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  Prologue




  London: March, or even February, 1948


  A Park




  It had not been the hardest winter. That had been the previous winter—the deluge that was 1947. London like an iceberg, the Home Counties one vast undulating eiderdown of

  white, snowbound villages in Derbyshire dug out by German POWs many miles and years from home—a bizarre reminder that we had “won the war.” War. Winter. He had thought he might

  not live through either. He had. The English, who could talk the smallest of small talk about weather, had deemed 1948 to be “not bad” or, if feeling loquacious, “nowt to write

  home about.” But now, as the earth cracked with the first green tips of spring, the bold budding of crocus and daffodil that seemed to bring grey-toothed smiles to the grey faces of the

  downtrodden victors of the World War among whom he lived, he found no joy in it. It had come too late to save him. This winter would not kill him. The last would. And all the others that preceded

  it.




  He took a silver hip flask from his inside pocket and downed a little Armagnac.




  “André, I cannot do this anymore.”




  Skolnik had been pretending to read the Post, billowing pages spread out in front of him screening his face from the drifting gaze of passersby. He stopped, turned his head to look

  directly at Viktor.




  “What?”




  “I have to stop now.”




  The newspaper was folded for maximum rustle. It conveyed the emotions André pretended long ago to have disowned in favor of calm, unrufflable detachment.




  “Viktor. You cannot just stop. You cannot simply quit. What was it you think you joined all those years ago? A gentleman’s club? As though you can turn in your membership when brandy

  and billiards begin to bore you?”




  Viktor took another sip of Armagnac, then passed the flask to André.




  “Nineteen eighteen,” he said softly as Skolnik helped himself to a hefty swig. “Nineteen eighteen.”




  “What?’




  “Nineteen eighteen—that’s when I joined. Were you even born then?”




  “Not that it matters, but I was at school.”




  The flask was handed back, the paper slapped down between them.




  “You cannot stop just because it suits you to stop.”




  Viktor sighed a soft, whispery, “Really,” of exasperation. “Why can I not stop?”




  “Because the Communist Party of the Soviet Union simply doesn’t work that way.”




  
 





  I




  Audacity




  ƒ




  
 




  I would love to be like the lilies of the field.




  Someone who managed to read this age correctly




  would surely have learned just this:




  to be like a lily of the field.




  ETTY HILLESUM, diary entry for SEPTEMBER 22, 1943




  (died Auschwitz NOVEMBER 30, 1943, Etty: A Diary (published 1981)
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  Vienna: February 9, 1934




  The war began as a whisper—a creeping sussurus that she came to hear in every corner of her childhood—by the time it finally banged on the door and rattled the

  windows it had come to seem like nature itself. It had always been there, whispered, hinted, spoken, bawled. It was the inevitable, it was the way things were—like winter or spring.




  There was a whisper of war. Even at ten years old Méret could hear it. Her father had come home from the theatre a year ago, slapped the paper down on the dining table, and in his rant

  against “this buffoon Hitler” had forgotten to kiss her. He always kissed her when he came home from work. The first thing he did, even before he kissed his wife. It coincided with

  Méret’s getting home from school. Her father was the Herr Direktor of the Artemis Theatre. He would take a couple of hours off midafternoon, before the box office opened for the

  evening performance, take tea with his wife and daughter in his apartment, return to the theatre and not be home again until hours after Méret had been put to bed.




  “How can they let themselves be so deceived? How can Germans be so stupid? It couldn’t happen here. If he’d stayed in Austria we’d have seen through him. Imagine

  it—a corporal from Linz hijacking an entire country? It couldn’t happen here!”




  Now he brought her the consequences of the Nazis seizing power. One year on, and some of those collared in the first roundups, in the wake of the burning of the Reichstag, were being set free.

  Mostly they were left-wing, intellectual, or both, and the Nazis either regarded a spell in Oranienburg as intellectual rehabilitation or they expected them to leave. Many did leave. Vienna, where

  most of Austria’s quarter of a million Jews lived, was swelling with an influx of German Jews, German leftwingers, and German intellectuals.




  “Darling girl, if I mention the name Viktor Rosen do you know of whom I speak?”




  Of course she did. Viktor Rosen might not be the most famous pianist in the German speaking world, but he was close to it.




  “He is living in Vienna now. In Berggasse. Close to Professor Freud. He called in at the theatre today. I had the opportunity of a chat with him. He is taking on pupils.”




  Imre paused to watch his daughter’s reaction.




  She set down her teacup and with the gravitas that only a preadolescent can muster when talking to an exasperating adult, replied, “Papa, Herr Rosen is a pianist.”




  “The cello is his second instrument. Just as the piano is yours.”




  Now she could see what he was saying. She concealed her joy—it came naturally to her.




  “And,” said her father, “he has agreed to take you on for both instruments.”




  She wished she could hug him, she wished she could sing her joy. Her father scooped her up and saved her from expressions of love and gratitude that would have been clumsy and embarrassing. He

  hugged her and spun her around and set her back on the carpet in the middle of the room a little dizzy from the ride. He smiled his pleasure; her mother, gently tearful, wept hers. Méret

  would repay his joy. Of course she would. She would play for him. Music said it all. She’d never had much need of words. Music was her code.
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  Vienna: February 11, 1934




  Punctuality was her vice. She was early for everything. She had begged her father not to usher her in to her first meeting with Rosen. Instead he had seen her to the door in

  Berggasse and reluctantly left her to it. She had reassured him—Vienna was home, she had lived here all her life, and Herr Rosen lived but three streets away. What could befall her standing

  in the street?




  Imre had checked his pocket watch, noted that, as ever, she had got him where they needed to be with time in hand, kissed her on her half-turned cheek, walked to the corner, turned for one last

  look, and left.




  Méret sat on a bench, her three-quarter-size cello by Bausch of Leipzig next to her, immaculate in its battered black case, wrapped up in winter black herself—black coat, black hat,

  black gloves—against the February cold. She was slightly smaller than the cello.




  An old man emerged from Number 19, white beard against a black collar, the glowing tip of a cigar, plumes of pungent smoke wafting over her as he passed her way. A slight wincing, a contraction

  of the skin around one eye, as though his jaw ached or some such.




  “Good morning, young lady.”




  Méret all but whispered her response. Professor Freud scared her. She had met him many times. At the Artemis Theatre where her father worked, at her home, where Sigmund and Martha Freud

  were numbered among her father’s guests—and she knew he had treated her cousin Elsa—“difficult cousin Elsa,” as her mother referred to her—but treated for what

  she did not know, no more than she knew what it was that might be difficult about Elsa. Professor Freud was some kind of doctor. The scary kind.




  One minute before her wristwatch told her she was due, she pulled on the bell. The woodland child tapping at the door of the gingerbread house. A maid, skinny and pinch-faced, white upon black,

  told her to come in. The woman hardly looked at her, as though children were beneath notice. Up a wide staircase, dusty and hollow sounding, to the apartment on the first floor. Into a huge room

  looking out onto the Berggasse through floor-to-ceiling windows that seemed impossibly high.




  “Herr Professor will be with you shortly.”




  And with that the door closed behind her and she found herself alone in the room.




  It was a room much like the parlour in her grandmother’s apartment. Dark-panelled walls that simply cried out for Empire furniture—for weight and substance and toe-stubbing ugliness,

  for curtains that cascaded in thick folds like water held in some perpetual slow motion. Once, this room had been like her grandmother’s, she could tell—marks on the boards where some

  heavy piece had stood for years, horizontal lines of dust along the walls where pictures had hung as long—full of the overstuffed, grandiose furniture of the last century. This room had been

  stripped. Acres of empty shelving, a chandelier missing half its bulbs. Now the only objects were two small armchairs, sat upon the bare, carpetless boards like perching sparrows, dwarfed by the

  emptiness surrounding, facing each other—and two musical instruments. A full-size concert grand piano bearing the words “Bechstein, Berlin” on its upturned lid—and a cello,

  propped on a stand.




  She was peering into the cello through the ƒ-holes, curious as to the maker, when she heard footsteps upon the boards behind her.




  “It is a Goffriler, from the eighteenth century. Far, far older than my piano.”




  Méret straightened up to her full four feet ten, and found herself looking at a tall, elegant, well-dressed man of indeterminate age—older than her father, perhaps, but then how old

  was her father? Younger than her grandfather, greying hair, lots of fine lines about the eyes, and nicotine on the fingers of his right hand—the hand he now held out, and down, to her.




  “Good afternoon, young lady. Viktor Rosen at your service. Musician.”




  She shook the hand.




  “Méret Voytek. Schoolgirl . . . and musician.”




  This brought a smile to his face. Teeth also stained with nicotine.




  “You were curious about the cello?”




  “I’m sorry. Mama tells me I should not be nosy.”




  “Curiosity is not nosiness, my dear. Take a peek. Do you know Latin?”




  She nodded.




  “There is a large, if fading, label. And while the light is too dim for my old eyes I doubt it will be for yours.”




  She bent again, peered into an ƒ-hole. It was like looking into a treasure chest. A flaking paper of history . . . a pirate’s map.
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  She hadn’t heard of this man. She would have known the name of Stradivari, and perhaps one or two others. Perhaps all the best cello makers were once Italian, just as the English had once

  made the best pianos. Her cello was German.




  “May I see?”




  Professor Rosen was gesturing towards her cello case, palm open, not touching without permission. Méret shrugged her coat off onto the back of a chair and took the cello from its case. It

  was beautiful, not scarred or marked in any way and next to the Goffriler it looked cheap and modern.




  Rosen peered at the instrument much as she had peered at his.




  “Bausch? Am I right?”




  She nodded, somewhat surprised.




  “I started on a Bausch,” he said. “Shall we hear the little fellow sing?”




  She had chosen the piece herself. Four minutes from the first movement of Kodály’s Cello Sonata op. 8, written almost twenty years ago, in the depth of the war.




  She played it faithfully but not well, she thought. She lacked feeling, but then the piece itself lacked feeling. Or the feeling was one she could not relate to—perhaps the music was of

  its time, of war and misery, things of which she knew nothing.




  Herr Rosen could hear this.




  He said. “You don’t like the piece, do you? Why pick a piece you don’t like?”




  What she did and didn’t like was contingent upon what she knew. Her father took her to concerts, she had heard many Mozart piano concertos, all of Schubert’s string quartets, and

  most of Mahler’s symphonies—she adored the adagio from the unfinished Tenth and his orchestration of Death and the Maiden. Papa had once taken her to a Schoenberg concert but it

  had not spoken to her. Papa admitted that it had been years before it spoke to him, or to anyone he knew, and that at the premiere of Schoenberg’s first Chamber Symphony—contrapuntal

  chaos as one critic dubbed it—he had watched Mahler stand alone amid the boos and hisses, clapping until the hall emptied.




  “My grandfather bought me the score,” she said.




  “Your Hungarian grandfather? Herr Voytek?”




  “Yes.”




  “So, simple patriotism, perhaps? A Hungarian grandfather buys you the score of Hungary’s leading composer?”




  Méret had nothing to say to this. Was patriotism simple? She had no idea. There were so many countries in her family history about which to feel remotely patriotic.




  “Laudable,” said Rosen, “but patriotism is never enough.”




  “And . . .” she hesitated, not wishing to invoke another response she would not understand. “And there is so little written for solo cello. So much is with piano accompaniment.

  Papa plays the piano, but Papa is hardly ever at home in the evenings.”




  “Quite so . . . the theatre.”




  “Yes. The theatre.”




  “Then we must find . . . no, I must arrange music for you. I shall be as fast and as cavalier as Liszt was with Bach. Now tell me, who do you really like?”




  In truth she did not dislike Kodály. His Háry János spoke to her as a fairy tale might. The music made her want to laugh and dance, although she did little of

  either.




  “Schubert,” she said, and meant it. “And Mozart and Scarlatti and Bach and Fauré and Debussy and—”




  “Stop, stop,” said Rosen. But he was smiling as he said it.




  “And what of Johann Strauss? Is he not synonymous with Vienna? Is he not part and parcel with Klimt and Schnitzler?”




  She’d never heard of Klimt or Schnitzler. She thought synonymous might mean “the same as” and took her chance.




  “That would simply be patriotic,” she said. “Besides, one can have too much of a good thing.”




  Rosen was laughing now, happily hoist with his own petard. He rose from his chair, touched her gently on the shoulder, took his cigarettes from his jacket pocket, tapped one against the silver

  case, lit up and stood, still smiling, almost giggling through the first puffs of smoke, looking out of the window onto the Berggasse.




  When he returned, stubbing out the cigarette with a muttered “filthy habit,” he said, “How right you are, young lady. One cannot waltz through life. The waltz is . . . a

  pleasant diversion . . . let us save it for a celebration. Now, is there anything you would like to ask me?”




  “Yes,” she said. “I am to tell Papa when I get home whether or not I am your pupil.”




  “Child, could you not read my face, the pleasure I took in your playing of a miserable work? Indeed, you are my pupil. I have never heard anyone of your age play so well.”




  “And . . .”




  “And?”




  If she understood what he had said about the waltz aright, he had given her her cue.




  “Papa says we live in interesting times.”




  Rosen looked a little baffled, but nodded and agreed.




  “But Papa doesn’t mean interesting, he means bad.”




  Rosen thought for a moment.




  “And your question is?”




  “Papa says the Germans locked you up. Is that true?”




  “Yes,” said Rosen. “Not for long, but they imprisoned me near Berlin, in a camp called Oranienburg.”




  “Was it . . . awful?”




  “Yes. It was awful, but it could have been worse. The Nazis weren’t trying to kill us, they were trying to scare us.”




  “Why?”




  “Why what? Why were they trying to scare us or why did they lock us up?”




  She had meant both and said so softly, wondering if she had not already overstepped the mark. But Rosen sighed and stretched and seemed far more sad than annoyed.




  “They locked up many artists and intellectuals. We were all people who did not share their politics or who had no politics at all—although I find that hard to believe whenever I hear

  it uttered, and in the long run ‘I have no politics’ is a cardboard shield that won’t stop a single bullet—and the hope was that we would be frightened into conforming or

  leaving. As you can see, I chose the latter.”




  “Why Vienna? Why not London or Paris?”




  “It’s easier to say why not Vienna than why Vienna? Music flows through the city deeper than the Danube. The opera houses thrill to Wagner every evening, and every afternoon the

  cafés relax to a thé dansant. Haydn, Schubert, and Mozart all lived and worked here . . . Beethoven even played piano in a café on Himmelpfortgasse . . . to this day Franz

  Lehár sits at his piano and composes fripperies with a songbird perched upon his shoulder and, who knows, perhaps whispering the melody in his ear? What do you suppose the bird is? A linnet?

  A nightingale?”




  One hand seemed to pluck the linnet from his shoulder, to cup and hold it at his ear—then the palm opened and released the invisible bird to the air.




  He was playing with her. She realized that. Grown-ups who had little knowledge of children, grown-ups without children of their own, often played more than her parents, and hence overplayed. The

  mixture of playful gestures and complex words did not win her. She had no idea what a frippery was and Lehár was just a name to her.




  “And if music were not enough,” he went on, strung out on the washing line of his own words, “it is a city of ideas, of Freud and Herzl and Wittgenstein. Did you know the

  Emperor Marcus Aurelius died here?”




  Of all those names the only one she knew was Professor Freud’s.




  “No,” she replied, “I did not. But I know Professor Freud. He lives in the next apartment block.”




  “Ah, . . . I have not yet had the honour.”




  “I could introduce you.”




  Rosen smiled at the precocity of this, and her brain found time to catch up with her tongue.




  “I mean . . . Papa could.”




  “Of course. Papa.”




  “Papa says . . .”




  She felt the sentence dribble away to nothing.




  “Papa says?”




  “Papa says that you left everything behind when you fled Germany.”




  Rosen gazed around the room, his right hand sweeping in an encompassing gesture, encouraging her to look where he looked.




  “Well, not everything. The cello came with me, the piano followed a day later. And while these bookcases look to me as though they have stood here empty since Franz Josef was a boy, my

  books will arrive from Berlin any day now to fill them. And behind my cartloads of books, there will be German Jews by the thousand, some lucky enough to take it all with them, some who will most

  certainly, as you put it, leave everything behind.”




  “Papa says it could not happen here. But he says it in the same tone of voice with which he says ‘let Papa kiss it better.’”




  She could tell Professor Rosen was weighing up what he might say next. He was holding in the balance her urgent questions and her tender age.




  “Your father is a kind and clever man. Without him I might be stranded at the border, or searching fruitlessly for an apartment. But . . .”




  He let the word hang, just as though he had his foot upon the sustain pedal. A prolonged “but” dying away in the vast emptiness of the room, only to be caught at its faintest.




  “But . . . you hear the music in your father’s voice aright. He cannot kiss it better. This is beyond repair. It could happen here. It will happen here.”




  “Will you tell me? Will you tell when you think ‘it’ will happen here?”




  “If I have foresight enough to know, I will tell anyone who will listen, but first of all I shall tell you. I will leave before it happens here. And if I leave, you will be the first to

  know.”




  “And should I leave? Should Mama and Papa leave?”




  “It’s not for me to say. It is for your father to decide. And, of course, you’re not Jewish.”




  “Does that make a difference?”




  “In a year or two or five who knows? Right now it is all the difference in the world. But we are forgetting something vital as we redraw the map of Europe.”




  “We are?”




  “The piano. You have prepared a piece for the piano?”




  “Yes. But I have another question.”




  “Ask, child.”




  “Whatever happens when I play the piano, I am still your pupil? You said I was your pupil.”




  “And so you are.”




  “Whatever happens?”




  “Whatever happens.”




  She played what Papa called her party piece, as she had played it at family gatherings since the age of five. It had been played by hundreds, perhaps thousands, of children over a century and

  more—hammered out in dissonance and delight for parental pleasure.




  A Beethoven bagatelle in A minor: Für Elise.




  But she played it to perfection, and brought a smile to Rosen’s lips.
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  Vienna: February 12, 1934




  At the end of the street, the red and cream trams turned around and the conductor would emerge with a long, hooked pole and reverse the steel arm that skated along the overhead

  wires to pick up the current. It was a common sight to see trams stand idle awhile, two crews chatting and smoking as their routes and shifts met a five-minute overlap. There was even a glass and

  iron hut with a dull copper roof and a belching, coal-burning stove to accommodate them on winter mornings such as this.




  But these trams had been idle too long, and when the conductor locked the doors and took his leather bag of small change and walked off to the hut, a word was whispered down the long queue that

  in its present context baffled her.




  “Strike.”




  On the tabula of the mind she tried to write the word. Streik? Streich? In fairy tales, the ones her father had read to her when she was very small, giants and ogres were felled by

  a streich—often tripped up by cunning, giggling boys and girls. It was close to meaning a prank. But who was playing a prank on whom?




  It was close to meaningless.




  “Strike.”




  Suddenly, her mother was behind her, a hand upon her shoulder, saying, “You must come home, now.”




  “But . . . but . . . school. It is Monday. A school day.”




  The hand slipped from shoulder to upper arm, gripping her firmly and pulling her out of the queue.




  “Don’t argue. We are going home. Today you must study at home.”




  Her mother took her by the hand and walked her back the way she had come.




  “But I have art today. I can’t possibly miss art!”




  “You shall miss everything until all this is over. Do you hear me? You must not go out of the house until all this is over.”




  “Until all what is over?”




  In the afternoon. As the light of day faded. In her room. She paused in practicing her scales at the sound of raised voices—a misnomer, only her mother’s voice was ever raised.




  “Why must you get involved? It’s got nothing to do with us!”




  She could not hear her father’s reply. Only a tone of voice she knew well . . . the reasonable, placatory, futile, gentle music of a gentle man.




  And then her mother once more.




  “For Christ’s sake, Imre, are you trying to get us all killed?”




  Her father did not come home between opening up the theatre and the night’s performance. Méret and her mother ate in near silence. Méret not daring to ask any questions, her

  mother mouthing only platitudes about Méret’s studies, telling her she was bright enough to miss a few days at school. Besides, nobody else would be going to school, either, so what

  was lost?




  At night she heard noises in the street. Not close by but not distant.




  In the morning, her father came into her bedroom, hugged her and told her she was a lucky girl who’d been given another day off school.




  On the second night she heard gunfire, not pistols or rifles but big guns, cannons, echoing across the city from the workingmen’s apartments in Karlmarxhof.




  Her bedroom door opened quietly. She closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep, smelt the dark scent of cologne and tobacco that seemed always to wrap itself around her father, inviting her to

  bury her face in his clothes, and then heard him whisper, “It’s alright. She’s sleeping.”




  In the morning the barber called. It was her father’s treat to have the barber call on him, rather than he on the barber, two or three times a week. When she was smaller she had thought it

  fun to let Herr Knobloch daub her face with foam from the brush and pretend to shave her. But blade never touched flesh—the gleaming edge of his cutthroat razor lay folded in a stainless

  steel bowl—only the back of a plastic comb shaved the white blobs from her top lip and hairless chin.




  Today, her father stretched out in the chair he kept at his desk in the study, the razor gliding gently, bloodlessly across his cheeks, exchanging wisdom with Herr Knobloch.




  “I mean,” Knobloch was saying, “it can’t happen here, but all the same . . . you can’t help worrying . . . I mean . . . where’s it all going to end? A bloke

  doesn’t feel safe in his own home. What with Heimwehr bully boys and those Nazis taking their orders from Germany . . . I ask you, are we part of Germany now?”




  Most days Imre could make Knobloch laugh—gently pricking at the bubbles of his workingman’s pride and his workingman’s half-hearted mix of opportunism and socialism. Today he

  didn’t even try.




  “Not yet,” he said simply.




  “Not yet? You mean . . . ?”




  “Yes. One day. And perhaps soon.”




  “What? Greater Germany? I’m not German. You’re not German. I ask you, Herr Direktor, what is Germany? Brown shirts, boiled cabbage, and jackboots. What is Vienna? A good cup of

  coffee and a fag. That’s Vienna. Caffs and barber shops . . . and . . .”




  “Theatres,” Imre concluded for him.




  “Yeah. Sorry. O’course. Theatres too. Not that I ever been in one.”




  “You should. We serve a good cup of coffee and we sell fags.”




  Now Knobloch laughed. Now Knobloch noticed Méret.




  “Hello, young lady.”




  Her muttered reply was scarcely audible. She loved to watch the morning ritual of her father’s shave. It was better than any parade, as good as any film at the cinema. Because her father

  was the star, relaxed and trusting and pampered—waited on cheek and jowl. And the touch of magic as his face was revealed, strip by strip, the peeling away of layers, a gentle flaying, as the

  razor skimmed across his skin. She knew the strokes of the razor by heart. Knobloch never varied. He had mapped the face so well, knew which flick of the blade would catch what bristle. She loved

  to watch. She hated to speak. Knobloch was so friendly it was . . . scary.




  “Remember when I used to shave you?”




  Now he leaned down and dabbed a single fleck of foam onto her top lip. Now he grinned, now he laughed.




  Her father was standing. Smiling.




  “Knobloch, Knobloch. You will get us all shot.”




  Just before her father wiped her lip clean, she caught sight of herself in the mirror. The old joker had given her a Hitler toothbrush moustache. Even her father thought it was funny.
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  Méret perceived the politics of her time and place in the only way a child can. In pieces. A jigsaw she would never be able to arrange into a whole. Her father made

  efforts to explain to her what had happened, but her mother stopped him with, “The girl is only ten, Imre.” Just as she had said at all the punctuation points of Méret’s

  life—“only seven,” “only eight,” “only nine.” She wondered if one day her mother might mention her age without the prefacing “only.” When she

  was twenty-one would she be “only twenty-one”?




  What she knew was what she saw—sandbags set out at street corners to shield machine-gun emplacements—slogans painted onto brick walls—young men in uniform, some in black

  trousers, some in brown shirts, some, oddly, in white socks—emblematic of she knew not what. What she knew was what she heard: cries in the street, whispers in the cafés, the

  occasional explosion, the less occasional sound of gunfire, the rumble of an armoured car across the cobblestones; arguments between her parents that were hushed the moment they could see that she

  was listening.




  It was an unassembled pattern of fragments, and as such she perceived her native land aright. Austria was an unassembled pattern of fragments.




  Two weeks later, at her sixth visit to Rosen’s apartment, she arrived to find the floor littered with packing cases and books, and Rosen sitting in the middle, not, as was his habit, in a

  neat two-piece black suit, but in braces and shirtsleeves, the cuffs rolled back, blowing the dust off a book.




  “We will begin a little late today,” he said. “I have to clear a way through or you’ll never find a spot to put down your cello. Indeed, I cannot get to the piano. The

  complete works of Count Tolstoy have become an obstacle course.”




  She had never seen so many books. When she was very small it had seemed to her that her father possessed all the books in the world. They lined all four sides of his study—under the

  window, over the window—and reached right up to the ceiling. Then, one afternoon, he had taken her to call on Professor Freud and she realized that her father possessed most of the books in

  the world but that Professor Freud possessed more. Herr Rosen had almost as many as Freud and she wasn’t counting the volumes of sheet music.




  Stacking up the Russians on the shelves she noticed the title of one very fat book, in faded gold along its spine: Memoirs of a Revolutionist by Prince Peter Kropotkin.




  “May I ask,” she said, “what is a revolutionist?”




  “One who makes a revolution. Or are you no wiser with that definition?”




  “It is something that revolves. Like a wheel?”




  “In a sense. It is a change in the order of society. In that sense it revolves and another group finds itself at the top. As though a wheel of people had been spun. In France a hundred and

  fifty years ago, the poor took over, killed the rich, and made all the changes they could . . . from fixing the price of bread to changing the names of the months in the calendar.”




  “How odd. Why would they do that?”




  “I’ve never really understood it myself. But it has a romantic feel to it. And, of course, a descriptive quality. November means nothing. It isn’t even the ninth month.

  Brumaire . . . now that really says something about the autumn, doesn’t it?”




  “Foggy?”




  “Yes, foggy.”




  “And where would we be now on the poor people’s calendar?”




  Rosen had to think about this.




  “I can’t be certain. It’s a long time since I studied history . . . but tell me, what was the day like as you walked here?”




  “It was windy.”




  “Then I think we would be in Ventôse. The windy month.”




  She had finished sorting the Kropotkins as they spoke and was well into the Tolstoys.




  “My father will not tell me what happened.”




  Rosen looked baffled.




  “What happened when?”




  “In the middle of the month. In the days after I first came here. Was that a revolution?”




  “Well, my dear, I am not your father, and with all respect to your father . . . if I had children I would answer their questions.”




  “It is Mama,” she said. “It always is. If she gets her way I’ll never know what happens. I’ll never know where babies come from and I’ll end up believing the

  nonsense the other girls tell me at school.”




  Rosen grinned. She thought he might even have swallowed laughter.




  “I won’t answer the latter. That really is a matter for your mother. But I am happy to talk politics to you. No, it was not a revolution. If anything it was a

  counterrevolution. The powers that be trying to nip the activities and the workers in the bud with a surprise attack. The result? The workers struck, they refused to go to work, no trains, no trams

  . . . and the powers that be attacked them again. This time not with rifle butts but with Howitzers.”




  “Cannons?”




  “Yes, cannons. You must have heard them. The police and the army fired upon the workers’ flats.”




  “Were the poor people killed?”




  “Yes. I think many were killed. But I have heard figures bandied about from dozens to hundreds. Only one thing is certain.”




  “What is that?”




  “That many more have been locked up. The camp at Wöllersdorf must be bulging at the seams. But then there are so many factions one could lock up . . . the fascists, the socialists,

  the social democrats, the communists, the patriots—who in reality are Nazis. In a country of six million there may well be six million factions.”




  He could see now that he had lost her.




  She wiped the spine of a Tolstoy and read out, “The Kreutzer Sonata. It is a book of music?”




  “No, my dear. It is a book about music, a novel about the power of music to affect us. Have you not heard of Beethoven’s Kreutzer Sonata?”




  She shook her head. Now that Tolstoy was shelved, the way through to the piano and his cello was clear. He crossed the floor, set the Goffriler between his legs, tilted the neck slightly to the

  left, and with the bow in his right hand struck up the intense, dramatic opening of the adagio sostenuto, the first movement of the Kreutzer Sonata.




  He stopped at the moment the piano should cut in.




  “You like?” he said simply.




  Like? She felt blasted, as though the notes had pierced her flesh and entered her blood.




  She just nodded.




  “I have only two hands,” he said. “Unpack your cello. I will find the score and we shall learn the piece. No exercises today, no scales, we shall play the music of the

  gods.”
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  When, four months later, the chancellor of Austria, Engelbert Dollfuss—a man so short he was known as Millimetternich—was assassinated in a failed Nazi coup, it was

  Rosen, not her father, who explained things to her.




  He had no idea how much she understood. For all that she asked questions, the child seemed to have so few reactions. She nodded as she always did, accepting silently what he said.




  Then they went back to Beethoven.
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  April 1936




  She was twelve now and had grown surprisingly quickly. Rosen insisted on measuring her. She was baffled, but compliant. She slipped off her shoes, stood on the end of the tape.

  He put his hand flat on the top of her head, compressing the thick waves of black hair, and told her she was a fraction over one metre fifty-five.




  “Why?”




  “I just wanted to be certain. You are such a slender girl, you have a knack of looking smaller than you are. I wanted to be certain you were big enough.”




  “Big enough for what?”




  Rosen gestured, an open palm and extended arm, across the room to where his Goffriler cello stood poised upon its metal mount.




  “You’re joking.”




  “My dear girl, I know I make a lot of jokes. It is a weakness and often lands me in hot water. But not this time, or did you really think you could perform in public on your child’s

  cello?”




  “I’m performing in public? Do you think I’m ready?”




  “I think with a bit of practice we might both be ready.”




  She sat, wrapped around the cello, fingertips touching the patina of centuries, feeling the muted orange glow of the wood all but seep into her hands.




  She drew the bow across the strings, back and forth, hearing the upper register like a bird trilling in the treetops, the low like the rumble of an approaching train in a tunnel.




  She was grinning at Rosen now. Brimful of pleasure. Revelling in the tones of a perfect instrument.




  “It fits,” he said simply.




  “You didn’t have to measure me for this,” she replied.




  “Perhaps not. But it was fun.”




  “And we are performing where exactly?”
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  May 1936




  Imre Voytek was immensely proud of his theatre on Josefstadt. The Artemis had been begun in the year of the Secession movement, 1898, in the modern style, the

  Jugendstil, favoured by the architect Otto Wagner, with flourishes and filigree by Kolo Moser. The money soon ran out. The interior boasted a frieze that was considered daringly decadent in

  its depiction of the goddess after whom the theatre was named, that might or might not be the work of Gustav Klimt. No one was quite sure. The Secessionists had been approached, a frieze

  commissioned, and in the autumn of 1899 a short, silent, beardy bloke wearing a smock the size of a bell tent had shown up and spent three days roughing out a design, fresco-style, onto the still

  damp plaster above the bar. He might have been Klimt. He might not. No one had dared break the silence to ask. On the fourth day, the day the money ran out, it was unfinished and the artist

  conspicuously as absent as the funding. It was still unfinished when Klimt died in 1918. It was still unfinished when Imre took over the theatre some ten years later. But Imre’s first act was

  to engage a “disciple” of Klimt’s to finish it “in the style of ” Klimt.




  He was delighted with the outcome and remarked to his partner, Phillipe Julius, that it was “better than the real thing.”




  “How so?”




  “Look at the use of red and the deep blues. Klimt would have just plastered gold leaf everywhere.”




  “Indeed. It was his trademark. I can hardly think red and blue better.”




  “Better? OK, cheaper. It’s a damn sight cheaper! Do you know how much gold leaf costs?”




  “Imre, do we really weigh up art as though it were merely double entry bookkeeping?”




  Méret had never paid much attention to the frieze. Breasts did not interest her. She had been fascinated at first sight by Moser’s exterior façade, a row of columns each

  ornamented in the Art Nouveau style with swirls and loops and feathers. She thought of it as being like a row of peacocks viewed from the back. Half a dozen strutting, fanning peacocks. Much

  to his wife’s annoyance, Imre had adopted this image and every so often would say something like “Just off to the peacock’s bum,” only to be sanctioned with a po-faced

  “Imre! Pas devant l’enfant!”




  The acoustics inside the theatre had been acknowledged from the opening night as being exceptional, and within a matter of weeks the theatre had become a venue for music as well as drama. Two

  nights a month it would play host to small orchestras or quartets and trios of chamber music.




  When Rosen asked for a night in May, Imre leapt at the chance. A Viktor Rosen recital would guarantee a full house. When Rosen said he would be dueting with his daughter, Imre said,

  “Viktor. Are you sure? The girl is only twelve.”




  “Of course, I’m sure. She is the most talented musician I have ever met at any age.”




  It was a challenging programme—they would play their much-rehearsed Kreutzer Sonata and César Franck’s Sonata in B major. The Franck Rosen had chosen for the contrast.

  It was a gentler, more lyrical piece than the Beethoven—but still energetic, passionate. Each lasted more than half an hour. Imre worried about the strain on his daughter and he tried as

  delicately as he could to raise the matter with Rosen.




  “She’s tougher than you think,” Rosen replied. “And so determined. But . . . I shall open each half with some Chopin—or with whatever is at my fingertips on the

  night—and we will take an interval of at least twenty minutes. She will be fine.”




  Imre knew better than to raise the issue with his daughter, she would only turn her hardest face upon him and say something firm, uncompromising, and humourless.




  To Imre she looked so small as she stepped onto the stage. Rosen’s arm extended an introduction—but he said nothing. It occurred to Imre that in offering no such fluff as “a

  talented young lady” or “a tender age,” Rosen was treating his daughter like an adult. She walked on in a plain black dress, precise and unfussy, took her seat, embraced her cello

  with her right arm, swiftly tuned up, and, the bow in her left hand poised above the strings, nodded once to Rosen and struck up the notes.




  An hour and a half later the audience was on its feet. Vienna had a new mistress, and a proud father stood at the back of the stalls wiping away tears of joy.




  In the bar, closer to midnight, under the breasts of Artemis, Rosen was on his third Armagnac and Imre had finished half a bottle of claret and was in a mood to be joyously drunk and finish the

  rest.




  “You know, I meant what I said. The girl is a rare talent.”




  “I know,” said Imre, feeling he might weep again. “I’d have to be deaf not to know.”




  “The direktor of the Symphony Orchestra was in the house tonight. He wants her for his youth orchestra. Can I take it you would have no objection?”




  “Of course not.”




  “It would mean changing schools in a few years.”




  “Why is that?”




  “Because at sixteen she would be eligible for the Konservatorium.”




  “Viktor, it hasn’t been called that since I was a boy. It’s the Imperial Academy of Music or some such guff . . . quite possibly the only bit of empire we have left.”




  “It’s a dilemma.”




  “Is it?”




  “Imre, Méret is a child of silence and passion. If it were not for the feeling she expresses through her cello one might almost say she was a cold child.”




  “Almost, but not quite. But her mother . . . well she gets it from her mother.”




  “I have no children. I cannot advise you on her upbringing. But I would ask you to ask yourself. Might she not be better off in a normal school, where she will socialize with normal

  children rather than an elite of the gifted?”




  “Surely you would want her to go to the academy?”




  “Of course . . . but I speak as a tutor not a father.”




  “Then she must go. I know exactly what you mean. I’ve seen it myself a thousand times. There is a detachment that is disturbing. It may be it is necessary for her dedication, but it

  is disturbing nonetheless . . . it makes me sad sometimes. But I can give her what she needs. I know I can. She is loved. She will come to no harm. She is loved. That’s her name after

  all.”




  “Sorry, Imre. I don’t follow you there.”




  “Méret. It means ‘the beloved.’”




  “In what language?”




  “Egyptian I think. Or perhaps Greek. I’ve never studied either. I hit the buffers at Latin.”
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  November 1937




  Since 1926, Imre had worked side by side with Phillipe Julius. A man as Viennese as he was himself, but with origins as mixed as his own. The Voyteks had come west a generation

  ago from Hungary. The Julius family had travelled east from France at about the same time. Central Europe was less a fixed point in geography—more a flying carpet.




  They were very different men and made a close and practical partnership. Imre could run a business, any business, on the back of an envelope sitting in a café or bar and delegating to all

  and sundry. Julius brooded, alternating between prolonged periods of isolated contemplation and the manipulation of crowds of actors into cast and play. As managing director and artistic director

  they were perfectly matched and were nicknamed Castor and Pollux in the small world of Viennese theatre.




  They had made their mark with Strindberg’s The Ghost Sonata, and brought Vienna to its feet with a modern-dress version of As You Like It. “What will the twins do

  next?” was a common question in the columns of Vienna’s newspapers and magazines.




  It was the question Imre put to Julius as they sat in the Café Landtmann late in November of 1937.




  Julius took a surprisingly long time to answer. For a minute or two Imre continued to scribble on his envelopes and to push them around the table until an order arose. Seeing Julius’s hand

  pick up and cradle his cup of thick Brauner coffee, Imre looked up.




  “Phillipe? I asked—”




  “I heard you, Imre.”




  “And?”




  “Imre. I have to go now.”




  “After lunch, then.”




  “I mean I have to leave Vienna. Leave Austria.”




  “Leave Vienna?”




  “Before the bastards get here. You’ve said often enough yourself the Nazis mean to have us.”




  Imre sat back amazed. He could and should have anticipated this. But he hadn’t.




  “Then perhaps we should all leave?”




  “Why? You’re not Jewish. I’m not sure I’d go myself if I weren’t. Vienna is home. I’ve known no other home. But I am Jewish. I’ve not set foot in a

  synagogue in forty years—and if I wanted third-rate theatre I’d visit one of our rivals rather than a synagogue—but that won’t save me. You . . . no, you stay . . . someone

  has to keep an eye on Artemis after all. Besides, apart from hating Nazis, do you really have any politics? I’ve always thought ‘live and let live’ summed up your politics rather

  neatly.”




  “Live and let live?!?”




  “Forget I said it. Just keep your mouth shut about Nazis and you’ll survive. There’ll be a war. Possibly a short one. The English Royal Navy will sink their ships. The French

  will kick the shit out of their army at the Maginot Line. Then I’ll come back. We’ll pick up where we left off.”




  “So what do we do next?”




  “I’ve been working on a new translation of the Oresteia. I’ll leave you the text and a few notes . . . and I’ll see you . . .”




  “Quite. When?”




  “Oh . . . about 1940 I should think.”
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  When Imre told his daughter about Julius leaving, she was silent—when was she not?—and eventually said, simply, “1940,” and

  “Unimaginable.”




  “I suppose it must seem that way to anyone of your age. I might just as well have said 2000. Now that really is unimaginable.”




  The following day, the first day of December—a Wednesday—Méret called on Rosen just after dusk for her after-school tuition, feeling she was the harbinger of news. She had

  grown accustomed to Rosen feeding her pieces of history, paring it off from chaos to give her manageable, digestible chunks. Now she had something to offer in return—the morsel that was

  Phillipe Julius leaving for Paris. She felt it was a mirror, her news reflecting the life of Rosen himself.




  The big room was bare. Stripped back to what it had been the first time she saw it. The books, the all-but-endless collected editions of Europe’s masters—Goethe, Schiller, Tolstoy,

  Gogol, Dostoevsky, Balzac, Dickens—that she had sorted and shelved with him were gone. The rugs were rolled up and tied, the Bechstein was bound and wrapped in a carapace of heavy felt and

  standing on edge with its three legs pointing at her like a slaughtered rhinoceros.




  Only the two chairs remained. The two chairs and the cello.




  “How long have you known?”




  It was the most adult statement she had ever uttered, powerful in its elisions of expression and its complexities of assumption and meaning.




  He stood before her, elegant in his simple two-piece black suit—she had come to think of it as his uniform—hands clasped in front of him, paused on the brink of difficulty.




  “I decided on Sunday.”




  “I was here on Sunday. We always meet on Sundays.”




  “I decided after you left.”




  “And you did what? Just called the removal men on Monday morning and had them load up four years of your life.”




  “I think from your tone, my dear, you mean four years of yours. I have moved before. I have packed and run before. The act is well within my grasp. It revives no old pain, so I cope with

  the new one entirely.”




  “New pain?”




  “Parting is such sweet sorrow.”




  She had not the emotional vocabulary to work it out and utter it, but it seemed to her that this must be what lovers leaving felt like. And that that was what he meant. And that was absurd. He

  was . . . what was he? Fifty? And she was thirteen going on fourteen.




  It was a spell crying out to be broken. Rosen unclasped his hands and did what he always did, took out his silver cigarette case, tapped a cigarette against the side of it, lit up, turned his

  head, and blew the first whiffs of smoke away.




  “Play for me,” he said.




  “One last time?”




  “Why should it be the last? And don’t answer that. Just play.”




  “What shall I play?”




  “You’ve been practicing a piece in private.”




  “How did you know?”




  “Just play for me, Méret.”




  She wrapped herself around the cello, felt again the sensation she always felt, of music and the lifeblood of time seeping into her flesh, and struck up the piece she had rehearsed as a surprise

  for him—Bach’s Cello Suite no. 3, the sixth movement. Gigue.




  “Shadows and light,” Rosen said when she had finished.




  “Yes,” she replied, for that was what it was.
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  She arrived home in a taxi cab. It was the only way to manage. Rosen had paid the cabbie in advance, and the noise she made staggering up the stairs with her newfound burden

  alerted her father, who came down to the first landing and, in the half light that the single overhead bulb cast on them, said, “What on earth have you got there?”




  “A cello, Papa. A 1707 Mattio Goffriler cello.”
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  “Did he say where he was going?”




  “To London.”




  “Good God, why London? Why not Paris or Amsterdam? What does London have to offer? The madman Thomas Beecham. Beecham waving his baton in the pouring rain for a nation of philistines in

  wet wool and false teeth!”




  “Papa, I didn’t ask why London, but Viktor told me all the same. He thinks Paris will fall. He thinks Amsterdam will fall.”




  “Amsterdam? But Holland is neutral.”




  Imre thought a moment about the stupidity of what he had just said—Julius would have laughed him into blushes for that—and added, “I suppose Viktor has seen what the Nazis can

  do. He told me everything about his flight from Germany.”




  “Me, too.”




  “And the cello? He just gave you the cello?”




  “Yes. He called it ‘portable property,’ but he didn’t explain what that meant.”




  “I think he meant the cello was valuable. Is it worth much?”




  “A fortune, Papa. It is worth a fortune.”




  “Bloody hell!”




  And from the kitchen her mother’s voice, “Imre! Pas devant!”
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  Being, as Viktor had promised her, “the first to know,” she never doubted. The Germans were coming. But in never doubting she never imagined. “The Germans are

  coming” remained a phrase and conjured no reality. The reality was not that the Germans were coming but that Rosen was gone.




  On March 14, 1938, the Germans took Vienna without a shot being fired. Hitler’s cavalcade rolled into the city to a rapturous reception.




  Méret thought she would be kept home as she had been during the workers’ strike and in the dangerous days following the death of Dollfuss, but her father had talked her mother

  around.




  “She’s growing up. This is the world in which she will have to live. God knows, I wish it weren’t, but this is the world in which she will have to live . . . or change

  it.”




  So she was allowed out, not to change the world but to mingle with the thousands, the hundreds of thousands, who crowded into the Heldenplatz to see forty staff cars roll up to the Hofburg, to

  have their cheers drowned out by a Luftwaffe fly pass, to hear the Führer address his Ostmark from a balcony of the old Hapsburg palace.




  “I know that the old eastern capital of the German Reich will do justice to its new tasks just as she once solved and mastered the old ones.”




  But she was more interested in the new patriots than in Hitler. Vienna had, throughout her childhood, been a city of paramilitaries—of young men strutting around in riding britches, or

  lots of leather belts with straps and buckles, or shirts in odd colours, sporting arcane insignia. Something in the Viennese that loved a uniform as much as a waltz—the Heimwehr, the Jewish

  Youth Bund, the Schutzbund, the Patriotic Youth Movement, the Loyal League of Left-handed Lutheran Housepainters—every so often one or other of them got banned, which fanned the flames of

  membership wonderfully by reducing the uniform to a badge worn secretly behind the lapel, as discreet as Mae West’s cleavage, as gratifying as a mason’s handshake. Now the brownshirts

  were openly on the streets, and those without brown shirts sported striking red brassards—a black swastika on a white circle. A waltz, a good cup of coffee, an Apfelstrudel, a uniform, and a

  speech from a bored dictator. What more could Vienna ask?




  She drifted off. Enough is enough and the mob would go on cheering long after Hitler had showed his contempt and vanished from the balcony. Turning from the Heldenpaltz to head north toward

  home, she passed a face she thought she knew, arm raised, head up, cheering till he was hoarse.




  She stared at the arm bearing the brassard until he noticed her.




  “Hello, young lady.”




  “Hello, Herr Knobloch.”




  It was her father’s barber. The man who had daubed her with a toothbrush Hitler moustache. The same lackadaisical socialist who had never wanted to be German and had been stunned when told

  by her father that they all would be one day soon. Now that one day had arrived.




  Knobloch lowered his arm and clapped a palm across the swastika, not so much concealing it as reassuring himself that it was still there and that that was what the girl was staring at.




  He turned and the two walked up the street side by side.




  “I know what you’re thinking,” he said.




  “Do you, Herr Knobloch?”




  “But it’s easy. Dead easy. If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.”




  “What happened to ‘it can’t happen here’?”




  “It has happened. Just as your dad said it would.”




  “Tell me, Herr Knobloch, do you think my father will want his beard shaved by a Nazi?”




  “I’m not a Nazi.”




  “Then what are you?”




  “I’m a survivor.”




  “And this is what you do to survive?”




  “What? Just putting on me armband and giving a few cheers so the neighbours can see? That’s nothin’, that’s nothin’ to what we might end up doing. I know your

  dad’s the clever one, but I’ll make a prediction now. I don’t know, you don’t know, and your dad don’t know what any of us will have to do to survive.”




  They walked on a few streets in silence. The sound of cheering faded into the background, and they came to a parting of their ways.




  Knobloch pulled off his brassard and stuffed it into a jacket pocket.




  “Tell your dad I’ll be round in the mornin’ at the usual time. Nazi or no Nazi, I’ll bet he still wants his shave.”




  He smiled. He was not an unpleasant man. A simple man, she thought, a bit of a wag. But she could not tell if his pretense that things might now go on as normal was meant to reassure her or just

  himself.




  “I’ll tell him,” she said.
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  Méret had been in the Vienna Youth Orchestra since June 1936—a matter of weeks after her professional debut with Rosen—and had found herself the youngest

  member. In the best of circumstances she did not make friends easily. To make friends at all was on the fringe of her nature, but she had found herself adopted, rescued from her own silence, by

  three musicians in the youth orchestra—Magda Ewald (trombone), two years older; Roberto Cacciato (clarinet), a year older; and Inge Reiter (viola), also two years older. Magda was Austrian

  through and through, Roberto was the son of Italian immigrants, Inge was as Viennese as Magda—but Jewish.




  Inge was not a practicing Jew and could not name a single member of her family who was. Asked when the family had secularized, her father Jakob “Jack” Reiter would usually reply,

  “When did the ark crash on Ararat? It must have been the day after that.”




  Jack Reiter was an acquaintance of her father’s. Perhaps a friend, perhaps not. He ran a cinema just around the corner from the Artemis Theatre. Imre had treated its opening with some

  contempt. Working with Shakespeare and Schiller, he had no need of Mary Pickford or Douglas Fairbanks. And certainly no need of the competition. But when Reiter gave over evenings to the new German

  cinema, to the work of Fritz Lang or F.W. Murnau, Imre softened, all but conceded that the cinema might be art. Méret had been to the cinema many times with her father, had been terrified by

  Nosferatu, dazzled by Metropolis, awed by the prescience of Dietrich and Nazimova. Was there another earthly creature as ugly as Max Schreck? Was there another earthly creature as

  beautiful as Marlene Dietrich? Was there another earthly creature as graceful as Alla Nazimova?




  When their daughters became friends, Imre’s enthusiasm all but burst. Ever the conciliator, peacemaker, fixer, he suggested that they had the makings of a string quartet. Neither girl

  showed much interest in this, but Jack Reiter quashed the idea with a plain statement of the times.




  “Imre, I doubt you will have so much as a moment’s difficulty recruiting the two violinists, and we have no shortage of venues, but do you really think anyone but you will want their

  children associating professionally with Jews?”




  The idea had died on Jack’s lips and in her father’s heart. Méret never thought about it again.




  In the days after the fall of Austria, Méret continued to wander the city—her father’s “change the world” diminishing in her mind with every day that passed. It

  seemed to her that Vienna was now one vast and endless parade. Every organization that could teach men to march in step did so. She viewed what Vienna was enduring, what it was becoming, what it

  had so half-heartedly willed into being, with a glassy detachment. It was something seen reflected in a shop window.




  There were Jews on their hands and knees scrubbing graffiti from the paving stones in the street—there was talk of rabbis being forced to clean public lavatories armed only with

  toothbrushes. And soon Jews were excluded entirely from public life, from the civil service, from the universities . . . from the press.




  Passing the Reiters’s home, a few streets from her own, she found Inge sitting outside the apartment building. A large hand-painted sign next to her read: “Apartment sale. Everything

  must go. Bargains for all.”




  “What’s going on?”




  “Isn’t it obvious? We’re selling up.”




  “Why?”




  “My father has lost his job.”




  “Why?”




  “He’s a Jew in what the Nazis say is a vital arm of communications.”




  “What on earth does that mean?”




  “Only that he shows newsreels in the cinema. That makes him part of communications. The Nazis are getting rid of all the Jews in newspapers and radio. By this stretch of logic, that now

  includes my father. He won’t be paid at the end of the month, and perhaps not for months to come, so we must sell to live.”




  “Everything?”




  “God knows. Our neighbours have turned into crows and we are just carrion. They offer us pennies for things my father worked hard to buy and he accepts.”




  A fat old woman wrapped in black emerged with a handful of cutlery, cackling out loud about the low price she had paid, loudly proclaiming that she had got the better of a Jew. She shuffled on

  down the street without even noticing Inge or Méret.




  Méret stepped into the hallway, heard the bumping hubbub from the rooms above, climbed the stairs to the sitting room where a sad, pale Herr Reiter sat taking change in an old tobacco

  tin, listening with none of his daughter’s anger or impatience as people he had known a lifetime argued over coppers and robbed him blind.




  Passing the bathroom on her way to Inge’s room, she saw Frau Reiter sitting on the linen basket, red-faced and angry. Seeing Méret watching she kicked the door to. In Inge’s

  bedroom all her books and toys were laid on the desk. Childhood spread out like a deck of cards. Among them was a black-faced doll, canvas body stuffed with cotton rags, its head a shiny orb of

  porcelain with painted curls and red lips. Years ago, Méret’s father had bought her a china-head doll with painted flaxen curls and blue eyes. The head was cracked now, the blue paint

  of the eyes flaking. Inge had taken better care of hers. Méret had always wanted a second china doll—some girlish daydream that the dolls would talk to one another when she

  wasn’t there, and if she came home early and crept in she might catch them, out of their box and talking, like characters in a Hans Christian Andersen tale. It was a fantasy of an eight- or

  nine-year-old, which she found surprisingly alive at fourteen.




  She picked up the doll, slipped quietly past the bathroom door, wove her way among the jostling arses of fat old women to Jack Reiter with his open tobacco tin. She dropped a zwei

  groschen coin into the tin. Reiter scarcely looked at her. She ran down the stairs, banged into another of the fat old women and spun round to find herself on the pavement facing Inge,

  clutching the black-faced doll.




  “How could you?” Inge said. “How could you?”




  They never spoke again.




  She held the doll tightly all the way home.




  If she had her way they’d never part.




  Was there another earthly creature as low as Méret Voytek?
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  A week after the Anschluss the youth orchestra assembled for its nine a.m. Monday morning rehearsal.




  There were three notable absences: Doktor Judt, the conductor; Inge Reiter, viola . . . and all the other Jewish musicians.




  In Doktor Judt’s place stood another doktor—Doktor Sauerwald, who introduced himself as the Reich commissar for the city of Vienna. In turn, he introduced their new conductor,

  Professor Kaiserman. They all knew Kaiserman; he’d stood in for Judt on numerous occasions and taught piano at the Konservatorium where many of the musicians were studying. He wasn’t

  Judt, who wooed them, coaxed them, badgered them, berated them—all with a twinkle in his eye—but he would do. They would get on with Kaiserman.




  “You will not miss the Jews,” Sauerwald said to no response.




  “Vienna is a resourceful city, a city of talent—your new conductor will fill these empty seats with good Aryan musicians.”




  It was obvious why they’d sacked Judt—the man was far too liberal to be tolerated by the Nazis in a position of influence over youth. It was less obvious where they’d find

  “good Aryan musicians”—the absence of the Jews put their numbers down by more than a third.




  “From this moment on you are all enrolled in the Hitler Youth; from this moment on you are musicians of the Third Reich!”




  From this moment on they were a part orchestra. Dressing them in brown wouldn’t make them whole.




  Sauerwald gave Kaiserman the stage and left. Kaiserman endeared himself to his young musicians at once by saying, “It’s all right. You won’t have to wear the uniforms except

  when the party needs an orchestra.”




  This broke the silence. Everyone talked at once. Méret found herself wondering why or when the Nazi party would ever have need of an orchestra.




  Kaiserman took several minutes to regain control—but with both arms in the air and the palms of his hands horizontal, dipping, patting the air with a gentle motion, he conducted the

  remnants of his orchestra back to silence. He pointed at a boy who played second violin. The boy stood up.




  “Herr Professor, where will we find these musicians?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “Where will we find musicians as good as Lasky or Beidermann or Kaitz or Blumenfeld?”




  “I don’t know that, either.”




  By mid-April they were up to strength again, without being up to par. The newcomers were treated by their fellow musicians as second-raters until they could prove otherwise. And by the end of

  April the uniforms of the Hitler Youth and the Bund Deutscher Mädel, in which Méret found herself idly enlisted, had been issued. It created another division to add to that between

  first- and second-rate—those who wore the uniform unasked, those who wore it only when asked, and the bold few who would not wear it when asked.




  Among the latter was Roberto Cacciato. A club foot—one leg an inch shorter than the other, and a thick sole added to his left boot—made him, he argued, unfit for and hence exempt

  from any military service. Why therefore should he wear a uniform of any kind? He wore instead the unofficial uniform of the proletariat—the navy pea jacket and the round cap with a small

  peak. A modest if unsubtle statement that in any other organization in the Reich would have cost him a beating.




  The first time she was asked, Méret donned the uniform. She could be happy in a white blouse and a black skirt. Only the jacket rankled. The usual SA baby-shit brown with the usual red,

  white, and black swastika on the arm. Taking her seat among the cellists she caught sight of Roberto, defiantly working-class blue. He winked at her. He read her mind it seemed. This was her

  Knobloch moment. He knew it, she knew it. This was what she did to survive.
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  At home she practiced what Viktor Rosen had taught her on an 1859 Bösendorfer upright. A piano made in Vienna—a piano forever associated with Vienna. This particular

  specimen was well-travelled. Her greatgrandfather had had it shipped new to Budapest, her grandfather had brought it back with him when he settled in Vienna some thirty years later, and her father

  had had it lugged around the city from apartment to apartment as his fortunes improved.




  “One more move and we might have room for a grand,” he would say every so often, although not lately.




  Méret reminded him early on that Bösendorfer made the largest grand piano in the world, with ninety-seven keys.




  “Oh, we’ll knock down a wall or something. We’ll do without a bathroom and piddle in the street with the urchins.”




  “Papa!”




  He wouldn’t dare say anything so rude except when her mother was out.




  She was out now. Méret was at the piano, running through scales. Her father was wandering around, slitting open his mail from the third post of the day with a paper knife, often as not

  discarding the letter and keeping the envelope.




  Her mother came in. Groceries in a small wicker basket, followed by the maid—more groceries in a large wicker basket.




  Her father was halfway through a sentence—“My dear, did you remember . . .”—when he noticed the red, white, and black swastika brassard on her arm and on the

  maid’s.




  “Have you taken leave of your senses!?!”




  Her mother’s hand wrapped around the swastika, much the same gesture Knobloch had used, but she was trying to conceal it, protect it.




  “Have you gone mad, woman?”




  “Imre, you don’t understand. We cannot go down the street—”




  He tore it off in a swift movement, lunged for the maid but she fled to the kitchen, screaming, and slammed the door.




  Then her mother squared off to her father and slapped his face. And he slapped her back, so hard she stood rigid for a moment scarcely believing he had done this. Then the tears welled in her

  eyes, the red imprint of his hand spread out across her cheek, and a trickle of blood crept down from one nostril.




  Imre went to the theatre for the night’s performance and did not come back. He had a large couch in his office. By one in the morning, having listened for the sound of his return,

  Méret concluded he was using the couch to sleep on.
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  She called on her father at the theatre on her way home from school the following day. She had not the words to say what she wished to say. She simply knew that she wanted to

  say something rather than go home to a continuation of last night’s mood. Even if she said nothing her father would fill the silence—he always did—and she would listen. Perhaps

  they would even go home together.




  She found him in the lobby, sitting alone at a table, the customary scattering of envelopes and papers, scribbles and doodles spread out in front of him, watching sadly as two workmen perched on

  trestles behind the bar whitewashed the goddess Artemis—golden breasts and red hair still very visible beneath the first thin coat.




  She came up next to him quietly. Put a hand on his shoulder. He knew her touch and did not look up.




  “Would they paint over a Titian?” he said. “The blue behind her head is surely the same colour as the sky in Diana and Callisto? Doesn’t the Diana of the Death

  of Actaeon sit on a cloak of the same red on which our Artemis sprawls? Thank God I never had the money to buy a Picasso or we’d be watching that go under the whitewash, too.”




  The workmen shuffled their buttocks along to the end of their plank to begin a second coat of whitewash. Titian, Picasso. It was all the same to a five-inch brush and a roller. Imre stood up and

  put on his jacket.




  “That’s one of many things not to like about Nazis. We live in a world of infinite colours and they see everything in black and white.”




  “No, Papa. Brown and white.”




  Méret so rarely made jokes. It took her father a few seconds to realize she had actually said something funny. And then he laughed so loudly, the men on their plank turned to see what he

  was laughing at.




  With his left hand he wiped his eyes and with his right handed her a letter from the office of the Reich commissar, Doktor Sauerwald.




  “Here’s another laugh for you. The buggers have sent me a list of plays I may not permit to be performed.”




  Méret glanced down the page.




  “A Midsummer Night’s Dream?”




  “Oh, quite,” said her father. “Definitely subversive. A cast of unruly working men and mischievous fairies. Trade unionists and anarchists.”




  “A Doll’s House?”




  “A woman’s place is in the home? Kinder, kirche, küche? Don’t look for logic. There isn’t any. You mark my words it’ll be music next. You’ll find

  yourself stuck with an approved list of suitably Germanic composers.”




  Later that week, when Professor Kaiserman read out the approved list she was relieved to find that Bach, Haydn, and Mozart were on it. Stravinsky, Schoenberg, and Mahler were not.




  The decadents and the Jews.
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  On February 14, 1940, Méret turned sixteen and entered the Imperial Academy of Music—still known to all musicians as the Konservatorium.




  She had never auditioned for anything before. The youth orchestra had taken her on the strength of her first recital with Viktor.




  She emerged from the audition having been politely told she was accepted. She found the reserve, the lack of response in the selection panel, disturbing.




  “They’d never applaud a student,” Magda Ewald (trombone) told her. “It simply wouldn’t do. But I can tell you now old Hoffmann was almost in tears and Professor

  Magnes had to sit on her hands to stop herself clapping. You’re not just ‘in,’ Méret, you’re ‘it.’”




  “It?”




  “Oh, don’t be so dense . . . don’t make me fish around for a metaphor . . . you’re Viktor Rosen’s protégée . . . that should be ‘it’

  enough. Were they ever going to turn down Viktor Rosen’s protégée?”




  “Do you really think they remember Viktor?”




  Magda didn’t answer. It was a stupid question.




  The unstupid question, the only question that mattered, occurred unuttered to both of them.




  Where is Viktor Rosen now?
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  June 1940


  Heaven’s Gate Internment Camp


  Port Erin, Isle of Man




  It felt like going on holiday. His suitcase packed for a summer week by a lake in Hungary with his parents. It wasn’t a holiday. It was one prison to another. As prisons

  went Szabo had liked Heaven’s Gate. It had been home for six months. Ever since the British declared him an enemy alien and stuck him on a train to Liverpool last November. Hungary

  hadn’t joined the Axis. It would, inevitably—under Hitler’s wing Hungary had seized its slice of Czechoslovakia, had swallowed the Subcarpathian Rus whole after but a single day

  of independence. It hadn’t joined yet, but it would. He had had the misfortune to be born in Vienna—capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, that other “sick man of

  Europe”—an empire that had dissolved itself before the last war had even finished, when he was just a boy. Many of his fellow prisoners were Viennese. He had family in

  Vienna—great aunts, aunts, uncles, and cousins—and had visited it many times in his childhood. “Viennese” was not a badge he would wear with any pride—it was an

  inappropriate label not worth the effort it took to shrug it off.
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