sea had to tell about itself.




    All these objects were arranged on shelves, only the lowest of which Ella could see when she was little, such as the doll baby’s milk bottle with its tiny teat and string of pearls, which had once belonged to Ella’s mother. It had been given to Maria by her father to make up for his having forgotten her when she was just a few years old. Because she had been disobedient he put her on top of a cupboard and told her she was to stay there until he returned. But unexpected business took him out of the house and he remained away all day. A father’s word was law, however. No one dared to take the child down from the cupboard, where she remained sitting sad and tired until whatever hour her father chose to return. On his way home her father thought of the child he had left on top of the cupboard. Feeling extremely guilty about having forgotten her, he went into a shop and bought her the toy with the pearls to make up for what he had done.




    As Ella grew she could see into the next shelf, and then the next, and she grew also into the stories Grandmother could tell her about all the objects on the new shelves. On the top shelf stood a mirror with the back of it facing out. Grandmother told her a story about a beautiful girl who used to admire herself in the mirror every day, and every day, with each glance in the mirror, it had taken away from the girl a little bit more of her beauty, until there was nothing left, and one day the girl looked into the mirror and saw the wrinkled face of an old woman.




    From this moment Ella avoided looking in mirrors. Never again, she vowed to herself. Even as a grown-up woman she continued to do her hair without a mirror.




    Every morning Grandmother said prayers with her maid, Erna. Erna brought in the breakfast, porridge and coffee, and served it to Cosima in bed. Together they said their morning prayers, Grandmother lying in bed, Erna standing. Cosima read the lesson for the day. After that Grandmother got up and washed, and Erna dressed her and did her hair. She sat on a stool with a barber’s cape over her shoulders to have her hair combed and put up by Erna in a plait, wound around her head and held in place with pins.




    Each of the hairpins had a name, women’s names, Louisa, Margarete, Elfriede, and Grandmother would refer to them while Erna was doing her hair.




    ‘Elfriede seems to be giving you trouble this morning,’ she would say, or, ‘I think Louisa needs straightening out.’




    She wore the same old-fashioned high-collared dresses with the same jewellery pinned to them year in year out, the jewellery made from her grandparents’ wedding rings, beaten out by a goldsmith and reworked as brooches. There were rules about what was appropriate, or at least what had been considered appropriate at the turn of the nineteenth century. For the mornings a long dark skirt was considered suitable, worn with ‘morning’ jewellery and a high-collared blouse that became paler as the year advanced from winter to summer and darker again as the year passed back. Afternoons and evenings Grandmother changed into another skirt and blouse worn with ‘evening’ jewellery.




    When the children were put to bed Grandmother came into their room wearing her evening jewellery and gave each of them her blessing. The Trembling Blessing, Oscar called it, because the hand she laid on top of their heads when she gave them her blessing always trembled. Ella found this trembling hand on her head disagreeable. After Grandmother had given them her blessing, Ella lay in bed and listened to her brother explain a very different world to her, involving lectures on physics and electricity, communism, the stars, all of which Oscar already seemed to know about by the time he was eight.




    On Sundays during the summer Grandmother went to Warmbrunn to hear outdoor concerts. The spa had a bandstand in the park where a brass band played for the public in a building that curved inwards, shaped like a shell. On one side of the building stood a kiosk with a vending machine outside, known to Oscar and Ella as the Clucking Hen. The Clucking Hen was the main reason why the children were always willing to accompany Cosima to concerts in the park. Grandmother never omitted to give each of them a coin to put in the hen to make it cluck and lay them a sugar egg.




    During one concert the children pulled the lever without inserting a coin and, to their amazement, the hen clucked and laid an egg. After that there was no stopping them. They pulled the lever again and again, and each time the hen gave another cluck and laid another egg, which Ella collected in her apron. The noise began to disturb the audience and Grandmother waved her stick at them as a signal that they should stop, which they reluctantly did.




    For years afterwards Ella had a recurrent dream about the hoard of unlaid sugar eggs inside the Clucking Hen.




    Grandmother used to walk around the neighbourhood spearing rubbish on the point of her stick and putting it in a bag she carried with her. Armed with her own stick and an old sack, Ella imitated her. Another of her habits that Ella copied was to count her steps when out walking. It was a walk of several kilometres to the park, the distance depending on which entrance one used. Grandmother knew the precise distance on all the routes she took, measured in steps. If she was late for a concert, she took the shorter route, if she had lots of time, the longer. To the postbox, the houses of neighbours – wherever she went she could tell one how far it was by the number of steps there.




    Ella often crossed the park on errands for her grandmother, taking messages to her acquaintances in Warmbrunn. In the park stood a memorial to soldiers who had died in the Great War. Not more than a few years separated the end of the Great War from Oscar’s birth. The Cry-Woman, Oscar called the statue of the stone woman with bowed head, her hands covering her face as she wept for the soldiers who had fallen. There were always people stopping at the Cry-Woman on their way through the park. The women bowed their heads, just like the Cry-Woman in front of them, and the men took off their hats.




    Grandmother was a storytelling grandmother who kept the memory of past generations alive. Many of the things she passed on to Ella were about her own family, Ella’s family, and in the stories Ella came to know her ancestors in such detail that many of them who had long been dead seemed as alive to Ella as the people around her. The family’s past that Grandmother had lived in flowed into the same river of the present that Ella lived in now, reaching forward and back, constant and unchanging through the generations.




    ‘Am I a countess too?’ Ella asked her.




    Cosima put her head on one side, looked at Ella and said, ‘You’re my first blood relative to have been born a commoner in eight hundred years.’




    What was a commoner? Grandmother explained. Ella objected that if Cosima’s blood flowed in Maria’s veins, her own mother wasn’t a commoner, so how then could Ella be? Because of her father, said Grandmother. Leo Andrzejewski was a commoner, and that made Ella one too. Leo Andrzejewski’s blood flowed in her veins too.




    Something about her grandmother’s preoccupation with the subject of underwear intrigued Ella. She knew that it was in the drawer with her linen underwear that Cosima hid her money, hid all the things she wished to keep secret. Naturally, Grandmother concealed her money carefully. Money was valuable. Money was scarce. Ella heard the whispers about money creeping around the house at night, whispers the children weren’t supposed to hear. There was never enough of it. Making ends meet was why her mother was condemned to cycle to Hirschberg and back every day to type letters in Mr Bipphardt’s office, back and forth, back and forth, every day for the rest of her life.




    4




    Countess Pfeil, Cosima’s neighbour, lived in a mansion set in extensive grounds. Her lodgers, the Acksteiner family, rented the ground floor of the house. It was separated from Grandmother’s by a long driveway. In the days of coaches the drive had led up to the main entrance to the house, but it had since fallen into disuse. The old avenue was lined with linden trees. At the end of a dry autumn, the children waded up to their waist through a rustling sea of fallen leaves. The wrought-iron gate remained locked these days, but Oscar, Ella and her friend Medi Acksteiner were still so small that they could slip back and forth between the bars of the gate when they wanted to play in each other’s homes.




    The countess’s property offered more opportunities for play than Grandmother’s house. It had a wash house, a gardener’s cottage, stables, coach yard and other buildings that in the old days had served various purposes on the estate. It was in one of these outhouses that a washerwoman laid out the corpse of an acquaintance of the Countess Pfeil, a Russian prince, before he was taken into the house to lie in state in an uninhabited wing of the house. Pressing their faces to the window, Ella and Medi could see him in a dark suit with his waxy face illuminated by candles, lying on a bier that seemed to be made entirely of flowers. The prince was their first corpse and they were deeply moved. After all the things they had heard about it in Sunday school they had not expected death to be so beautiful.




    One year the linden trees were in bloom when the gardener came to prune them. The branches lay in piles in the avenue, thick with blossom, and out of nowhere a horde of Gypsies appeared to pick the blossom, with which they could make tea. They were swarthy people, all the men with moustaches, all the women in headscarves, dressed in strange clothes and speaking a language Ella didn’t understand. The countess had given the Gypsies permission to pick the linden blossom to make tea. They came again the next year and were again given permission to pick the linden blossom, but then they stopped coming. Their encampments were closed down and they moved on. That was the last time Ella saw Gypsies.




    Medi was the only daughter of the wealthy Acksteiner family and by Ella’s standards she was spoiled. The Acksteiners had a car and even went abroad for their holidays. Medi was the same age as Ella. The two girls became friends. On Medi’s birthday Ella was invited along. Mr Acksteiner had to stop the car twice to let Medi out of the car because she had diarrhoea. Her mother said the best way to stop diarrhoea was to eat chocolate. Mr Acksteiner pulled up at a shop in Hirschberg and bought her two bars of chocolate. Ella wished she had diarrhoea too. When she came home she told her mother she had, hoping to be given chocolate, but all she got from her mother was a dose of medicine from the brown bottle.




    Ella grasped that behind the wrought-iron gate Countess Pfeil and the Acksteiners lived in a world of their own. Life outside was different. Growing up, ranging beyond house and garden with her brother or often on her own, Ella got to know the local people. How poor they were! How thin! They didn’t have enough money for food. Beggars called at the house. Grandmother had them come into the kitchen. It was Cosima’s policy to give them food rather than money; money they would just spend on drink, she said.




    Money was why the carpenter came round to speak to Grandmother about her coffin. Looking out of the window, Ella overheard their conversation.




    ‘Coffin?’ asked her grandmother. ‘What do I want a coffin for?’




    The man stood twisting his cap.




    ‘Well,’ he said, ‘let’s face it, ma’am. We all know what we need a coffin for. Order it early and you get it cheap. A clean oak coffin. You’ll feel better knowing you’ve got it done ahead of time.’




    Grandmother understood the carpenter needed the order to earn some money. She agreed on condition that the coffin would be kept in the carpenter’s workshop until she was ready for it.




    On her visits to Else Zentner, her grandmother’s seamstress, Ella went to the railway workers’ estate, where many of these poor people lived. It was like crossing a border into a foreign country. Entering the bare hallway of the housing block, Ella had a prickling sensation down her spine. The Zentners, husband and wife, were what Grandmother called poor folk, and she always found odd jobs around the house for them to do. When Ella sat on her perch behind her mother and they cycled to the local town, she had seen a long line of men waiting outside the employment exchange, year in year out. But at about the time the Gypsies disappeared, the lines of men waiting outside the employment exchange disappeared too.




    The novelty of their life, the smells in their apartment, the patterns on the curtains and chair covers, the way they talked: all of these things excited her interest because they were so different from her world at home. It was from these people, their children with whom Ella played, that she learned to speak the Silesian dialect, the different language poor people spoke, rough and sometimes rude expressions Ella never heard at home.




    Many of the families who lived in the neighbourhood known as the Russian Colony were also poor people, down on their luck, but it was a different kind of poor. Ruined by the war, impoverished Russian aristocrats – after whom the colony was named – still lived there, with dwindling resources, a dozen years after going into exile from the Bolshevik Revolution.




    Countess Pfeil offered hospitality to some of these people, among them an old count and his wife who did puppet shows for children, charging an entrance fee of a few pence. In the case of the deceased Russian prince, her hospitality extended to having him lie in state in circumstances befitting his rank, if not his purse. Baroness von Schwindt, an agitated and extremely thin woman whom the countess invited regularly to her house in order to feed her up, was also down on her luck and lived in the Russian Colony. The baroness suffered from delusions she was being pursued. She went around with a feather mattress strapped to her back in case someone tried to stab her. No reassurances could persuade her to take it off even in Countess Pfeil’s drawing room. She eventually drowned in a mysterious deep pool in the mountains, known as the Giant’s Spittoon. The police investigated, but whether she had fallen or thrown herself in was never cleared up.




    The water level in this mysterious pool daily rose and fell. Ella imagined the body of the dead woman falling and rising with it, the feather mattress uppermost. Or would it have caused her to sink? Had it weighed her down? The changing water level aroused Oscar’s scientific interest. They went to inspect the Giant’s Spittoon for themselves and consulted their father in Berlin. Andrzejewski thought the explanation must be that the pool was connected via a subterranean channel to the tidal ebb and flow of the distant sea.




    One of the familiar local eccentrics was Lisa, known as Black Ida in the neighbourhood for as long as anyone could remember. Was she called this because she didn’t wash? Ella was fascinated by Black Ida and at the same time found her a little frightening. She was accompanied by a barrel-organ man on their rounds through the neighbourhood. Her barrel-organ companion was soft in the head. Sometimes he was drunk too. They made a living from begging. While the barrel-organ man stood outside the house and ground out his tunes, Lisa pushed an old pram from house to house and asked for alms. Ella once watched her squatting in a ditch to piss and was shocked that she didn’t have any underwear. Wherever Black Ida appeared, she would be teased by the village children. Once, Ella saw them throwing stones at her. Not long after this incident Black Ida and the barrel-organ man disappeared from the district and never came back.




    In the attic over Countess Pfeil’s disused stables lived the widow of her old coachman, Zinkwart, with her two children Guido and Greta. The widow walked with a limp. Her son cultivated a crouching walk, taking long strides and swinging his long arms like a monkey.




    Guido was a few years older than Ella and Oscar. They were impressed by Guido’s monkey walk. It made him their undisputed leader. They idolised Guido, did anything he asked. He promised to reward them with sausages, later. One day, he said, he would inherit his uncle’s butcher’s shop in Hirschberg. Later they would get as many sausages from him as they wanted, but only on condition they brought him food now. Meanwhile Guido would show them how to do the crouching walk with the swinging arms.




    Like the Zinkwart family, old Mr Engel lived in one of the rooms over the stables in which there were no longer horses or coaches. The tram conductor did Grandmother occasional extra favours, such as dressing up as Santa Claus. For decades he put in an appearance at the family Christmas, an imposing personage for the children until they saw him slip afterwards into the kitchen to receive from Cosima his Christmas box, money and cigars in recognition of his various services to her. Not the least of them were his kindnesses to her grandchildren. He showed them the barns and stables, which had fallen into disuse, the lofts piled with the discarded sledges that had once been in service around the Tannenberg forest throughout the winter months. Mysteriously he referred to them as his Winter Gallery, perhaps because he thought of the sledges as people and gave them names. Oscar and Ella learned from him all the sledges’ names, from the giant sledge called Goliath, which had been used for carting fuel and fodder down the mountain, to the smallest one, a children’s toy called David.




    At new year, when the house was full of Ella’s uncles and aunts, and the mountains were covered with snow, the old sledges were taken out of the lofts and tied together. A horse pulled the chain of sledges with all the family except Grandmother around the zigzag mountain roads of the Tannenberg. Ella must have been only four or five, but persuaded her mother to let her sit on the last sledge in the procession. Being at the end of the chain, it was more wobbly than the others. On one sharp bend the sledge overturned and dumped her in the ditch. Ella got a mouthful of snow. Chattering and laughing, none of the others noticed. Ella’s wail went unheard. Sitting all alone in the snow she listened to the bells fading into the distance and thought she would die. But her mother saw the riderless sledge trailing behind, asked them to stop the horse and went back to find her daughter.




    ‘See, I told you – the last sledge was too wobbly for you!’ her mother said, took her back to her own sledge and set her safely between her legs.




    The house where Cosima was waiting to welcome them seemed so much more warm and inviting when they got back safely after this mishap. There were so many of them that they could all only just be seated round the old dining table, where candles were burning and the traditional new year dish of carp was served. Ella felt happy, snug and secure.




    New years came and went but would always remain the same. Nothing would ever change.




    But it did change. A few years later Ella’s mother remarried and the family moved to Schlawe. Ella lost touch with Medi. In 1938, on her way from Berlin to Schlawe, she came back and visited Medi one last time. Ella was surprised to find the family living in an empty apartment, sitting on packing cases and eating dumpling soup in an atmosphere of deep gloom. They were put out that Ella declined their offer of dumpling soup, which she didn’t like, but it was all they had to offer. It was inexplicable to Ella, for she knew in what style the Acksteiners were accustomed to live. The fact that the Acksteiners were about to move might explain why there was no furniture in the house, but the dumpling soup, their grim faces – something peculiar was going on.




    Ella heard nothing more from Medi Acksteiner. Like Black Ida and the barrel-organ man and the Gypsies who used to come and pick the linden blossom from the trees along the driveway next door, the Acksteiner family also disappeared without trace.




    5




    Ella’s daily walk to school took her along the path by the mountain stream with ice-cold water as clear as glass. About fifty children aged seven to fourteen attended the village school. They were all taught by the schoolmaster, Mr Mayer, in three classes in one large room. He moved around the room from class to class in a black suit, shiny from overuse, his shoes creaking to the accompaniment of the screeching noise of chalk on the slate tablets where the children wrote their lessons.




    Absolute obedience was expected and absolute order had to be maintained if the teacher was to be able to do his job. The schoolmaster’s complaints to the local council that the school was understaffed, or that he was overworked, which amounted to the same thing, went unheard during the penny-pinching Depression years. Disobedient children were put over his knee and spanked from time to time, if only to relieve the teacher’s exasperated feelings.




    Apart from poor local children, who formed the majority at school, there were also a few rich children like Medi Acksteiner. These privileged beings were collected from school and escorted home by their nanny. Ella sometimes managed to string along with them. When nanny asked them if they wanted anything from the village store, an Aladdin’s cave of treasures ranging from halfpenny gob-stoppers and sherbet pyramids to boxes of chocolates individually wrapped, the rich children amazingly said no. But Ella nonchalantly tagged along with them, currying favour with nanny in case they said yes, and just occasionally there would be some of the rich children’s gleanings for her too.




    It was her mother who impressed on Ella the need for being absolutely truthful. Mother had given her money to buy a present for Medi Acksteiner, who had invited Ella to her birthday party. Perhaps you could get her some chocolate, Maria suggested. Ella calculated that, with the money her mother had given her, she could buy either one bar of good chocolate or two bars of not so good chocolate. She opted for the latter, giving one bar to the birthday girl, who already had more than enough chocolate in any case, and keeping the second bar for herself.




    Somehow her mother found out. She confronted Ella and Ella lied. Ella’s lie had made her very, very sad, her mother said. The most important thing in life was not to tell lies. Lies took away the value of a person. They lost their honour. Only a person who never told lies was a free person.




    This lesson made a deep impression on Ella. She resolved she would never again tell a lie.




    It wasn’t easy. But for her craving for food, she might just have managed it. But in the lean Depression years of the 1930s, before she remarried and her financial situation improved, Maria didn’t give her children what they would have liked to eat. Maria wouldn’t buy food unless it qualified as health food – rye bread, porridge, brown sugar – disapproving of the ‘cheap’ sausage and sweet things her children wanted. Throughout their childhood Oscar and Ella took an obsessive interest in these forbidden foods.




    While waiting for Guido Zinkwart to inherit his uncle’s butcher’s shop, Ella began raiding the box with her mother’s store of pennies to buy sausages. Devouring them cold on the spot where she had bought them, feeling guilty and wanting to dispose of incriminating evidence as fast as possible, became a habit that remained with her long after her childhood ended.




    Ella felt uncomfortable about the secret raids on her mother’s piggy bank. She knew that Mother could only just get by on the salary she earned as a secretary, and Grandmother didn’t have much money hidden in her underwear either. They talked a lot about the Depression. The Depression was something that made it particularly hard for families to make ends meet. Ella decided that she and Oscar should also make a contribution.




    On summer evenings, she and her brother went through the woods of the Tannenberg picking blueberries, which they sold to the village shop. In the autumn, they spent days collecting chestnuts and acorns until they had filled their cart, pulled it home and put their harvest into sacks. By the end of the autumn they might have filled several sacks, which they took to the forester. He could use chestnuts and acorns as winter feed for the deer. He weighed the sacks and paid the children for them by the hundredweight. Earning her own money to pay for the sausages and the Clucking Hen’s sugar eggs made Ella feel better.




    Once, Ella’s uncle Benno left his wallet on the train, which he failed to notice until after they had got off. But Ella remembered not only the number of the car; she even remembered the number of the seat where her uncle had been sitting. This information was passed on by telephone to the station at the end of the line, where the railway staff found the wallet exactly where Ella had predicted it would be.




    ‘That child’s always attentive,’ said her grandmother admiringly. ‘She has her eyes everywhere.’




    This knack of finding things earned Ella not only a reputation but rewards for her sharp wits, so-called breath pictures, paper cut-outs of insects and birds which she laid on the palm of her hand and blew on, causing the paper bird or dragonfly to stir its wings as if about to fly. Breath pictures were welcome as rewards, but secretly Ella always hoped to be given something else.




    A white pullover. How she longed for a white pullover with short sleeves.




    When one of the local women gave birth Ella told her mother that the baby had been brought by a stork. ‘Nonsense!’ said her mother, and she explained to her how these things took place.




    Ella never hesitated to entrust her mother with her own secrets either. What she had done with the boy who had told her he would show her something at the rabbit hutch was a secret. Ella had gone with him to the rabbit hutch, he showed her his, she showed him hers. His elder sister caught them at it and gave them a scolding. Puzzled about something she didn’t understand, Ella confided this secret to her mother. Once again her mother explained what it was all about, and why the children had wrongly been scolded.




    ‘Respect people, whoever they are’ – ‘Never do anything you wouldn’t do in front of your children’ – ‘When one’s hard up one can’t afford to buy cheap!’




    Ella took to heart such precepts of her mother’s. From the practical woman her mother was, Ella derived a lot of advice that fitted into a short sentence and would later serve her well.




    Happily she entrusted herself to her mother’s love. On her birthday her brother turned up in the schoolyard with the white pullover with short sleeves her mother knew she was longing for. Maria had told Oscar to give it to her as a surprise during the mid-morning break. Ella felt the happiness of being in her mother’s thoughts, of being looked after by her. Mother, not Jesu, was the presence that spread protective wings over Ella.




    One autumn evening she was taken for a walk by her mother’s old nanny along the foot of the hills. Caught by a sudden shower, they sheltered under a tree on the edge of a vast meadow. The meadow seemed to stretch out forever to the mountains in the distance. They saw a rainbow arcing down out of the sky.




    ‘Look! A rainbow!’ nanny said.




    Ella ran off. She could see where the rainbow came down in the meadow, and at the end of the rainbow she would find the pot of gold pictured in one of Grandmother’s story books. It wasn’t far. She could run there and get it for her mother. She ran and ran, ignoring nanny’s calls. It was further than she thought. She ran on through the fading light, but the end of the rainbow didn’t come any nearer. It was hard to run through the tall grass. Ella began to get tired. Then the rainbow disappeared. She lost heart. She was so worn out that she lay down for a rest and fell asleep.




    Nanny had soon lost sight of the little girl, swallowed up in the tall grass. Now it was dark, how would she find her way back? The old woman hurried home and reported that Ella had got lost running off to find the end of the rainbow. The child had been deaf to all her calls. It was in such pretty colours, nanny said in Ella’s defence. Mother went round the neighbouring houses and got together a search party. The men went up the road into the hills. By the light of the flares they carried, they could make out the tracks which had been left by the girl in the long grass, showing the way she had taken across the meadow. And there they found her, asleep on the ground already wet with dew. Mother wrapped her in a blanket and carried her home, safe and warm in her arms.




    Ella was happy her mother had been so worried about her that she had come out in the night with a search party to find her, and was not cross with her at all. Maria was touched by what her daughter had done, knowing Ella had run off to the end of the rainbow only in order to find the pot of gold that would help her mother to make ends meet.




    6




    In the early summer of 1936, when Ella had just turned eight, her mother married Carl Winter.




    Maria met Carl at the public baths in Hirschberg. Both of them enjoyed sports. They were a fashionably sporty couple. In summer they swam together like two seals, twinned in sleek black bathing costumes. At weekends they went for drives on Carl’s motorbike in fashionable goggles and tight-fitting leather headgear. They hiked through the mountains wearing spectacular knickerbockers. In winter they went skiing together. For all this, Mother somehow managed to make ends meet, probably with a bit of help from Carl.




    Oscar and Ella saw less of their mother.




    Carl had a job as assistant to the district court judge. He was two years younger than Mother. He had just finished his law studies and was about to embark on a career as a civil servant. He was ambitious. To Ella’s mother he confided the motto of the ambitious civil servant who wanted to get on in life. ‘Live in a house beyond your means, dress according to your means and eat below your means.’




    Maria was not quite sure about this, nor did she share Carl’s enthusiasm for the National Socialists.




    It wasn’t long before her mother started calling her young admirer by his diminutive, Carlchen. Letters addressed to her mother in an unmistakable pale blue ink began to arrive almost every other day. Ella kept count. By Christmas her mother had received forty-three letters. Mother smiled over them. Sometimes she sighed over them too.




    As an ambitious civil servant Carlchen didn’t hesitate for a moment when offered a senior post in the city administration in Stettin, without even consulting Maria beforehand. ‘It’s only for a year,’ he said, but before the year was out he would be given another posting.




    If Carlchen got a job with the civil service in Stettin they would all move away from Grandmother’s house in Silesia and go to live with him on the Baltic. If Maria married Uncle Carl, it meant that the family would have to follow him around wherever he was posted. It meant they would leave Herischdorf for ever.




    Ella was glad that she liked Uncle Carl, because she could see how much her mother liked him. Ella realised that her mother felt more strongly for him than for any of the other men who arrived at the house to take her out. She wanted to please her mother by liking Uncle Carl. She was nonetheless taken by surprise when – it seemed to her all too soon after Carlchen’s first appearance on the scene – her mother announced that she and Uncle Carl had decided on the date of their wedding. June was only a couple of months away.




    The wedding was held in a little Protestant chapel tucked away somewhere in the overwhelmingly Catholic world of Silesia. Ella strewed flowers on the church floor for the bridal couple to walk over between the entrance and the altar. As if to make up for the modesty of the chapel, the reception was held in the ballroom of a great country house, rented for the occasion from the legendary count who would have been a prince had he owned one village more. Mother appeared for her wedding wearing a silver-grey costume. Ella found it so beautiful she was speechless. In the long summer twilight at the end of the day a horse-drawn coach rolled up to the house, and mother got in with Carlchen. Ella watched the coach drive off through the growing darkness to the station where they would catch the train to take them on their honeymoon.




    ‘Now this day is over too,’ said Ella to herself. She sat on the steps beside a marble lion at the entrance to the house feeling very downcast. ‘Mama is gone!’ she said, stroking the lion’s mane.




    The day was over and had taken with it something she knew would never come back. For the first time in her life she fell into one of those moods her mother called the Depression. Somehow, Ella realised, she too was now going to have to learn to make ends meet.




    Until this moment Ella’s childhood had known only an unchanging present in which past and future played no part. She lived in the here and now, with the reassurance that yesterday would be the same as tomorrow, and people and things around her which she had been familiar with for as long as she could remember would remain with her for ever.




    For as long as she lived at her grandmother’s house in Herischdorf, Ella didn’t know what it meant to long for something. Her mother’s departure, the family’s going away from Herischdorf, left an absence in what Ella had used to feel as whole. From then on she was waiting for something or somebody to fulfil her, for she felt she was incomplete. A sense of longing had arrived in Ella’s life that she was sure would never leave it again.




    7




    In 1938 the family moved to Berlin Lichterfelde-West on the outskirts of the city. Three houses stood in a row on a tree-lined street, and the one on the outside at the corner was theirs. Opposite lived a family related to Reichsmarschall Göring, well-bred people, according to her mother, but poor. She and Oscar played with the children. The father was a former cavalry officer, a tall, dignified gentleman who now worked as a shoe salesman.




    In Berlin the ten-year-old Ella became aware of the presence of things that had not intruded onto her life until now – National Socialist youth movements, the Hitler cult. They had more days off school that year than ever before, as all schoolchildren were sent out to line the streets and cheer at the mass parades. Because Ella was a pretty girl with long blonde plaits representing the Nordic ideal, she was often chosen to recite a poem or hand flowers to visiting dignitaries. Once, for the fun of it, she jumped onto the running board of the car whose occupant she was to greet, and she was permitted to remain standing there until the car came to a standstill. Later she was told that the guest of honour was Goebbels. Such scenes found their way into newsreels.




    Ella had her den in the attic, up a flight of stairs too steep for the younger children to climb, where on the pretext of doing her homework she could escape into her own world of books and not be disturbed by her family. ‘You have become quite a bookish child,’ her mother said, and from the tone of her voice Ella could tell that she didn’t approve. The attic room was decorated in the most modern style, with clean-lined matter-of-fact Bauhaus furniture given to her by her father Andrzejewski.




    ‘The only time I ever find the leisure to read is during my confinements,’ her mother would say.




    How stupid, Ella thought. And she made a vow that when she grew up she would always find time for the things that mattered to her.




    Her mother being increasingly preoccupied with her two new brothers, Eduard and Nico, Ella was left to her own devices. Other interests began to absorb her, such as the housemaid Marlies with her intriguingly full-breasted figure, so different from Ella’s petite mother.




    Once a week Marlies was permitted to take a bath in Ella’s parents’ bathroom. On these evenings Ella arranged to sleep in her parents’ bed adjoining the bathroom where Marlies took her bath. The moment Marlies had gone into the bathroom Ella got up, went to the bathroom door and spied on Marlies through the keyhole. She watched her standing in the tub soaping herself down, her heavy breasts, the dark patch of hair between her legs. Spying on a man wouldn’t have excited her, but the sight of the naked Marlies did.




    On one occasion Ella must have made a noise. Marlies, suspicious, came to the door and looked back through the keyhole. It’s light in there, dark in here, the thought immediately crossed Ella’s mind, so Marlies won’t be able to see anything, and she scurried back into bed and pretended to be asleep when Marlies opened the door and came out. Ella’s presence of mind in a tight spot made evident a cunning streak in her nature she wasn’t sure she liked.




    To get into her own bedroom Ella’s mother had to pass through the children’s room. One corner was furnished with a child-size desk and matching bench on which Ella would lie in contorted positions and try to fall asleep at night, waiting for her mother to look in and take pity on her, but she found it so uncomfortable that she usually gave up and fell asleep in bed.




    When she woke up in the night, as she began to do frequently at this time, she imagined sinister figures in the shape of the clothes hanging on the door, imaginings Ella had never had before. She also began biting her fingernails. Mother noticed her lack of nails and said in her matter-of-fact way, ‘You’d better take some calcium tablets, Ella.’




    Once a week she and Oscar took the tram to visit their father. They got to know by heart all the advertisements they could see on their way through the city. They made a game out of the jingles, taking it in turns to tell a story using only the words in the advertisements. Whoever won got a wish. Oscar wished for a day without a single thought passing through his mind and Ella regretted such a wish hadn’t occurred to her first.




    Her father lived in an expensively decorated penthouse apartment that appealed to Ella’s tastes much better than the homely style of her mother. The entrance hall downstairs, with a marble staircase and mirrors, was completely different from the houses Ella had lived in since her mother had remarried. She preferred the style in which her father lived. This made her uncomfortable. She felt that taking sides against her mother was disloyal. She didn’t think she was a particularly good daughter to her father either. She liked him. But could she honestly have said she felt the same fondness for her father that he showed for her?




    Ella understood Oscar’s wish not to have to think. Sometimes Ella too wished that she could have just one clear feeling, not various contradictory feelings at the same time.




    Andrzejewski was a tall, elegant man, always turned out in fashionably tailored suits. She liked his scent, his smooth clear skin. She liked the atmosphere of discreet luxury around him. She liked that he was an intellectual, a different type from all the other people in her world. Her father was a physicist employed by Siemens, testing their products for suitability for patenting. His apartment had a study full of gadgets where he pursued his private scientific interests, a dining room separate from the living room, and a lavish bedroom with a large brass bed, much larger, Ella thought, than a man needed who lived alone. The place was beautifully kept by a housekeeper who came every day and did everything for her father, from making his bed to washing his underpants.




    Andrzejewski thought up games for the children when they came to visit him, usually demonstrating some physical law such as centrifugal force. Try putting a ball in a bucket and turning the bucket upside down without the ball falling out. Back at home, Oscar demonstrated to their mother how it was done, whirling the bucket over his shoulder and smashing a chandelier. Once, her father noticed Ella scratching her leg, took a pair of forceps to remove a tiny bit of skin from under her fingernail and put it on a slide under a microscope. With amazement she could see things moving that she didn’t even know were in her skin. They ran outside to find leaves, bits of earth, anything their father could put under the microscope to show them more of these marvels. But for Ella the most memorable of the things her father taught her was the lesson with the stone.




    The stone lay on the table in the laboratory where he did his experiments. It was just an ordinary piece of limestone, he said, giving it to each of them to hold in their hand.




    ‘When you put your hand over something like this stone,’ Andrzejewski said, ‘you realise you can’t close your hand, because there’s something there filling out the space. You have the feeling of something pressing against your hand, so some force must be there. You look at what you have in your hand, but something stops you looking into the stone. Those are the two main impressions you get from this stone: that it has a force which resists you, and which prevents you from looking inside. But what if one breaks the stone with a hammer?’




    He gave Ella a hammer and told her to hit the stone.




    ‘So, it’s broken into three pieces. Now we can look inside. Has something changed as a result of breaking it? Well, we can of course hold the three pieces and put the stone together again. Then it may look as if nothing much has changed. But we can’t get back to the stone we started with. When I take my hands away it falls apart. The stone is no longer whole. We can hold the pieces in place, but they remain there only as long as we do so. The forces that held the stone together and gave it its wholeness are no longer there where you now see the break lines. So something has been destroyed, not life exactly, but a little bit like life.’




    Oscar went over with Ella what they learned from their father, even if he couldn’t explain to her how there was a force inside the stone that held it together. He gave her tests on why the sky turned red in the evening, why the moon changed shape and so on, but she knew the answer before he had even finished asking the question. She was irritated by her brother’s slowness, explaining things to her that she had long since understood but not the things she wanted to know most, like the nature of the force that held the stone together. Why did the stone need such a force? Why didn’t it just stick together by itself?




    Andrzejewski usually gave Oscar some experiments to do in his study while he sat down for a chat with Ella in the living room. He wanted to hear what she had been doing that week. What had her mother been doing? He always wanted to hear everything about Mother as well.




    Ella had once again been taking part in mass parades. One particularly long parade was held to celebrate Austria having become part of the Reich. For hours she waited in the huge crowd, unable to see what was happening because she was too small, and at last got so tired that she sat down on the ground. A man in a uniform picked her up and set her on his shoulders. She saw him, standing on the balcony to receive the applause of the crowd. How much more tired the Führer must be. In bed at night she imagined herself sitting on his knee and consoling him as he rested his head on her shoulder. Yes, yes, of course you’re tired. You work so terribly hard, so I will take care of you. And dreaming up such fantasies she fell asleep.




    In the youth movement she had joined, Ella told her father, she was required to keep a diary with the title: My Führer and I. Inside the cover there was a photo of him in an oval mount smiling at her whenever she opened the book. Underneath, Ella wrote out the official potted biography of Hitler in the old-fashioned script – Sütterlin it was called – which she had learned to write at school. Mother looked over her shoulder and helped her when Ella didn’t know something. She had to write about her father and mother and the ‘Aryan family’. She told Andrzejewski about it, thinking he would be pleased she had included him in her book.




    But he frowned and asked irritably, ‘You didn’t have to join the girls’ youth movement, did you? Do you even know what Aryan means?’




    Although Ella had not in fact been obliged to join the local section of the Girl Pioneers, she lied to her father that she had. She joined because she had a crush on a girl who was a member, called Grete Hein, and sought opportunities to be close to her, but she could hardly tell her father that. At the age of ten Ella was far more likely to have a crush on a girl than a boy. One corner of the gold tooth Ella was so proud of in her mouth would be named after the girl of the moment; the other corner of the tooth was called by her mother’s name. She said goodnight to each of them by passing her tongue first over one corner and then the other. Ella didn’t think these were suitable subjects of conversation with her father and kept them to herself. It had to do with a certain reserve she had towards Andrzejewski, which in turn had to do with the loyalty she felt to her mother.




    To prove herself worthy of membership in the Girl Pioneers she had to jump through a fire, hold a flag and swear an oath and do all sorts of things she found rather silly, but for Grete she would have done anything. Grete knew this and used the fascination she held for Ella to blackmail her, offering her honours such as carrying the flag at ceremonies if Ella would give her sweets or money. Ella went back to stealing from her mother’s piggy bank to satisfy Grete’s wishes.




    As a Girl Pioneer she began to find out more about Hitler. They were given homework such as writing essays about him, listened to lectures about his youth movement and so on, which Ella found boring but put up with for the sake of Grete Hein.




    In many situations Ella felt herself to be two people, one of them absorbed in whatever she was doing here and now, the other standing to one side, watching her other self doing these things.




    Instead of telling Andrzejewski about Grete Hein, Ella told him about the dances the youth groups were preparing in celebration of Hitler’s fiftieth birthday. All girls participating were let off school for the rehearsals. They were told to buy a white dress with wide skirts and a colourful bodice suitable for the folklorist sort of dances they were doing. But as usual Mother thought she would save the money and make it herself. Ella wanted one exactly like the one all the other girls had – these were school activities and she felt ashamed if she was different from everyone else – so she refused to wear the dress her mother made and in the end preferred not to take part in the dance at all.




    ‘So you didn’t do the dances for Hitler because you hadn’t got the right dress?’ her father asked. Ella shook her head unhappily, but Andrzejewski laughed and said it was time for their supper.




    Before they went out to supper Ella wanted to ask him a question. It took her a little courage to ask him this question. It had been buzzing around in her head all that year in Berlin. Her father had never talked to her about Nazis, but he had to Oscar, and from Oscar she knew that he was against them. Oscar said Andrzejewski was a communist who had been opposed to Hitler from the beginning. She fidgeted before asking the question. Her father smiled, encouraging her to go on and ask. Well, said Ella. Was her stepfather a Nazi?




    Andrzejewski put his head first on one side, then on the other, and said that her stepfather, with whom, as Ella knew, he was on friendly terms, which was just as well considering that father and stepfather often had reason to meet to discuss matters relating to the two children, was undoubtedly a National Socialist, but not a Nazi. What was the difference? Andrzejewski had already anticipated her question and began to elaborate in the pedantic way he did when explaining some scientific problem to the children.




    The original National Socialists were people whose nationalism and socialism had brought them into the political movement they had given that name. He could not approve of their ideals, but it was as idealists, after a fashion, that they had started their movement. Whereas today’s Nazis were merely opportunists, people without principles, only ambition, an interest in furthering their careers, if necessary over the dead bodies of those who stood in their way. That was why they had to be combated. That was why, said Andrzejewski, he would feel very much easier in his mind if he knew that when his daughter lay in bed at night she was imagining anything in the world, whatever she liked, anything other than that picture of herself sitting on Hitler’s knee and consoling him as he rested his head on her shoulder. There and then Ella promised him that she would never again indulge in fantasies of sitting on Hitler’s knee.




    Her father was on the board of directors at Kempinski’s, and he had his own table at the best restaurant in town. He always took the children there for an early supper before they caught the train back home after their weekly visit. The waiter brought Ella the ladies’ menu, on which the prices were not listed. It made her feel very grown-up. Andrzejewski taught them how to study the menu, what courses went best together and what wines to choose with them, how to eat snails and dismember a lobster and other strange foodstuffs of deep interest to Ella, although her brother, like her mother, was indifferent about what he ate, preferring dishes he was familiar with, such as the stews he was given at home. The bill her father paid at the end of the meal seemed to her an unbelievable amount of money, and he told them it might be better for them not to mention it to their mother.




    Andrzejewski took exception to Ella’s clothes. He said she ought to ask her mother to buy her clothes more suitable for a girl who went to Kempinski’s for her supper. Ella marvelled at her father’s simple-mindedness. Money might be no object for him. He even had his own bust at his tailor to save himself the trouble of going there to be fitted. The reason Maria favoured the folklore patterns for her daughter’s dresses which Andrzejewski disliked, with blouses and ornamental stitching round the shoulders in what was known as the Russian look, was that she could have them made up from clothes she had once worn herself. There wouldn’t have been the money to buy the fashionable outfits her father wanted Ella to wear.




    All one needed to go on holiday in Capri was a briefcase with room for a spare shirt and a pair of bathing trunks, Andrzejewski told her on one of her visits, and she watched him practise, walking around the apartment, briefcase in hand, as if he was already on his way.




    Her father pushed open a door onto an unknown world that fascinated her. By comparison, her mother’s world seemed plain and homely, lacking the intellectual sophistication Ella craved.




    The number of children Ella knew who were suddenly having to leave the country was growing, although Ella didn’t understand why they were leaving or why it made them unhappy. There was Ursula, a girl with beautiful glossy black ringlets. Ella had a crush on her too. Ursula cried bitterly because she was going to have to go away. How Ella envied Ursula’s black ringlets! How she longed for an opportunity to break out of the narrow horizons of her family! And then there was the boy who sang in the choir in which Ella sang too. The boy was moving to America, it was rumoured, and when the rumour was confirmed and the boy sang his last chorale with them, many of the older choir members cried.




    Why were they crying? Wasn’t it wonderful to be able to go to America?




    The Marx family, who lived a few blocks away, were among those who disappeared overnight without saying goodbye. It was rumoured of the Marxes that they too had gone to England. For a while Ella had a close friendship with one of the three Marx boys, Klaus. He was two years older and had fallen in love with her. Oscar told her Klaus had scratched onto his bicycle seat the words ‘I love Ella’ so that he could sit on them whenever he rode his bicycle. She found this embarrassing.




    Klaus and Oscar were classmates. To do his friend Klaus a favour, Oscar fixed up a Morse apparatus connecting the Marx house with the house where he and Ella lived about half a kilometre away. He taught Ella how to say good morning and goodnight in Morse code, and for a while she and Klaus exchanged signals at the beginning and end of each day. When Klaus tapped out a message she couldn’t read and her brother told her that the message meant ‘I love you,’ Ella firmly wrote back, ‘Goodnight!’




    She didn’t like boys paying her that sort of her attention. It didn’t interest her and it made her feel uncomfortable.




    Next day Klaus and his brothers were not in school. The family had gone. The message Klaus had sent to Ella was the last she heard of him.




    In November Ella’s stepfather Carl came home in the middle of the day, which he otherwise never did, in a state of shock, and shut himself up in the bedroom to talk with her mother. What had happened? Jewish stores all over town had been raided by the Nazis, their windows smashed, the stores looted. In the residential suburb where Ella lived and went to school there had been no such signs of violence. How could there have been, for there were no shops?




    Until quite recently Ella had no idea what Jews were, hadn’t known they existed, let alone been aware of knowing any Jews herself, but it now turned out that she’d known quite a few, even if she didn’t understand what made them different from herself. Families like Ursula’s and the Marxes in Berlin and the Acksteiners she’d known in Herischdorf were now leaving Germany because they were Jewish.




    ‘The writing’s on the wall,’ she overheard Andrzejewski mysteriously say in a phone call to her mother. What writing? On what wall? Her father explained it was because of the yellow star that Jews now had to wear. She had first seen people wearing the yellow star when she was walking down a street in Stettin. An elderly gentleman came towards her accompanied by a girl of her own age, dressed like a princess, more beautifully dressed than any girl she had ever seen. Ella heard the girl talking in a language she recognised as English, but it was different from the English she had learned from Aunt Cathy. Ella asked the man what language the girl was speaking, and he said she was from America and didn’t speak their language. Ella said, ‘How wonderful! America!’ ‘Oh no,’ said the old gentleman, ‘you don’t understand. You don’t know how lucky you are. Unlike my granddaughter, you’re free to come and go as you please.’ Ella stood and watched them walk down the street until they turned the corner and disappeared.




    Did it mean the girl was Jewish and should never have come here because she wouldn’t be allowed to leave again? Then why had the boy who sang in the choir been allowed to leave? Why could some children go but not others? This uncertainty troubled Ella, not least because it meant the little girl she’d always wanted to be, the protected child whose parents indulged her and worried over her, as Ella wanted to be protected and worried over, lost her magic power and no longer had a place in Ella’s world of make-believe. That child ceased to exist.




    8




    In 1939 Ella’s stepfather, Dr Carl Josef Winter, was appointed sub-prefect of the civil administration of Schlawe. That summer the family prepared to move from Berlin to their new home. Carlchen had already been living in Schlawe for several months before he was joined there by the rest of his family. Maria was now pregnant with her fifth child. Ella and her brother Oscar spent the summer holidays in a youth camp on the North Sea island of Sylt. Schlawe was far away, at the easternmost point of the country on the Polish border. In accordance with provisions laid down by the Treaty of Versailles to counter the threat of German rearmament and aggression, it was accessible by only a single railway track. The trip from Sylt to Schlawe took days. En route, the children changed trains in Hamburg and stayed overnight with their father in Berlin.




    In the few months since they had last seen him Andrzejewski had changed. He had grown much thinner and offered them none of the usual experiments and quizzes to which Ella had been looking forward. He was not his usual cheerful self. The apartment was untidy and not very clean either. His housekeeper had given notice. Washing was piled in the basket in the bathroom waiting to be done. Even the Kempinski menu failed to animate him. Tired at the end of a long day, the children fell asleep in the guest room the moment they got into bed. When Ella woke up in the night she could see her father through the open door, pacing up and down in the living room.




    Early the next day they got a taxi to the Stettiner Bahnhof to catch their train to Schlawe. At six o’clock on a Sunday morning Berlin was deserted. Ella and Oscar played their advertisement story game while Andrzejewski sat between them in silence, listening to their chatter. Was this a good idea at such a time, he remarked as they got out of the taxi, absent-mindedly handing each of them a ten-Reichsmark note, this trip to Schlawe so close to the Polish border? What did he mean? wondered Ella, a good idea at such a time, but in the excitement of holding more money in her hand than she’d ever been given she forgot to ask him. Her father escorted them down the platform and saw them onto the train. He kissed them goodbye and gave Ella a letter for her mother. Standing at the window to wave to her father as the train pulled out, she wondered why he was carrying a briefcase on a Sunday morning.




    Ella had one of her premonitions.




    Where are you going? she called down to him on the platform. To Capri, I expect, said Andrzejewski, waving as the train set off before he turned and walked back down the platform.




    The railway station at Schlawe was outside the town. Mother and stepfather were waiting with two cars to meet the children when they arrived. One of the vehicles was a large official chauffeur-driven limousine in accordance with the sub-prefect’s status. Oscar, the technical expert, climbed in enthusiastically. Knowing her stepfather would be hurt if they both chose to ride in the official car, Ella joined him in his own, more modest car, which he kept for his private use. They drove along cobbled streets through an imposing ancient gate at the one end of the old town – Romanesque, the sub-prefect said with pride – across the market in the centre and out through a second gate at the other end. It was a quiet country town of ten thousand inhabitants, fifteen kilometres from the Baltic to the west. To the east stretched the endless plains beyond Poland. From here came the prevailing wind, the cold wind from the Russian hinterland that was always blowing.




    Ella was very excited by her first sight of the sub-prefect’s enormous residence. It was an imposing vine-clad house that expressed the imperial ambitions of the Wilhelminian period. Most of it was taken up with offices and rooms required for the state business that went with the sub-prefect’s job. These rooms were on the ground floor, the private apartments of the family on the floor above. The doors off the entrance hall opened up a perspective of eight large rooms with ceilings six metres high, leading into an enormous conference hall at the end. The building was so large that the children were given permission to cycle down the corridors.




    Setting up a new home, one that this time was supposed to last, Ella’s mother came into her element. All the curtains for the gigantic windows she would make herself. Maria redecorated and modernised, brought workmen in to install pipes and fit basins and water closets in the old-fashioned house, which had been built at a time before people bothered about hygienic requirements. In the stone stairway leading down from the attic the caretaker of the house had built an aviary for breeding canaries. The trilling and singing of these birds could be heard throughout the house. Listening to them at night, Ella could imagine she had moved to a tropical country




    In the sub-prefect’s Schlawe residence they lived on the grand scale to which Carl had aspired as an ambitious young civil servant whose axiom it had been to live beyond his means. Now at last he was living within his means. Here Ella’s mother had room for all the furniture she’d inherited from relatives who lived in big country houses and which she’d never found space for in the civil service quarters the family had previously occupied. All the rooms for official entertaining faced north – as had then been common, Maria explained to Ella, to preserve the complexion favoured by the fashionably pale ladies of the empire. The maids’ and children’s rooms looked south. Ella had a corner room with a lot of light, and her mother chose for her curtains through which the light flooded with a warm pinkish glow.




    Arriving a week late for the beginning of term at her new school, wearing long blonde plaits with a blue frock, Ella found that of the thirty or so children in her class there were only two other girls. It was almost entirely made up of the sons of local farmers. She stood at the front of the class while the teacher introduced her as the daughter of Schlawe’s new district sub-prefect.




    The appearance of the sub-prefect’s daughter caused a stir. Ella had gone to so many different schools in the course of her stepfather’s moves, from Hirschberg to Stettin, and from there to Berlin, that she had difficulty fitting in with the curriculum of each new one. In Schlawe she found herself back in a village school that presented her with no intellectual challenges, where chalk and slate were still in use and the farm boys who had got up early to milk the cows could sleep undisturbed at the back of the class. The country people here were heavy-set, broad-faced and thick-skinned folk, as reliable as they were taciturn, not the kind of schoolchildren among whom a girl as quick-witted as Ella could feel stimulated.




    September the 1st was a school day like any other for Ella, but when she came home for lunch she found the house in a state of gloom. Her mother told her that Poland had gone to war with Germany early that morning and Germany had retaliated by invading Poland.




    They sat around the table and her stepfather said, Don’t worry, the war will be over in two weeks. Her mother got up. She went and stood by one of the high windows. Her silhouette against the window looked so frail that Ella had an impulse to go over and put her arm around her. Turning with a little shrug of her shoulders, Maria said to her husband, Before this war is over we shall lose house and home and Oscar will be taken for a soldier, you’ll see. Oscar was thirteen at the time. Nonsense, her stepfather said with a dismissive laugh. No, Maria insisted, not nonsense. This is how it will be. We shall lose house and home, house and home – and she repeated it three times, like a witch’s curse.




    Ella was disturbed by this exchange. Which of them was right? She didn’t know whether to believe her stepfather or her mother, who still had such vivid memories of the Great War, which had started when she was exactly the same age as Ella was now. Mother had been through it all before. That was why she was certain this war would also go on for several years like the last one. Ella tended to trust her mother’s judgement more than her stepfather’s. If only Andrzejewski had been there to ask; he would have known. Her brother Oscar might have known too, but he had been sent to boarding school, leaving his eleven-year-old sister to come to her own conclusions.




    Later that day Ella went with her mother to the linen room to help her fold the laundry and put it away in the cupboards. The linen room was where mother and daughter had their private conversations. When they had finished folding the laundry her mother sat down and took out Andrzejewski’s letter. Your father’s been working on a secret project for the army, she said, and he’s known for a long time that this war was coming. They’ll need your father for his work, so probably he’ll be safe. But for how long? After all, she said, you know your father’s views, and it’s his country that has been invaded. What will he do? Where will he go?




    Maria didn’t tell her daughter Andrzejewski had warned her of the dangers of living in a town as close to the Polish border as Schlawe. She put the letter back in the envelope and told Ella to burn it in the grate.




    Ella thought of her father standing on the platform with a briefcase containing all he needed to go on holiday, a pair of bathing trunks and a few shirts, according to what he had told her in his apartment in Berlin.




    He’ll probably go to Capri, Ella said. She knelt down and put her arms around her mother, her head in her lap, and her mother stroked her hair.




    Their house lay just outside Schlawe’s northern gate, and from her corner room Ella saw the columns passing to the war, men and creaking horse-drawn carts covered with awnings, soldiers and their baggage marching east, old-fashioned infantry she imagined not so different from Napoleon’s troops marching on Russia more than a hundred years before.




    A few days after the war began she came home from school to find her mother in tears. She had received a telegram informing her that one of her favourite cousins had been killed in action. He was the seventeenth casualty of the war.




    From then on followed a stream of official communications – the telegrams were soon replaced by letters – announcing that others from Ella’s far-flung family or circle of acquaintances had fallen in the war. The circular published by an organisation of aristocratic families listing the deaths of their members grew longer and longer from one issue to the next. Ella and her girlfriends at school looked at the pictures of those who had been killed in action and wondered which of the young men in uniform they might have married if they had survived.




    Clip clop clip clop. The sound of the hooves of the horses drawing the carts along the road that passed beneath Ella’s window went on without interruption day and night – it was just a few kilometres to the Polish Corridor. There were no armoured cars, let alone tanks, no motor vehicles at all. The horses were requisitioned from farming communities all over Pomerania.




    Sometimes she was woken by a mournful drawn-out cry. Po-o-land, Po-o-land! That was what the voice seemed to be calling through the night. But why would someone be out there in the dark calling, Poland? What kind of person would do such a thing?




    For months the columns kept trekking from west to east along the road. The horses and carts were still coming when her mother gave birth to a second daughter on the day that everyone in the house was called on to form a chain and pass the rifles stored in the attic of the sub-prefect’s residence to the soldiers outside. Ella realised the rifles must have been there lying ready and waiting for the war before the family had even moved into the house. She wondered if this was why her stepfather had gone to Schlawe ahead of them. Thousands of recruits had been assembled from Pomerania’s hinterland in Schlawe and were on their way to war. The children made extra pocket money collecting the empty beer bottles the recruits left lying around and taking them back to the shops. Glad of the windfall they were earning for the bottles, the children hoped the soldiers wouldn’t be departing for the war too soon.




    They had nothing much to do because the school was closed. There was no coal to heat the building. Classes wouldn’t be resumed until the spring of the following year. Throughout the winter it served as a mustering point for recruits. Only the gym was heated. The rector of the school had made himself unpopular with his pacifist opinions, and as a punishment he had been transferred to the little town at the easternmost end of the Reich. But he was a kindly man with the schoolchildren’s interests at heart. He’d somehow organised coal to heat the gym in order to give the children something to do while the school remained closed in the first winter of the war. The gymnasium was used by a group of children who preferred training sessions to hanging around with nothing to do at home. On her walk there Ella took a country road leading to the River Wipper and crossed the bridge into the park through which the river flowed.




    The wholesale disappearance of able-bodied men had immediate and dramatic effects. One was the hurried, mismanaged harvest brought in by workers too old or too young, who didn’t know enough about what they were doing. Another was the flooding of the river because all the lock-keepers had gone. With the autumn rains, the river burst its banks, putting much of the surrounding countryside under water. In November the flood water froze, providing the children with another welcome side effect of the war – a skating rink that ran to the horizon. Exuberantly they skated cross-country for hours before they turned back and headed home through the twilight.




    When the first snow came, putting an end to the skating excursions, runners were fitted under the wheels of the farmers’ wagons, converting them into sleighs. On Sundays the farmers had to drive wagons into the town centre, clear the snow and cart it off to the outlying fields. It was fun for the children to jump onto the runners of a wagon as it came through one gate, get a ride through town and a ride back on an incoming sleigh entering by the other gate. All deliveries were done by sleigh. Bread and buns sometimes rolled through the street, picking up snow and horse dung on the way. The children wiped them with their sleeves, put them in their pockets and took them home to eat. Food rationing had begun immediately after the start of the war. There wasn’t much to eat in the shops, let alone the health foods her mother wanted for the new baby. To enlarge her kitchen garden, in the spring the sub-prefect’s wife commandeered a platoon of recruits. She had them sent over from the garrison to dig up the lawn and cart off the turf, which could be put to use in the recruits’ training exercises. They planted the former front lawn with vegetables.




    School reopened at Easter. Coal was available in Stettin, and the building could be heated again. Knowing how badly shortages were affecting everyone by the end of the winter, the sub-prefect doubted whether coal freighted out of Stettin on the long journey by train to Schlawe at the eastern border of Pomerania would arrive safely. He went there in person, boarded the locomotive armed with a pistol and ensured that the coal wagons bound for Schlawe were not diverted en route.




    The social order in the remote rural town was undisturbed by the war. The sub-prefect and a few top officials, with the doctor, the pastor and the commanding officer of the garrison made up the top layer of society, followed by the wealthier merchants, junior officials, craftsmen and farmers. The rituals of life in the small town continued with no change. One of these was the parade of young people that took place in the early evening when the market stalls were closed and the day’s work was over. The boys assembled on one side of the square, the girls on the other, eyeing one another. The parade provided Schlawe’s farming community with its only courting opportunity, a marriage market in which all young people over the age of thirteen took part – Ella included, although she was still under age. At first it was fun. She sensed the excitement in the air. But as the war went into its second year the ranks of the young men on the other side of the square were drastically thinned. Both Ella’s classmates had sweethearts who were killed within six weeks of their departure for the front.




    Within eighteen months of Ella’s arrival at the secondary school in Schlawe all the young male teachers had been drafted for military service and been replaced by elderly men and women. History ceased to be taught at the school; it was replaced by briefings on the progress of the war. Yet despite the general mobilisation, despite the battles fought in distant places, life as people had always known it in Schlawe continued much as usual until Hitler’s armies began their march on Russia.




    9




    On the first day the school reopened an older boy in her class walked up to Ella, gave her a pencil and a piece of paper and told her to draw a straight line. She didn’t manage the task to his satisfaction. The boy said, Well, you’ll never become an artist, that’s certain. Ella had never had any intention of becoming an artist, but she felt snubbed nonetheless.




    Ferdinand Zitzewitz was the boy’s name. The sensual, over-refined and oversensitive product of an ancient aristocratic family, he was the son and heir of a domineering father and a cool mother who lived with his eleven brothers and sisters on the family estate some distance from Schlawe, too far for him to make the trip to school and back every day. During the week he stayed at lodgings in town and went home at weekends. Despite the initial snub Ella felt drawn to Ferdinand. He introduced her to his friends, opening a door on a world that until now had been closed to her. Discussions were his passion – about literature, art, aesthetics – and under his guidance they became hers too.




    Ella was friends in a different way with a boy in the class above her who was a friend of Ferdinand. Jochen Wetzel’s father was farm manager on the Zitzewitz estate. He was one of the boys in the clique which went to the gym every day. It was Jochen who asked her if she would like to join the group in the gym. He was the best gymnast among them and the best turned-out. She watched how he chalked his hands to give him a better grip, the way he bandaged his wrists with white tape, and she thought this professionalism looked stylish. On the parallel bars he performed a handstand and won her over completely. When Ella once came to the gym with dirty fingernails he sent her away to clean them. That firm discipline, making no allowances for anyone, impressed Ella. At the gym the boys sometimes put their arms around the girls they liked, but perhaps because Ella was the sub-prefect’s daughter they were reluctant to do so with her. Jochen saw her home but he made no attempt to kiss her. Ella knew he had another girl. She had seen him with her in the town. She suspected that Jochen did things with her that he didn’t dare do with Ella, and this made her envious.




    At twelve Ella was considered too young by her stepfather to be allowed to go to dancing classes. She would have to wait until next year. Ella’s clique – Jochen, Ferdinand, Micky and Ilse – were all going to the classes that year, meaning they would remain a year ahead and she would never catch up. But twelve months later, as the war spread, casting longer and longer shadows over their lives, the dancing classes came to an end in any case. Of the half-dozen boys whom Ella had got to know at the gym club in her first winter all would be killed in action within the year, including the gymnast Jochen Wetzel.




    Ella began to grow independent. She was discovering herself as someone distinct from her family. She had a different name from her mother, whose name had changed to Winter while Ella’s name remained Andrzejewski. She was becoming aware of her own feelings, of the fact that she was her own person, an individual with her own tastes and priorities, one of which was having time to do the things that interested her. She began frequenting bookshops. She no longer ran to her mother and shared everything with her. The things that interested her she now kept to herself. They wouldn’t have interested her mother in any case. Maria’s constant ‘I haven’t got the time for that!’ began to get on her nerves. Was it necessary to turn the house upside down and clean it room by room with such pedantic thoroughness? Couldn’t she delegate more of her work? Her mother’s inability to find time to sit down and talk, to read a book or take an interest in anything beyond her household, began to bore Ella.




    When she came home from school and saw her mother’s tear-stained face she knew without asking that someone close to Maria must have been killed in the war. Ella’s way of coping with the extinction of the young men who passed in and out of her life was not to allow herself to become attached to any of them. Keeping her distance became the pattern in Ella’s relations with people, men or women, whom she found herself liking. Not wanting the pain of separation, the disappointment she already knew from her own experience was bound to follow – perhaps because of Andrzejewski’s early disappearance from her life, perhaps because of her mother’s remarriage and the betrayal, as Ella felt it to be, of her daughter, putting the interests of the younger children first – Ella forestalled disappointment by cutting her ties with others before they cut their ties with her.




    Ferdinand was the natural partner for conversations of the kind Ella sought at this time. They became intimate friends. Over Christmas he invited her to come and stay in the castle outside the village named Zitzewitz after the family that had lived there for hundreds of years. Who is she? one of Ferdinand’s sisters asked, pointing at Ella with her riding crop when he arrived with her. Degenerate aristocrats, her mother called them, and Ella thought she was right. Inflated with self-regard, of the twelve brothers and sisters, Ferdinand, the heir to the Zitzewitz estate, was the least infected with the family arrogance. So Ella was struck all the more by their poverty, the inhospitable atmosphere of the castle, the meagre food, the coldness of the rooms, the conversations obsessed with the increasing human toll of the war as in all homes with family members to mourn.




    Ferdinand, too, was soon called up as a recruit. They kept up their friendship by correspondence. As if there had been no war, or as if to keep the war out of their privacy, they discussed literature and ideas that stimulated Ella’s mind – religion, predetermination and freedom of the will. When he came home on leave, she introduced him to her parents before his arrival as a possible marriage candidate, but her stepfather didn’t think he was the right man, too young and inexperienced. Ella herself was not yet sixteen. They should wait a few years. Ella’s mother was principally against marriage between old aristocratic families on account of the inbreeding, she said. Ferdinand’s own family provided an example of the unfortunate results. Ella accepted their veto because she was nagged by her own misgivings. It let her off the hook. She was relieved she could now write to him telling him her parents were not in favour of them marrying and that it would be better for them to wait. But with no end of the war in sight Ferdinand knew they couldn’t afford to wait. Before he was sent to the front he managed to arrange leave to try and persuade Ella. They went for a long walk in the woods. Ferdinand pleaded his case, but Ella’s mind was made up. All right, he said, since it’s you who wants to leave, you go first, and he watched her go, leaving him standing there on the edge of the wood without looking back.




    Deprived of the friendship with Ferdinand, her most intimate correspondent, the person who in many ways had been closest to her, to her mind if not her heart, Ella experienced the same emptiness she felt when told that boys she had known at school had been killed in action. Ferdinand was one of the few who survived the war, but she never saw him again.




    As the tide turned at Stalingrad, civilians on the home front were mobilised to make their contribution to the war effort. Ella was assigned work as a hospital orderly in Schlawe. Wounded soldiers repatriated from the Russian front were among the patients, but Ella worked on the maternity ward. There she got to know a Polish woman with syphilis. Until she saw her, Ella didn’t even know what syphilis was. Half the woman’s vagina had already been eaten away by the disease. She had given birth to a child which she asked Ella to kill. It was already her third child, all of them illegitimate. Ella refused.




    The family’s situation became critical when a high Nazi official arrived in Schlawe to assess the civilian war effort on the Polish border. At the inn where the official was staying, he got drunk and made advances to the innkeeper’s wife. When she refused his overtures he began to demolish the inventory. Called out in the middle of the night to deal with the troublemaker, the sub-prefect locked him in the wine cellar and kept him there until he had sobered up the next morning. Enraged by this treatment from a mere sub-prefect, the official complained to his superiors in Berlin, brought charges of insubordination against the offender and demanded that disciplinary measures be taken.




    Carl Winter was relieved of his duties as sub-prefect and within six weeks had been drafted as a rank and file soldier to the eastern front. It was not deemed necessary to appoint a substitute. His family was permitted to stay in the sub-prefect’s residence. By the summer of 1944 it was clear even to the diehards in Berlin that the collapse of the eastern front was imminent and that Schlawe would not be requiring a civil government any more, for the town would soon be in the hands of the advancing Soviet army.




    At the end of the summer Ella walked out with her mother into the fields to pick flowers to decorate the house. The railway line ran past the field where they were, and if the train happened to be passing, the engine driver, an admirer of the sub-prefect’s wife and her daughter, would slow down and blow the whistle in greeting. That day the women laughed and waved back. For a moment they were happy and forgot about the war. This image of the two of them, waving bunches of flowers as the train passed, was the memory of her mother Ella most treasured from that last summer of the war.




    In the autumn she was sent hundreds of kilometres west to Thüringen. She was put to work washing bandages and cleaning out pigsties. Then she accompanied a team of itinerant butchers who travelled from village to village, slaughtering the remaining pigs on the farms, cooking and canning the meat for army provisions. All day she stood and turned the wheel that ground the butchers’ knives. They shared with her snippets of pork directly out of the vats where the pigs were broiled. In a few weeks she ate more pork than she’d had in her whole life.




    When she had completed her assignment with the butchers she was sent to a camp near Weimar to weave baskets for transporting munitions. Women from all over the country worked in this camp, including a contingent of whores from Hamburg, who cracked jokes and told salacious stories while the women sat making baskets from willow saplings soaked in water. The quarters where the women were accommodated were overcrowded: in each dormitory there was only one bed, which the women took it in turns to sleep in while the others lay on straw sacks on the floor. When Ella became ill and unable to work, unable even to eat, she was given the bed for the rest of her stay in the camp until she was fit to travel.




    At Christmas she returned to Schlawe, so weak she barely managed the journey home. Her mother had saved up for her as Christmas treats little delicacies she knew Ella liked, but she was unable to eat anything. Ella’s apathy made her mother sad. Only later was she diagnosed as having jaundice, probably the result of all the pork she’d eaten while working for the butchers. She stayed at home until she recovered. Early in 1945, shortly before her seventeenth birthday, her school was disbanded and Ella was again dispatched to Thüringen for another assignment in Weimar.




    Just before Ella’s departure news came that her grandmother had suffered a stroke in her house in Herischdorf. The old lady was moved to the family home at Holm in Brandenburg. There she was being looked after by two maiden aunts who were still living in the house. Worried about the crumbling eastern front, and what that would mean for her daughter’s safety, Maria was relieved to see Ella leave for the west, thus escaping the threat of the Red Army’s imminent arrival. In the event of losing touch, they agreed to meet in Holm.




    Meanwhile Maria would stay in Schlawe with Eduard, Nico and Charlotte for a few more weeks to wind up the family’s affairs before joining the refugees who had already set out on the trek west. Ella was uneasy at the thought of leaving her mother alone with the younger children.




    ‘Will you be all right here on your own? I don’t really have to go to Weimar, do I? I could stay and help you.’




    ‘You go. You’ll be safer there than here. The Russians will be coming soon, but don’t worry. What harm will they do to a mother with three small children?’




    10




    Schlawe was still unscathed when it fell to the Red Army in the early days of March. On the night the Russians arrived they set the town on fire. Buildings burned everywhere, turning the sky red. Maria had been warned that the occupying troops would probably commandeer the sub-prefect’s house as their kommandatura, so she sought shelter in a neighbour’s house. There was no electricity. It was pitch dark. She got into bed with the three children, who were so tired they immediately fell asleep. Then people came into the house. She heard them striking matches. She listened to them rummaging around the house, apparently looking for something. She heard things being knocked over, glass breaking, but they didn’t find what they were looking for and left.




    She looked out of the window and saw soldiers with torches setting fire to the house next door. Realising they might be next, she decided to leave immediately. She woke the children and told them they would have to keep very quiet. She got their things together as well as she could in the dark because it was too risky to light a candle. She found only half of what she had prepared for the journey. Unfortunately Charlotte’s doll was among the things she couldn’t find, and later she would often have cause to be sorry for not having recovered it.




    Elsa, the neighbour’s daughter, went into the yard to fetch their push cart, but it had been stolen, so they had to leave the heavy suitcases behind. It was an icy moonlit night, the snow so slippery that they kept on falling over. Dragging their bags behind them, they headed for the hospital, hoping to find shelter. Dr Schmidt, one of the doctors she knew there, had told Maria she would be safer in the hospital than in her own home. It was he who had also warned her that the official residence of the sub-prefect would immediately be occupied by the Russian troops. The back entrance to the hospital was ominously still. It was so dark she had to light a candle, by the light of which she saw the amount of destruction that had already been done. There wasn’t a single person to be seen. Maria remembered one of the doctors saying that it would be safer in the quarantine station than in the hospital itself, so she went there with the children, but it was the same desolate scene, everything destroyed, not a living person around.




    The next place she tried was the old people’s home, where she knew Sister Lina, a young woman on the staff there. Surely they’d be safe if they took refuge with the old people. When she got to the home she found all the doors open, everything in the rooms smashed. She lit another candle and crept along a corridor until she got to a room where an old woman was lying alone in bed. Furniture and bedding looted by the soldiers was piled up around her bed, which was buried in the wreckage around it. The old woman told Maria that all the old people who were able to walk had gone to the refectory. So she went on down the corridor until she reached the refectory, and there they were, about fifty old people, and she went in and asked for Sister Lina.




    Here, said Sister Lina and threw her arms round her neck. How relieved Maria was to be among people again! It didn’t matter that the room was overcrowded. They were made welcome like all the other refugees from the town who had made their way there too. The children lay on the floor; the grown-ups were given chairs. Elsa and two other women who said they had been through some bad experiences with the Russians the previous night kept on going over to the basin in the corner to throw up. That was how shaken they still were.




    Sister Lina said that the Russians had tried to rape Dr Schmidt’s daughter too, but she resisted and they shot her on the spot. Dr Schmidt was out at the time. When he came back and found her dead he no longer wanted to go on living. His wife agreed. Things would only get worse. Dr Schmidt gave his wife and the three younger children an injection, and then himself, and within minutes they lay there dead with calm expressions on their faces, as if they had just fallen asleep. Some of us envied them, said Sister Lina. That was the end of Dr Schmidt. He was a good doctor and how we missed him.




    All forty or fifty refugees stayed in the refectory for the next eleven days and nights. No one went outside except to go to the toilet, or when the Russians came and took the women out, first the girls and the Red Cross sisters and then whoever was left. Mostly they were drunk and violent, and they scared the patients out of their wits. Some of the old people went out of their minds and lingered on for a few days until they died. Some of them died outright.




    After several nights of this Maria hid in the bed of an old woman in one of the wards down the corridor. The Russians came in every night, turned the place upside down, pulled the blankets off people lying in bed, but she was lucky: they didn’t pick the bed where Maria was hidden under the old woman’s blanket, half dead with fright. Then Lina went to the kommandatura in the sub-prefect’s house and begged for protection. She came back with posters printed in large Cyrillic letters, warning of typhoid in the house, which they pinned up on all the doors and the refectory walls. That stopped the marauders coming. After that things quietened down and they were able to venture out again.




    Maria was never frightened of going out on the streets in the company of her three small children in the daytime. Unless they were drunk the Russians respected mothers and children and sometimes stopped to play with them. Most of the town had burned down. The streets were full of rubble and it was difficult to get through. The inhabitants were slowly returning from the outlying villages, where they had fled. They were in a terrible state, exhausted, famished, and most of them came back only to find their houses gone. Thousands of other people had vanished. No one knew what had happened to them.




    In May, when it got warmer, the first typhus epidemic broke out. The Russians had got it into their heads to turn the old people’s home into a hospital and the hospital into an old people’s home. All protests from the people of Schlawe were to no avail. There followed an extraordinary procession through the town. Forty or fifty volunteers carried whatever they could out of the old people’s home to the hospital and left it in the yard outside – loose drawers for which the chests were missing, cupboards that had been taken apart and bits of beds that had been dismantled at one end and could not be reassembled at the other. In the chaos it took the volunteers weeks just to get the old people’s beds back together again, and in the meantime they had to make do with the floor.




    Maria was allotted a pleasant room on the first floor of the home for herself and the children. She managed to borrow a cot for Charlotte and organised one big bed for everyone else, including a little girl who had somehow got attached to them during the move, so Maria now had four children to look after in addition to a bedridden old woman in the room next door. Bed and board was what they were supposed to be given, but for months there was hardly anything to eat. The situation only improved when they were permitted to leave Schlawe and go out to the farms in the surrounding countryside, where they were sometimes lucky and got a proper meal.




    Maria decided to leave the old people’s home and move into an empty cottage on the edge of the town. A mother and daughter she knew slightly had lived there until they killed themselves after being gang-raped by the soldiers who broke into their house. The cottage was painted blue and the children called it the Blue House. It had a garden with fruit trees and tall beeches that were good for climbing, so Eduard and Nico were happy there.




    Meanwhile the Russians had handed over jurisdiction for Schlawe to the Poles. The first thing they did was to turn the Germans out of their homes and move in themselves. The occupants had to leave on the spot, get up and go, dressed as they were, allowed to take nothing. The streets of Schlawe were full of beggarly people with nowhere to go. Some of them found shelter in the residence where the sub-prefect’s family used to live, as the Russians had moved their kommandatura elsewhere. From a distance Maria watched soldiers loading all their possessions onto lorries – their furniture, curtains, carpets, pictures and knick-knacks – and drive away. They left some linen and towels and kitchenware lying around outside the house, so Maria and the children gathered it all together and took it back with them to the Blue House.




    Poles showed up at the Blue House and took whatever they wanted. They saw how comfortable the cottage was, and it wasn’t long before Polish officers arrived and put the family out on the street. There were no more nice cottages available by now, just an outhouse in the back garden of a building that had burned down. Russian soldiers had been quartered there and had left the place full of rubbish. It hadn’t been aired in months. The walls were covered with mould. The place stank. Maria cried when she saw the state this hovel was in, which started the children crying too. Once again there was no alternative but to set to, tidying and scrubbing and getting the place back into some semblance of order. Once she had arranged her furniture and the utensils they had retrieved from their previous home it began to feel almost cosy in the hovel. The advantage of living in a such a miserable-looking place was that no one who came past bothered to look inside.




    Every day the boys walked out into the country and back to beg for food from the farmers while Charlotte helped her mother with the housework. Maria wondered whether to stay put in Schlawe or to join one of the treks heading west, as more and more Germans were doing that summer. It was hard to turn your back on your home and leave everything, but conditions had grown so bad that people had no choice, what with strangers arriving in your house in the middle of the night and turning you out of bed. Mothers didn’t even have time to dress their children properly. Carrying them off in their nightshirts, with no other clothes, no food, nothing, they were herded through the streets to the station, where they were loaded onto cattle trucks, often in the rain. It rained a lot that summer.




    Those who stayed ran the risk of dying in the epidemics of typhoid and diphtheria that were ravaging the population. Almost every day Maria went to mass funerals, eight or ten people buried in one grave. She was frightened she might get ill too, and what would happen to the children then? This finally persuaded her it would be best for them to leave Schlawe, which she had put off doing because she feared the children might not survive the journey. She felt isolated, cut off from her husband, her grown-up son Oscar and her daughter Ella, from all of whom she had heard nothing for months. But it was a very long way to the west, hundreds of kilometres, and she heard reports about how dangerous the journey was. Many people died on the overcrowded trains. Bandits were looting and raping and killing women and children. But the summer was already coming to an end and Maria knew it would be even more hazardous to attempt the journey in winter.




    She made careful preparations for the journey. She bought food and organised warm clothes and packed them in two potato sacks to take with them. In all likelihood bandits would rob them, so she packed only things that were not in a good state of repair. She had saved over a thousand marks in notes, which she hid in a leather wallet in the cold ashes at the back of the oven in the cottage. But there must have been a residue of heat in the ashes she hadn’t noticed, and when she took the bundle out the day before they were due to leave she found to her dismay that all the money had turned to ash. Desperate, she went around begging from people she knew, even those who were in hospital, and almost everyone gave her a small sum which added up to enough to buy provisions. She took her leave of these kind people with a heavy heart, doubting she would ever see them again.




    It was already October when Maria and her three children set off, accompanied by two married couples, landowners who had been turned out of their estates in East Prussia and arrived in Schlawe only the day before. Maria took them into her house because they were travelling illegally and had to hide from the Polish authorities. She had been assigned a secretarial job in the Polish administration and had to sneak off in order to get to the station, where she had arranged to meet the others, but someone spotted her and followed her. This waiting and hiding to shake off her pursuer cost much more time than she had allowed to get to the station. She was so worried she wouldn’t get there in time that she had painful stomach cramps. She only just managed to join the others at the station, climb into the cattle car and slide the door shut before the train jolted into motion.




    As the train rolled slowly out of the station into open country, Polish-speaking bandits emerged from the bushes, ran alongside the train and jumped aboard. They tore the coats off the women and took their dresses and shoes, stripped the men down to their pants and threw everything off the train to be picked up by their accomplices. Maria had been forewarned of these attacks and had taken the precaution of folding their coats into bundles which they sat on with the rest of their things hidden underneath, so that the bandits overlooked them. The marauders must have been in cahoots with the train driver, because after passing the next station they blew whistles, the train promptly slowed down and the bandits began throwing people out of the cars onto the side of the railway track with an audible crash, crash, crash. Old people and children and mothers with their babies, one after another they flew off the train although it was still travelling at quite a speed. What screaming there was! Without the intervention of a Polish soldier who happened to be sitting with Maria’s party, she and the children would have been chucked out too. But the soldier held up his arm and said to the bandits in Polish, I’m in charge of these people, and they left them alone.




    Soon it grew dark and the Poles moved through the cars with torches, on the lookout for more loot. Somewhere in the dark ahead they heard the most terrible screaming. There was a commotion, shouts in a mixture of Russian and Polish followed by banging and thumping and then gunshots. The train came to a halt. The Polish bandits had been chucking children off the train from cars at the front and preventing the mothers from jumping after them. But some Russians posted along the railway track saw what was happening, stopped the train and hauled the bandits out. The bandits began shooting at the Russians and the Russians shot back, killing several of them. The gunfight continued in the dark until the marauders had been expelled and the train moved off. The Polish soldier who was sitting beside Maria told her that the children who had been thrown off the train had been picked up and given back to their mothers – in what condition Maria didn’t see, but the sound of women and children crying in cars further up the train troubled her through the night. At least they now had Russian protectors on board and peace had been restored, at least in their car, where she counted sixty people sitting crammed tightly together on the floor. Perhaps they would now reach Scheune safely, the station after Stettin. But in Stettin they came back under Polish jurisdiction, and the Russians got off the train, the friendly Polish soldier as well, leaving the refugee families defenceless.




    It was only another quarter of an hour to Scheune, where they would change trains for the next leg of the journey to Berlin. What could go wrong in quarter of an hour? A lot could go wrong. Shortly after the train left Stettin at two o’clock in the morning a dozen marauders of the worst kind they had seen so far jumped into their car train while it was still gathering speed. At gunpoint the leader of the gang told the passengers to move to the other side of the car and hand over their baggage. They refused. So the bandits linked arms and formed a cordon to shove them across by force, but they were all sitting so tightly packed together it was impossible for them to move any further. A big young man who was in the car beside Maria kneeled with his back to the bandits and did his best to resist the pressure, but if the shoving had gone on for much longer the children lying between them on the floor would have been crushed to death.




    Maria had Eduard in front of her, the two little ones behind her, and she could feel them being squashed against her back. She began screaming, all the other passengers screamed with her, and this had such an effect on the bandits that they left them alone. People were moaning and children crying all around her in the car, but the crisis was over. The moment the danger passed Maria felt so exhausted she had a recurrence of her stomach cramps. It was so bad that she couldn’t move. The band of marauders threw everything they could lay their hands on out of the train and jumped off. Again by some miracle they overlooked the two potato sacks containing everything the family had left in the world. The two couples from East Prussia had lost all their possessions, but they helped Maria get the heavy sacks off the train when it reached Scheune, drag them along the platform and lift them and the children onto another train of cattle cars, which finally left Scheune at four o’clock in the morning. From then on the worst of their troubles were over, but without her doll Charlotte was inconsolable, and she cried all the rest of the way to Berlin.




    11




    The journey from Schlawe to Weimar took Ella a week. Trains were always being diverted and delayed. Sometimes no trains came at all. When and where would the next train be running? No information was available. Many stations had been abandoned by their staff. This collapse of the otherwise always reliable national railways provided Ella with unmistakable evidence that the war was really lost and the country on the verge of breakdown.




    People congregated in the emergency camps that were improvised along the line to deal with stranded people, many of them children evacuated from the bombed cities to the west of the Elbe or refugees from the east, like Ella herself. The homes or boarding schools the children had been sent to had been closed, and there was nowhere for them to go. The orphanage in Weimar where Ella had been told to report for work was one of these institutions abandoned overnight. All the inmates had gone, leaving behind everything but food. With nothing to do, nowhere to stay, Ella decided to head back north in the direction of Berlin and make her way to her grandmother’s house in Holm.




    Her mother had a cousin in Weimar. Ella sought her out in the hope that this relative might be able to help her, but meanwhile the war had reached Weimar too. With five small children in the house – they were just getting ready to flee – the harassed woman already had more on her hands than she could handle. It was Ella rather who could help her. On her way out of the house she went through a list of things that had to be done before they could set out. What the children most urgently needed were their boots, otherwise they wouldn’t survive the long journey she anticipated. Unfortunately the boots were at the cobbler’s. She couldn’t pick them up herself, she said, as she had to take her baby to the doctor, so she asked Ella to go and fetch them and take the children with her in case something happened in her absence. So the four older children – two of them still toddlers – accompanied Ella to the cobbler’s to collect their boots.




    They were making their way back from the shop when they heard the air raid sirens. Ella pressed on as fast as she could with four small children struggling to keep up. She was expecting the Allied bombers to fly over the city on their way to other targets as she knew they usually did – Weimar had no military installations or industry – but this time Weimar was itself the target. Bombs were already falling in the outskirts of the city. She and the children just made it into an air raid shelter in time. A bomb landed in the street overhead, the force of the blast sending everyone in the shelter hurtling across the cellar. The lights fused and went out; children screamed in the dark.




    As soon as the all-clear was given they went back up into the street. Bombed buildings were burning all around them. The house her mother’s cousin lived in was no longer there – it had ceased to exist. There was no sign either of the woman who had left the house to take her baby to the doctor half an hour before. What should Ella do? Refugees from the east were arriving in Weimar in such numbers that the camps couldn’t take any more people in. With four small children in her charge, Ella thought it best to try to continue the journey to Holm. There she could be sure of help, somewhere for the children to stay, food for them to eat. All she had with her was a small wicker suitcase and an eiderdown.




    She managed to get herself and the children aboard one of the trains still running – full to bursting with refugees, wounded soldiers, recruits travelling aimlessly around with no idea of where they should be going, the front in collapse, the divisions they were supposed to be joining already on the retreat. The train took them no further than the town of Halle. There, Ella thought, they might be able to get another train to Berlin, and from there to Holm, but she was told there wasn’t any hope of reaching Berlin – the city was under siege. The town of Halle had been completely flattened and was in flames as far as the eye could see. People arriving were told to move on via Magdeburg to Wittenberge, from where Ella hoped to get a train to her grandmother’s home in Brandenburg.




    She spent the night with the four children in her care at the station, waiting for a train to come. But when the train finally came day was already breaking. Trains didn’t run during the day because they were strafed by Allied aircraft – they could only travel without risk of air attack when it was dark. The train was shunted into a siding and everyone was told to get out and take cover for the rest of the day. But an hour later they were suddenly told to get back on the train. At intervals during the journey, Allied aircraft attacked, repeatedly bringing the train to a standstill, and everyone scrambled for cover to wait until the planes had gone. Then they all got back on board. And so it went on, stopping and starting – the panic-stricken rush of the passengers away from the railway track the moment planes reappeared – the hectic rush back to the train to make sure that they didn’t get left behind when it set off again.




    By nightfall they had reached Wittenberge, only to be told that from here no further trains were running. Ella and the four children spent the night in an underpass with hundreds of other refugees. They had nothing to eat, only water to drink from the tap in the station washroom.




    At dawn the air raid sirens started blaring. Soldiers came into the underpass and told the people there it would be safer for them to take refuge in the air raid shelter on the other side of the railway line. At once everyone got up to go, but Ella had one of her premonitions of impending danger – perhaps it was her claustrophobia – and she refused to go. The soldiers started pulling the children away. They were too strong for her – she only had two arms to cling to her four charges – and they dragged the children away from her. She kicked and struggled – refused to go with them – so they cursed and let her stay where she was. Within a minute the station underpass, where hundreds of people had spent the night together, was empty. Only Ella remained, hugging her knees, stopping her ears with her fingers. Bombs began exploding all around the station, there was one last terrific detonation and the entire station building shook and seemed to have exploded all at once. Screams from inside the earth – echoes through the underpass – a dreadful silence afterwards. Terrified, Ella remained curled up there for the rest of the day, clutching her counterpane for comfort, calling on her mother as she heard the planes roaring overhead and dropping their bombs – boom boom boom! – it seemed right on top of her. Not until it grew dark did she dare to venture out of the underpass. But once outside she found the night was as bright as day. Petrol wagons standing in one of the sidings had exploded and gone up in an inferno – houses on either side of the station had disappeared – flames flickering up out of cellars where three-storey buildings had stood. The air raid shelter where the four children had been taken for refuge must have received a direct hit. Only one wall of the station building was still upright and the railway tracks in both directions were ablaze as far as she could see. Nothing but rolling flames moved in this ruined landscape. Charred bodies – some of them still smouldering – lay twisted across the lines. A just legible sign on the platform pointed Ella in the direction of Berlin. This was where she had to go to reach Holm.
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