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Gertrude’s house was pink. That stone-ground Suffolk pink that managed to be manly, and from the front it looked closed in and dark. Max waited for a moment before knocking on the door, wondering who had built on the ugly flat-roofed porch, and then a shadow appeared behind the mottled glass. ‘Come in, COME IN.’ Gertrude spoke too loudly, unable to accept Max couldn’t hear, and he stood quite still in the open doorway and watched the exaggerated movements of her mouth.

Max Meyer was in Steerborough to see if he might do a painting of Marsh End. It was a mercy invitation, a probable last wish from his sister Kaethe, but all the same he was grateful to have been asked, grateful to Gertrude for remembering him and asking him to come. Dear Max, she’d written. I know how much you must be suffering your loss, how much we, all of us, miss Kaethe, but would you consider coming up to do a picture of my house? I shall be here all summer. If you feel you can, please let me know and I’ll explain about the trains. The letter was dated May the 29th, and, to his surprise, within a week he had packed up his paints and brushes, a roll of canvas and some clothes, and set out for Liverpool Street Station to catch the first of three connecting trains.

Gertrude Jilks was a child psychoanalyst, a woman with no children of her own, but standing beside her on the doorstep was a small boy with white blond hair. Gertrude didn’t introduce him, and he stood there looking at his feet, shuffling them back and forth inside his shoes. ‘COME IN,’ Gertrude said again, and Max remembered with a pang that she disliked him.

‘Yes, thankyou, of course.’ He lowered his head and together they stepped through into the main part of the house, a drawing-room with French windows open to the lawn, dark furniture falling into shadow after the shock of so much sun. Max walked across the wooden floor and out into the garden. The lawn was rich and wide, spreading out in lanes to one tall tree, a spruce pine with sand around its roots, and as Max walked out to it, his bag still in his hand, he imagined that behind the raised ridge of garden hedge the ground was shingle to the sea. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I will paint the house, the back of the house certainly.’ There was a bench cradled up against one wall and the windows of the upper floor were open to the sky.

‘That is the house.’ Gertrude had followed him. ‘Alf,’ she said, turning, ‘you may go.’ Alf was seven. He was the only child of her cleaning lady and Gertrude was paying for him to learn the piano. He didn’t want piano lessons, but it didn’t seem right just to give him money, so each Saturday at half past two he went to Miss Cheese for his lesson and then came back to give her his report. No, he wasn’t making any progress, she explained to Max, but there was nothing else to do but carry on.

‘I see.’ Max nodded, although he wasn’t at all sure that he did, and Gertrude picked up his bag and showed him to his room.

 

All his life Max had dreamt of houses. It didn’t need a psychoanalyst, not even a children’s one, to explain to him why that was so. But even before the move from Germany that was likely to have shaken him, he’d been dreaming of his home. He’d made a map of his house, Heiderose, when he was ten years old – the garden, the park, the big and little woods, the fields, the river and the road. This map had been one of the few things he’d taken with him when he left. The map, and an unwieldy wooden table he’d carved from one of the estate trees himself. Why he’d taken the table he still didn’t know, when he’d fully expected to return, but he’d sealed his lifetime’s correspondence up into its one deep drawer and had it shipped ahead to England. Max had the table, the letters in their drawer, but not the map, and it occurred to him he might even with his eyes closed, now in 1953, sit down and draw it from memory.

Houses, walls, villages and roads. Since the start of Kaethe’s illness his dreams were overrun. He’d be travelling, always at the wheel of some majestic car, when he’d take a turning and find a hidden piece of land. Sometimes it was a cluster of houses, high up, their pathways dropping to the sea. Or he would come round a bend, out into the open, and find white railings, a square in a village that had not been there before. But what he never found was the actual house he dreamt of in the day. It was always just around the corner, out of his view, and sometimes his search was like a tunnel, leading only to one oval patch of sky. Now he dreamt of Gertrude’s house, its rich, dense lawn, and the pine tree so straight and feathery, a lookout over the sea. He’d start with that, he thought, it was thin enough to stand right in the foreground of the painting and not obscure the view.
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Someone was photographing Lily’s cottage from the road. The road was so narrow at that corner of the Green that the man had backed on to the grass and was squatting down in an attempt to fit it into the frame. Lily had rented the cottage through an agency and the woman had given her a hand-drawn map with the key. The map was simple – one long, narrow road running along a river to the sea which then turned a corner on to a triangular green.

‘Is this Fern Cottage?’ she asked, just to be sure, and the photographer looked at his plan of the village, turning it upside down to catch the name. Lily assumed he was taking photographs for the agency so that in future people could see what the cottage looked like from outside.

‘Yes,’ he called to her, ‘that’s right,’ and then, with the key half in the lock, she heard the whirr of the shutter and turned towards him, startled, as he took three quick pictures of her standing outside the house.

‘I know mine could do with a lick of paint . . .’ An old lady in a dressing-gown was calling to him from across the lane. ‘But I don’t want to be left out.’

The photographer smiled. ‘Don’t worry yourself, Ethel, I’m getting to you next.’

Ethel stood and watched him. She had a round face with dimples in her cheeks and chin, and her hair was white and curling, like a halo round her head. She rested her hands on the slats of the front gate, her face watchful as the camera swept over her house, the walls peeling, the window-frames flecked with splintering wood.

‘Will I get a smile?’ the photographer asked her, and she tilted her head and beamed into the lens.

Lily’s cottage was decorated in every shade of brown. Brown carpet, pale brown walls, a sofa and two chairs in clove and amber stripes. Even the curtains had clusters of hazel and beige flowers. There was a garden, shared between her cottage and the next, where one large tree stretched roundly out over the lawn. Someone’s washing flapped on the line. A towel and two pairs of children’s leggings, one yellow and one pink. Upstairs there was a large bedroom, with a window that overlooked the Green, and there on the horizon, strangely high like a child’s drawing, sat a deep blue stripe of sea. Lily leant there on the window ledge and let her eyes rest on the thin line that separated the sky from the sea. All the tension of the drive seeped from her body and she closed her eyes against the work she had to do. There were twin beds, their ends stretching towards her, their bedspreads thrown over a mound of blankets, and just for a moment Lily lay down, feeling the rough wool as she edged in under the quilt, the feathers of the pillow tickling her ear.

She was woken by a sharp cry, and the shudder of something slammed into a wall. She started up, not knowing where she was.

‘Don’t!’ It was a man’s voice, low and threatening. ‘Leave it!’ And then the wardrobe in the alcove rattled, and she heard the thud of steps stumbling downstairs. Lily rushed to the window expecting to see a fight burst through the front door, but there was no one there except for two lone girls swinging from the parallel bars of the slide.

 

Lily set out her work on the small, square sitting-room table, covered with its laminated cloth. She let her hands lie against the sticky texture, the cool plastic of its chequered top, wondering what Nick would do if he was in this room. Would he be able to settle down so comfortably, think about architecture when surrounded by so much brown? And then she remembered that she’d promised to call him, to say that she’d arrived in Steerborough safely. First she hauled her computer out of the car, arranged her papers and her books around it, and, scooping her hand into a dusty carrier bag, she prised out a handful of Lehmann’s letters and set them on the table in a little time-worn pile. Letters from the architect Klaus Lehmann, written over twenty years, and collected by his wife. Where are her letters? Lily thought, and she went outside to find a phone.

In the phone box, which was still red and presumably protected, there was a message under a stone. Call 999. Wait by the wall . . . The writing was hurried and sloping, but after the first line the slopes got steeper and the writing turned into a waterfall of waves. She fingered this scrap of paper and waited for Nick to pick up his phone. ‘You know what to do,’ his message cut in, but instead of speaking she pressed her finger against the connection and with a little satisfying click she cut him off.

Lily stood for a long time in the phone box, her nose pressed against the pane. She knew it was a mistake not to have left a message and now she didn’t have any more change. She pushed the heavy door and stepped out on to the Green. The sea was rolling just behind the skyline, calling her, magnetic in its roar. It’s my first day, she told herself. I need to get my bearings – And she stumbled off along a pitted lane. Below the border of its brambles lay a flat slow river, crossed by a wooden bridge, and then the path struck upwards through white dunes. Lily walked between sharp grasses, her feet sinking into sand. The closer she got the more it drew her until, as she raced and struggled up the last bank, her heart was knocking at her chest. And there it was. Vast and blue and breathless, stretching to the edges of the world. Wind whipped into her ears, blowing clear air into her eyes and nose. Sand sprayed in gritty showers, scudding along in gusts, and Lily pulled her jacket round her and ran down to the shore. It was calmer here, and she crouched to get out of the wind, fingering the wet sand for stones and tiny transparent shells that slipped on to her fingertips like pads. Lily walked along the beach until she came to the black mouth of an estuary. At what moment does fresh water become salt? she wondered, watching as a sturdy motor boat chugged in, and she followed a path that ran above the river, on and on, until she’d left the village behind.

 

When she arrived back, it was too late to start work. The house was cold and shadowy and the brown lampshades gave off a dismal glow. She went outside to the small garden to look for the bunker for Fern Cottage coal. It was spitting with the first warnings of rain, and she glanced at the lighted windows of the adjoining house and wondered if they knew their washing was still out. When Lily lifted up the tin slat of the bunker, coal flooded out, surrounding her shoes. She knelt down and shovelled it up into the scuttle, feeling for the black lumps around her in the dark. The cottage was extraordinarily well stocked for such a tiny place. In the cupboard under the stairs – the items listed on a label – there was newspaper for kindling, a small pile of wood, and even a box of matches for the city tenants who might come unprepared. Lily held a sheet of paper over the mouth of the fire and waited for it to catch. It was warmer already, she thought, swaying on her heels, tired from the shock of so much air, and then with a roar the paper caught fire, leaping away from her and dancing into the room. She beat at it with a poker, squashing it back into the grate, but even after it was smothered, tiny blackened twirls of charcoal floated in the air.

Lily curled up on the sofa, eyeing the pile of letters she had so optimistically arranged. Eventually guilt overwhelmed her and she went and lifted the top one off the pile and, bringing it back to her nest by the fire, she prised it out of its envelope. The envelope was thin and dusty but inside it was lined with purple tissue, fine as silk. This splash of colour woke her a little and she sat up and began to read.

Meine Liebe . . . The letters were in German. She’d known they would be, but it still gave her a shock. My dear, my darling? She glanced to the end of the letter. Yours, for ever, L.

She’d been given these letters by a relative of Klaus Lehmann who lived in North London, in a flat in Belsize Park. She’d had the inspired idea of looking in the telephone directory and had found this man on only the second call. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to make copies?’ Lily asked, when he offered her the letters, packed in layers into an ancient plastic bag. But the man had simply opened the carrier bag and peered inside. ‘No,’ he said, ‘you look at them. They’re probably of no interest to anyone. And if they are . . .’

‘Yes?’ Lily urged him on.

‘You could hand them on to the Architectural Association. That’s it.’ He began to close the door.

‘Thankyou.’ She wanted to keep him talking. ‘And did you know him? I mean . . .’ She was calculating on her fingers, was he old enough, it was impossible to tell, to be Klaus Lehmann’s son?

‘I assume you can read German?’ he asked instead.

‘I can. Yes.’

‘Good.’ And with a nod, he shut the door.

 

Folded into this first letter, dated 1931, was a map of a rectangular room. I’m here in Frankfurt waiting for the plans to be approved, and as always there are delays. Lehmann’s writing was fine and fluid, black ink thinning to a scratch as he sped over the loops of Ks and Ls. Are you aware, my sweetheart, how much of our married life I may have to be away? Although of course as my reputation soars I will be able to demand they accommodate my wife. But there is one benefit. I’ve seen some quite delightful shoes, and cheaper than you’d ever be likely to find at home. Shall I buy them? I hope you’ll say yes as I’ve already reserved two pairs in your size. Write immediately and tell me that I should.

Lily found that she was smiling. Lehmann, with his sharp lines and model buildings, with nothing on his mind but shoes. There is nothing interesting about this room, he went on. Except that there is an empty table-top on which your photograph can sit. So, what can you see from your place here? A wooden bed, not so comfortable, an unusually hideous chair, and one wide window with tiny panes of glass. Lily crept from the sofa to the floor and lay with one side scorched by the fire. If only you were really here, my angel, but then you would be bored, and I should feel worse than I already do. Your writing is becoming more and more beautiful, did you know?

Lily sat up with a start. She’d forgotten to call Nick. She felt in her various pockets, hoping to find change, and found instead the scrap of paper from the phone box. Call 999, wait by the wall. Lily stared at it hard to see if there was any other sense in it, but once again there was only the disintegration of a line of waves. She pulled the curtain and cupped her hand against the glass. It was black outside, without a single street light, only the glow from the red pillar of the phone box shining out like the north star. I’ll wait until the morning, she decided, and she went upstairs to make the bed.
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‘Will you start soon?’ Gertrude asked a week later over breakfast when Max had still done nothing but pace and measure the space from the French windows to the tree.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘yes.’ And then, looking up, he asked, ‘Is there a hurry?’

He did want to start, but each morning he woke with a restlessness that could only be eased by looking at every other Steer-borough house. He couldn’t view them openly, but had to pretend to be simply passing on his way. It was the sin of covetousness, he decided, that made him snoop like a spy. So each morning he set off on some errand and, after winding up and down the one long road, he’d veer off after a chimney stack, just glimpsed through the trees. But the truth was he was afraid of starting. It was so long since he’d painted anything at all. And his reputation for being an amateur of promise was based on a period of intensity that had ended almost fifteen years before. There had been one good picture of Kaethe, which hung in their London hallway for everyone to see, and, out of surprise, he felt, more than admiration, visitors stood back to comment on it when they first came in. There had been other pictures, Helga mostly, in the years they’d been engaged, but the more he’d tried to paint her the more elusive the contours of her face had become, so that in his last attempt, he’d ended up with a bench, a branch of lilac, and nothing but a shadowy attempt at her hair.

Max spread paper over Gertrude’s oval table and started to jot in all the houses he had seen. He started with his favourite, a long, red-roofed cottage at the top of the Green, and jumped about the village, putting in the houses as they sprang to mind – the church, the village hall – and then he remembered a strange lopsided building, a glass and wood experiment on the corner of Mill Lane. What is that place? he’d wanted to ask Gertrude, but he’d become so used to silence that the words died in his head. Instead he drew a miniature version of the house. An arched front door, double-height windows and a steepled roof with a high flat terrace on one side. There was a white picket fence around the terrace and Max imagined the owners climbing up there at night to listen to the sea.

With his pen still in his hand he wandered outside.

‘Were you thinking of using water colour?’ Gertrude was lying in a deckchair reading a pamphlet on the phobias of the very young. Max imagined she was longing to analyse him, make a diagnosis on why he was unable to begin.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Oils.’

The whole scene was already a water colour, with no need for him to paint it in. He wondered if this eastern-most coast of England could be painted in oils, and if it was attempted, would it be possible to retain the huge translucence of the sky? Even on a cloudy day, the dome was so immense that somewhere a beam of sun could usually escape the clouds and mark a strip of light across the ground. It turned the grass unearthly green, the puddles Alpine blue, and it made Max think of the studies he had made of Italian church ceilings, the fat cherubs, the fingers of God sparking through.

Max walked away from Gertrude and surveyed the scene – the house, the deckchair, the rug on her knee. And a sudden fear gripped him and he had to lean against the tree.

‘Gertrude’ – the words, more than usual, made a hollow echo in his head – ‘was it Kaethe’s idea that you ask me to come?’

Gertrude looked at him for a moment. Of course. Of course it was Kaethe who’d asked her, made her promise right before the end.

‘No,’ she said, hoping it would help him. She smiled. ‘It was all my own plan.’

 

Three days later Max decided to go home. He needed materials, he said, materials he didn’t have. It was almost a relief to get on the little train that left from Steerborough, to stop looking and searching, and finally allow himself to relax. The train rumbled across a common, rattled over the river bridge. Sometimes the view was hidden by gorse thickets and sometimes you could see over marshland to the sea. Everywhere there was a smell of sweetness, a cloying honey scent he couldn’t trace. He eased the window lower and leant out. There was a head in the next window, bright blond and pushed out dangerously far.

‘Hello, Alf,’ Max shouted. He saw that the tufts of the boy’s hair were pasted down and even the rush of air made by the train had not been able to dislodge them. ‘Where are you off to, then?’ he called, but just then the train began to slow. There was no sign of a station, but all the same they came to a halt. Alf leaned out as far as he could go and Max, following his gaze along the short length of the train, saw the driver climb down from his cab. He strode over to a thicket of small trees and, after disappearing for some moments, reappeared with a rabbit, grey-brown, dangling from its ears. It gave a desultory kick, as if it knew there was no hope. Soon after, the train started again and, as it chugged evenly along, Max thought of the animal, dying, its eyes milky with fear.

Alf sat across from him now, tapping his toe against the floor. He had a music case in one hand and his knees looked as if they had been scrubbed. Alf didn’t move when the train stopped at Great Wraxham, even when the door of their carriage was tugged open, and a tall thin woman reached in to lure Alf out.

‘Come along,’ she said, ‘or we’ll be late for our recital.’ And with one strong hand she lifted him out.

Max travelled on to Ipswich and changed on to the London train. He drew in a deep breath as they turned inland from the sea, leaving behind the swathes of sailing boats nestled into the curve of the estuary, their sails like white handkerchiefs, a baby armada ready to invade, and he thought of Liverpool Street Station and that first choking smell of London that you grew accustomed to within a minute and a half.

 

Max stood in his narrow hallway, staring up at the painting of his sister, elongated, superior, hung too high above the curve of the stairs. He’d forgotten what it would be like to come home to a house without her, not a thing touched in the days that he’d been gone. No one to tell him to comb his hair, smooth his unruly eyebrows, buy new laces for his shoes. He sat down on the bottom step and wondered if he had a right to be there, if there was anything in this house that hadn’t been arranged by her, and then he remembered his table and he went upstairs to the spare bedroom. The wood was oak, wide-grained and varnished, and when he slid the drawer open, he saw his letters, tied with a broad red band.

He had thirty-seven prized and valuable letters written to him by the artist Cuthbert Henry. He’d had to pay him for them, that was true, but over the years of their correspondence a friendship had developed that went further than the fee. It had been an idea of his father, after visiting an exhibition of Henry’s in 1927, that instead of formal art training Max could send his pictures to London, and in return for payment Henry would give his valuable instruction on how each one could be improved. Max dutifully sent off three drawings, pen and ink sketches, views mostly from the windows of his house, and with them went his list of questions. Interminable, he realized now. He’d poured out all his misgivings, his terrors, his absurdly optimistic fears, and waited with unparalleled expectations for the reply.

Henry was a stern teacher. No, he remarked often, or, more rarely, Quite good. And once, infuriated, How am I meant to comment on something that is impossible to see? He enclosed some good quality paper and reprimanded Max for using sub-standard materials for what, as far as anybody knew, might turn out to be worthwhile. Some deafness? he responded when Max confided in him. What ever made you think you need your ears to paint?

The letters were arranged by order of their date and now he prised open the knot of the old ribbon and lifted the top one out.

Dear Meyer,

You can only get to understand things by drawing them. If you give up drawing something because you don’t understand it, then you never will understand it. And if you wait until you can draw perfectly, then you will have to wait until you are dead.

Max smiled at the familiar stern tone of voice. He wished he had his sketches now, so he could see what this particular fault referred to, but they’d been left behind at Heiderose, left in his old nursery cupboard to rot.

There is always something fresh to learn. You must know the saying of one great artist at the age of eighty. ‘All I did before thirty was worthless, at the age of sixty I began to understand the forms of plants and animals, now at the age of eighty I’m really beginning to draw and at ninety I shall draw well. If I live to be a hundred, every line and every dot will have a meaning.’

Max sat back stiffly on his heels. He felt old already and he was barely forty-two. He leafed through the remaining letters, feeling their papery advice like braille, fingering one and then another and setting them to one side. Images of his father swam up through his hands, so pleased he’d found a way of keeping his poor deaf son at home. Each letter, each word of praise from Henry, was one more reason why he’d never have to stray. He could be a gentleman painter at Heiderose for the rest of his days. Max opened the drawer further and felt to the back with his hand. He’d had a sudden hope that his childish map might still be lying there. His map, and the Renoir his father had stowed away for him above the rim. But his fingers only tapped at wood, the four perfect corners, grooved and joined together with much careful mathematics, patience and the lessons of his father’s skill.
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Lily slept late the next morning, and when she woke the sun was streaming into the room. As soon as she stretched, she remembered Nick and how anxious he would be she hadn’t rung. Quickly she pulled on her clothes and ran straight across to the phone box. The first thing she noticed, even as she dialled, was that the note had been replaced. It was an identical scrap of white lined paper, torn with the same jagged edges around the words. Lily scrutinized it hard, to try and fathom it, but just then Nick answered.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she babbled, frightened somehow that she was about to be told off, but he was busy, already working at his desk.

‘Is it raining there?’ he asked, and she imagined him tipping back his chair. ‘It’s pissing it down here.’

‘It’s heaven’ – Lily felt her excitement bursting up – ‘just being in his village. You know, Lehmann, in the village where he –’

But at that moment Nick’s other line started ringing and he transferred his attention to it without cutting her off. ‘Yes, but you don’t understand, those tiles won’t last outside. Yes, I know they look pretty, but one hard winter and they’ll start to crack . . .’

Lily watched her money slowly trickling down. ‘Sorry,’ he said when eventually he was back.

‘It’s beautiful here, full of sky. I wish –’

His assistant was talking to him now, and then Nick started laughing when really, Lily felt, he should be annoyed. ‘Tell them to –’

‘I’d better go,’ she cut in coldly.

Nick tried to keep her, but it was too late. ‘Was the motorway all right?’

‘What? Oh, yes . . . Look, I’ll call another time.’ And, although she knew that she was being childish, she put down the phone.

 

It must have rained right through the night. Everything smelt of earth and, just as she was about to step back into her cottage, Lily found herself veering off along a lane. It was an unmade track that led towards the river with hedges full of raindrops glittering like diamonds on twigs, and spiders’ webs as strong as nylon, catching tiny drops of wet.

If I keep walking, she thought, watching the sun glint off puddles, I might even come across Lehmann’s house. She didn’t have any idea, any directions, but imagined it would be a modern masterpiece, huge slants of glass shooting up into the sky.

The track was mostly mud now, with two ridged lanes of puddles, beaded and looped on either side of a mounded bank of grass. Lily walked on slowly downwards until she saw the estuary, flat and full of sky. There were boats moored up against a row of wooden jetties and all along were signs to warn you to step on only at your own risk. Lily looked out along the river, wondering whether to jump down on to the mud flats or not, and then, half turning, she caught sight of a house, edged into the turning of the lane. It was a brick house, tall and narrow, with one long window on either side of the front door. Before it, like a garden fence, was a row of sand bags piled like piglets three feet high. Lily walked past the house, glancing as she went into its tall bright windows and then, finding the path led nowhere, she turned and walked back. There were no curtains in the windows and her reflection bounced back at her. But she noticed, before politeness forced her to look away, a chalk line between the window and the door. The line was high, just above the handle and there was a date scrawled, 1953.

Just then she heard the low toll of the church clock. She stopped to listen, counting the seagulls sitting on a row of wooden posts, and on the last chime, as if by agreement, they all swooped up and, swirling in formation, arced away. The chimes of the clock reminded her she would have to go back inside. She would have to go in, and sit down at the table. Make a start on her work. If she didn’t start soon she’d never finish her assignment by the end of term. She should be making notes on Lehmann’s use of light and space. Reading through his letters, finding clues and pointers to the development of his work.

Initially she’d chosen Lehmann because it was a building of his in North London, a dilapidated granite and glass block, that Nick had taken her to admire the first evening that they’d met. She’d been giving him a lift home from a party and he’d made her take a detour, surprising her with his confidence and the way he put his hand on her shoulder as if to steer her to the right. He’d made her pull up for a moment so they could admire the balconies, the curve of the windows, the flash of metal against a panelling of wood. They got out of the car together and stood in a light rain and it seemed as if by Nick’s very own order every light in every window flickered on. Yes, she saw then, it was beautiful, a building she’d dismissed until that moment as a huge grey mushroom billowing out above a concrete pond, but for Nick it seemed enough that she had noticed it.

‘You’d be surprised,’ he said, ‘how many people never use their eyes.’ As if to thank her for being observant, for noticing the things he loved, he’d drawn her towards him and kissed her very gently on the mouth.

 

My dear Elsa . . . Lily ran her fingers over the paper’s surface, untouched, she imagined, since 1931. Here in Palestine my first place of work is by the beach amongst the ruins of an ancient town. As you have asked about it, I shall explain how we could live here. By the sea, or in the mountains, or in the Jordan valley, hundreds of metres below sea level in a tropical climate. But I believe one day we will be able to live surrounded by farmers or within a religious community. Servants could be Jewish or Christian or Arabs, the latter being the most likely. Concerning the girlfriends you are planning to bring, does that mean I have to marry them as well? And is that why you asked about polygamy? And who is it, and how many? You know I am for very many children and several wives, but that isn’t very common any more, not since the times of the patriarchs. But seriously I do hope that we’ll live so simply and hospitably that there will always be room for several guests.

Lily stopped reading for a moment to watch Ethel amble through her gate and out on to the lane. She had her dressing-gown on, wrapped snugly round her, and, nodding sociably to anyone she saw, she set off across the Green.

But, my darling, would you have another look at the parts of my letter that are alien to you and ask me to explain? It would be very painful if we were to always speak two different languages, the one incomprehensible to the other. I can’t believe that our languages really are that far apart. Imagine we were married, and we will be SOON, and then, because this is your concern, could you really believe that being married to me would diminish you, and that I would somehow become someone else? There is only one kind of danger, and that is that I might love you too much.

Lily folded the letter back into its square. If only telephones had never been invented. She could have written to Nick as soon as she arrived, keeping the image she preferred of him steady in her mind, and not had it rudely interrupted by his tone of voice. He might have written back to her by return of post, telling her the details of his day, pleading with her not to stay away too long, and she’d never know he’d let himself be interrupted countless times by questions about tiles.
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‘You’re back already?’ Gertrude was not displeased to see him, only a little surprised. ‘You must be tired with so much travelling in one day.’ She smiled at Max to show she wasn’t cross and went into the kitchen to see if there was still some food that might be heated up. ‘Did you get the things you needed?’ she called through, swirling the pale circles of a celery soup, but then she remembered he needed her lips to hear her, so she went and stood in the door. Max had a slim leather briefcase that might just possibly contain paints, and as she watched he surreptitiously opened it and peered inside. ‘Shall I bring bread?’ Gertrude asked instead, and Max jumped, startled, as if by the vibrations of her voice.

‘This Saturday’ – Gertrude sat opposite him as he ate – ‘and I hope you’ll still be here, I’ve invited some people to have supper with us.’

‘Oh?’ Max felt a coil of dread unfurling in his gut.

‘You may even know them?’ Gertrude smiled.

Through the soup Max could taste the meaty silver polish of the spoon. ‘It’s most unlikely, I hardly –’

‘Klaus Lehmann, the architect?’ Gertrude spoke over him. ‘I thought maybe you must have come across him in Hamburg . . . before . . . might have mixed in the same circles.’

‘I knew of him, of course . . .’

‘Well, they have a house here. He has a rather beautiful wife – well, known to have been a great beauty, although she must be forty by now.’ Gertrude waved a finger. ‘But no German-speaking, do you promise, or I’ll feel horribly left out.’

‘Of course.’ Max scooped the last thick spoonful, wincing as he attempted to avoid the polish of its shine. ‘Thankyou so much.’ Had she not noticed? Not a word of German had escaped his lips since 1941. He took his bowl through to the kitchen and very thoroughly washed it out.

‘So, do you have what you need now?’ It wasn’t that Gertrude minded Max being in the house, but it was a surprise to her, the proximity of this other person, when she was used to spending so much of her time alone.

‘Yes.’ Max hoped he was being truthful. ‘There’s nothing I need in London now.’

As soon as Max was in his room he slid his hand into the leather briefcase and drew out the letters, the envelopes discarded, the pages of the text pressed flat.

The fault of the drawing is your old fault. It is too much like a map, and not like a solid chair in a solid room with a solid coal scuttle. There are only two classes of draughtsman. The bad ones who have nothing to say and the good ones who have something to say. Say something and make things exist.

Max fell asleep and immediately dreamt of houses. A whole village with all the living-rooms outside. The tables, the chairs, the coal scuttles, the people peeling their potatoes, washing up. Men and women, without the secret panels of their walls, playing cards, cooking and working, talking to the others as they passed by. And what saddened him most about this village was that it was right across the road. It was in London, opposite his and Kaethe’s house, and if only he’d known, if only he’d known about it, he wouldn’t have had to live these last six months alone.

 

Gertrude wanted to surprise her guests with European food. She bicycled to Eastonknoll and left her bike outside the library. She was worried that since the war anything with a mention of the enemy would have been ousted from the library’s stock, but there was one book, dark red and tall, that must have been overlooked. Das Beste aus aller Welt, it was called. She assumed this meant that this food, this German food, was the Best in the World, and then, realizing how strong her prejudice still was, accepted it might very well be a collection of the world’s best recipes. She leafed through it, each page as she turned it, letting out a damp and musty smell. During the war, working alongside Kaethe, she’d picked up a little German, but not, it turned out now, enough to make a meal. Potato, she recognized, over again, and chicken, but nothing of the subtleties she hoped lay in between.

Eventually she gave up and slid it back, and as she did so a small green book fell down into her hands. This book was in English, but had recipes from Czechoslovakia, Germany and Poland. The book fell open on a page for goulash, with a recipe on either side, and not for the first time Gertrude told herself how in this small town of Eastonknoll you really could get anything at all. Goulash. Even the word was bound to give the evening an exotic ring. When she’d eaten at the Lehmanns’, they’d served eel that Lehmann had smoked in his outhouse himself, and afterwards some rice, which was delicious but had only the faintest hint of a taste. Risotto, Elsa had said it was, but she couldn’t tell from Elsa Lehmann’s inscrutable mask of beauty whether this savoury rice pudding was for her benefit or not.

Gertrude started cooking early. The first of the two recipes was Polish, with an extensive list of ingredients including sauerkraut and vodka, and the second was Hungarian with nothing more unusual than paprika sprinkled on the meat. But even so, the search for paprika had taken most of a day, and, having found it in the kitchen of an army widow, she knew she’d better just begin. As she browned the meat, she read the asterisked note at the bottom of the page. ‘The word goulash means herdsman, and his method of cooking is ideally suited to preparing food while looking after cattle or sheep.’

‘Hmm.’ Gertrude smiled. ‘For cattle I shall substitute pudding.’ And not wanting to be seen to patronize her guests by serving them with only foreign food, she made an apple upside-down cake, which might be eaten with milk instead of cream.

 

Max spread a sheet of paper over the table, and closed his eyes to see if he could conjure up from memory all the houses running down Steerborough’s one street. There was the old crooked house, the beams slanting to one side, and the thatched cottage with its moss-green roof tucked in beside a terrace of flint and brick houses, the arched doorways of which led through to gardens at the back. Max made a sketch of the Tea Room, the low red roof draped over a row of dormer windows like a currant-coloured cake, and the tiny window of the maid’s room poking out from under the eaves. Something startled him, knocking at his leg, and Alf appeared from under the table, sliding his small body up on to a chair.

‘Where do you live, Alf?’

The boy peered over the table at his map. He trailed his finger down The Street, along the edge of the Green, round to the mouth of the estuary and back along the marshes. Max remembered a little collection of wooden houses, white-painted and on stilts. Alf ’s thumb tacked back to the river, stopping by the bank from which the ferry sailed. He knew from Gertrude that before the war there had been a pontoon ferry that could take anything across. There was a sign still there with the prices written on it, just legible if you peered close. For each sheep, lamb, goat, pig – 2d. But the residents of Steerborough, and those at Eastonknoll, were convinced the ferry might be useful to the Germans, and so it was taken down and dismantled in the first weeks of the war, and now just like in all the years of the last century, and the ones before it, a ferry man in a small wooden boat waited to row you across. He pushed out fast into the current to a point midway between each bank, and then with a guiding oar he let the river bring the boat back in. Alf licked his finger and trailed it once more over the page, to show, Max imagined, how the family had moved.

‘First you were on the riverbank?’ he suggested, and Alf nodded. ‘And then?’

In the dip of a hollow, in the last stretch of green before the sea, Alf made a tiny dot.

Max screwed up his eyes to see it. ‘You moved down here?’ The new family home was conveniently placed below the pub. If you wanted, you could stagger through the door and roll from there into your own house.

The door swung open and Alf ’s mother came in with a stack of linen.

Guilty at his thoughts, Max turned to her. ‘Alf has just been showing me where you live.’

Mrs Wynwell looked surprised. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘My Harry said we’d better move if we didn’t want to be washed away to sea, so we moved the house, bricks, beams and all, but then, well, he was taken anyway.’ The corners of her mouth turned down, and she pushed her chin up as if to tilt her tears back in. ‘A wave tipped up his boat.’ There was a silence in which they all stared through the walls. ‘And now’ – Mrs Wynwell shook her head – ‘Alf ’s learning the piano.’

‘Yes.’ Max placed a hand on the boy’s head, and they stood like that until, with a sudden rush of energy, Mrs Wynwell began beating the curtains with a broom.

 

Gertrude put the cake into the oven. The goulash had been simmering for over an hour and the liquid was starting to turn a thick and syrupy brown. The onion had melted into the stew and even the paprika, though rather old, was giving off a quite distinctive smell. Mrs Wynwell came in, wrinkling her nose. ‘So what are you stirring up for them, Mrs J?’ she asked, and when Gertrude described the cubed beef and the onion, the tablespoon of paprika stirred into the sauce, Mrs Wynwell’s face widened in alarm and her eyes seemed to swim out to the sides. ‘But they’re all Jews, they’re not going to want to eat meat!’

‘Why ever not?’ Gertrude felt herself flush with indignation. She went to the French windows and looked out. Max had set up a rough workbench with two chairs and a length of plywood, and he was stretching a canvas over a pale wood frame. He’d been cutting and banging and measuring all afternoon. So finally, she thought, he’ll be ready to begin.

‘Well . . .’ Mrs Wynwell sounded sure. ‘They’re not allowed to kill a living thing, not even a fly. It’s why they put no fight up . . . you know, in the war.’

‘No!’ Gertrude spun round. ‘That’s not it at all. Hindus, you’re thinking of, or Jains.’ She found that she was shouting. ‘And what could they have done? You went to the cinema. You saw the newsreel. Rows and rows of them, just skin and bone.’

‘Oh, Mrs J, I’m sorry. I thought I was being a help.’ And with a small affronted nod she went off to polish the glass in the front door.

Gertrude was trembling, the image of those striped figures etched in her mind, and she wondered if Hitler had consulted a psychologist, or if he had simply known that if you put a person in pyjamas you turned them into children and had them doubly in your power.
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Dear Nick, Lily wrote, I’m afraid the only phone box in the village is broken. She bit her lip guiltily and turned the postcard over to gaze into the gaudy scene. Sunset on the Suffolk coast. The picture must have been taken from a boat. The sea, the shore, the sky, all turned to molten gold. She hoped to make him smile with it, but even more, to galvanize him into driving up. Working hard, making good progress, she wrote. Very quiet and peaceful. Average age here – 82. Average colour – beige. She didn’t know why she was telling him this if she wanted him to come. Nick was allergic to anything dreary. It made him feel his life was running out. She imagined him in the Steerborough tea shop where the old women outnumbered the men by three to one. We could hire bikes – she felt optimistic suddenly – and do an architectural Lehmann tour. Write to me? Please. Love, Lily, XX

Lily looked towards the window, unsure whether to risk Eastonknoll without her jacket or not, when she saw two heads bobbing about below the sill. She tiptoed nearer and glanced out. The two girls from next door were squatting in her front garden.

‘Hello.’ She tapped on the glass. They didn’t look up. They were lining up a row of pebbles, setting them up like sentries on the low wall. As she watched, the elder girl took a large stone and tried to spin it through the barricades. Lily looked down on their bent heads, the sandy partings of their hair, the dusty plaits tied with elastic bands. ‘Hello,’ she said, opening a window, and two sets of pale blue eyes turned up towards her. ‘Would either of you like a biscuit?’ Lily was intending to pass the biscuits out through the open window, but as she rummaged in the bread bin the door behind her opened and the girls trooped in. They stood behind her quietly, waiting, and when she brought out her half-eaten packet of chocolate digestives, they took one each, seriously, and without a word went into the sitting-room and sat down.

Lily glanced at her watch. It was nearly twelve now and if she was going to go to Eastonknoll the last ferry before lunch would be about to push out into the tide. She took a biscuit herself and stood in the doorway, watching them eat.

‘Do you like living here?’ she asked and, still munching, both girls nodded their heads.

‘Yes,’ they mumbled, their mouths full, and then in the ensuing silence all three watched as a fine film of crumbs rained down on to the floor.

Lily tried again. ‘How old are you two, then?’

The oldest one gulped down the last of her biscuit. ‘I’m seven. I’m Em’ – she pointed to herself – ‘and Arrie’s five.’ Arrie looked straight at Lily and quite unexpectedly smiled. She had a heart-shaped face and a soft layer of plumpness that
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