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	“The Well-Tempered Violinist, Book One of The Gift from author Barbara Thornburgh Carlton, is a captivating, historically authentic, and film-worthy debut novel that explores the challenges of an early twentieth century musical world dominated by men and intolerant of its few gifted women. For Marthe Adler, every day of her four years at the Köln Conservatory is a battle to survive the rigors of her training, defend herself against bullying, and hone her gift. Her goal: to become a world-class violinist. Highly recommend this celebration of courage, dedication, and the strength of the human spirit. Five stars!”

	—Laura Taylor, Six-Time Romantic Times Award-Winning Author

	“Set against the backdrop of early twentieth-century Germany, Barbara Thornburgh Carlton immerses us in the world of Marthe Adler, a young violinist determined to break through the rigid walls of the Conservatory and the deeply ingrained prejudices of a society on the brink of change. With vivid imagery, deep empathy, rich historical detail, and a deep understanding of the artistic journey, Carlton weaves a compelling narrative of a young woman determined to make her voice heard. Marthe’s story, rooted in music, resilience, and the pursuit of purpose, will resonate with anyone who has ever fought to carve a path through tradition toward something new.”

	—Will Fedkenheuer, Violinist, Miró Quartet; Artistic Director, Toronto Summer Music Festival

	“Through my musician’s perspective, Barbara Thornburgh Carlton’s epic tale resonates deeply. But this is a universal story of perseverance, set in a beautifully drawn era with empathy, passion and warm humor. Prepare to be drawn in and captivated by Carlton’s vivid imagery and musical sensibility. I cannot recommend it enough!”

	—Aloysia Friedmann, Violinist and Founder of the Orcas Island Chamber Music Festival

	“The Well-Tempered Violinist, Book One of The Gift, is a breathtaking testament to the enduring power of dreams and a young woman’s journey, not just to master an instrument, but to find her voice in a world that often seeks to silence it. Barbara Thornburgh Carlton’s exquisite prose paints a vivid portrait of a world on the brink of change, where the delicate notes of a violin can transcend the struggles of a tumultuous era.

	“This novel is a triumph that will resonate with anyone who has ever dared to pursue a passion against all odds and linger in your heart long after you turn the final page. Highly recommended for anyone who appreciates the beauty of music and the strength of the human spirit.”

	—John Largess, Violist, Miró Quartet

	“Barbara’s Carlton’s formidable epic The Well-Tempered Violinist, Book One of The Gift, begins at the dawn of modernism as young Marthe Adler, a highly talented violinist, struggles to overcome the obstacles blocking on her path toward a deserved world class career. Society’s limits stretch and fall one by one in a groundswell of inevitable change and heroic personal determination.

	“Carlton captures Germany’s highly sophisticated musical life in the early 1900s and weaves in multiple rich characters to reflect the deep-seated conflicts and prejudices of the time with compelling and imaginative storytelling that keeps the reader wanting more.

	“In all, it is a human and universal story. In the same way, music speaks to us all.”

	—Yves Abel, Principal Conductor, San Diego Opera

	“With intimate imagery and sensual sensitivity, Barbara Thornburgh Carlton masterfully weaves a story of grit and grace around the gifted young violinist Marthe Adler. Carlton’s keen awareness of formalities and traditions of early twentieth-century Germany brings vivid historical and musical authenticity to Marthe’s struggles and victories, balanced with the tenderness of human bonds.

	“Heart-warming yet chilling, The Well-Tempered Violinist lives up to its title with each turn of the page.”

	—Lisa Bergman, Classical KING Radio Host and Concert Pianist
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Author’s Note

	In 2014 I discovered chamber music.

	It had, of course, been there all along. I grew up with classical music, but had never experienced chamber music as I did that June on Orcas Island, Washington, when, by pure good luck, a family vacation coincided with a special concert series of the Orcas Island Chamber Music Festival: the Miró Quartet, playing the complete Beethoven string quartets. On a whim, we decided to attend, only to learn the series had been sold out for months. Yet our good luck held: each night by curtain time, cancelled tickets became ours.

	The Miró Quartet’s musicianship was brilliant, Beethoven’s music profound. Together they expressed the full range of human emotion through the intimate transparency of four stringed instruments. We soon learned that a string quartet is a high-wire undertaking without a safety net, and that, among the world’s string quartets, the Miró Quartet ranks with the finest.

	After each concert, OICMF hosted a reception where ordinary people like us, who squeaked in on cancellations and wore hiking clothes to concerts (not having packed anything else), could actually talk with the musicians, a privilege most organizations reserve for major donors. The members of the Miró answered my nightly barrage of questions about their work and their art with endless patience and unfailing grace.

	I was hooked.

	Like Alice in Wonderland, I fell down a magical rabbit hole that first June evening in 2014. But, unlike Alice, I opened a door that led to a world of endless richness and depth, drama and beauty. I learned more about the enormous commitment and discipline required to become a musician. I learned more about women musicians’ historical struggles to gain respect, opportunity, and recognition. One question led to another, and another, and another, and eventually all those questions demanded to become a story. The Gift is the result.

	This story takes place in a real city, in a real country, in real history, all as vivid as I can make them. But it is entirely fictional; though real historical figures may make a cameo appearance from time to time, any resemblance to any real individual of any period is entirely coincidental.

	Barbara Thornburgh Carlton
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	To the people who make everything worthwhile:

	Lauren, who loves to read

	Ian, who loves to make music

	and 
Barry, who has loved me through all of it

	⯌

	And to the Miró Quartet, 
who opened the door: 
(in alphabetical order)

	Daniel Ching, 
Will Fedkenheuer, 
Joshua Gindele, 
John Largess
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Prologue:
The Lost World

	February 1949, Heidelberg

	In the very beginning was the sound, bright and rich, with an edge of darkness.

	I knew it before birth, my mother said, for whenever my father played, I became still in her womb, as if I were mesmerized.

	In the sitting room of our house in Eberlinstrasse, I became the audience, propped with pillows before I could sit up, listening to my father and his friends play string quartets on Saturday nights—for love, he said, not money, for he was a banker, though as a young man he had studied with the famous Schradieck in Hamburg. Later, he told me I never fussed, never had to be removed, but remained transfixed, no matter how rough the music nor how often they repeated it. So perhaps my mother was right.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	The second beginning was my fourth birthday, when my baby sister Anni stuck her fist into my birthday cake when no one was looking and my grandparents gave me a music box that played “Papageno’s Magic Bells” from The Magic Flute, which I listened to until everyone but me was sick of it. Best of all, my father gave me my own small violin and began to teach me its mysteries. First, the names of the strings and their personalities: A, sensible and even-tempered; D, cheerful and impetuous; down to G, serious and thoughtful; up to E, nervous and temperamental, with a tendency to squeak. How to tune them, how to find the notes and make them pure instead of scratchy. He turned exercises and drills into games and improvised harmony to my children’s songs, something different every time. Alle Meine Entchen, All My Ducklings. Bruder Jakob, a round. Kleines Mädchen, Little Girl—my favorite, because it was about me.

	I practiced every afternoon for my evening lesson. Occasionally, with nerves like caterpillars in my stomach, I played for the applause and praise of my father’s friends. I might have thought all children were as docile as myself, if not for Anni. Anni’s temper tantrums, Anni thundering up and down the stairs, Anni meddling with my toys and often breaking them. I couldn’t imagine where my parents had found her, or why. Someday, I thought—preferably soon—she would run off to become a pirate and leave us in peace.

	The pirate would surely come to no good. But I dreamed I would become a famous violinist and lead an exotic and sophisticated life on the concert stages of the world.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	When I outgrew my first violin, Anni inherited it and my father began to teach her—at least, he tried. Anni never practiced and she hated lessons of all kinds. The experiment was short-lived and a spectacular failure.

	I felt horribly smug for weeks.

	My father and I shared a secret language, a world full of treasures where Anni couldn’t stick in her fat little fist and grab anything and where my mother didn’t care to go. A bond grew between us as between two fibers of the same tree, pure and deep.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	On my ninth birthday, he told me I needed more methodical training, by which he meant Frau Buchwald, who lived in the next block and taught violin and piano. I refused. He insisted that she was very nice and liked children.

	She looked as though she liked children, all right—for breakfast.

	“You’ll be fine,” he said. But just to be safe, he bribed me with a new three-quarter size violin.

	In fairness, I never did notice any children go mysteriously missing from our neighborhood, but Frau Buchwald was old and stout and her house smelled of boiled cabbage. No games lightened her endless drills, including basic piano technique, which I disliked. Her annual recitals were terrifying: first the wait, then the ordeal, playing from memory while trying to control shaking hands and sweaty fingers. Last, the reward: punch served in little porcelain cups and tea cakes on tiny old-fashioned plates.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	I had just turned thirteen and graduated to a full size violin when Frau Buchwald told my father I needed an advanced teacher. Again, I protested. By then I played last at recitals and quite liked being the best. Frau Buchwald was never warm and cuddly, but she was familiar and safe. She had not, in the end, eaten me for breakfast.

	“You want to be a great violinist, don’t you?” my father asked.

	My face must have given away my secret.

	“I thought so,” he said. “You need someone strict, but temperament and personality matter, too. You can audition for different teachers and decide on the best fit.”

	“I have to audition?”

	“I mean, you’ll audition each other. You can’t learn from a teacher you dislike. Herr Schradieck was relentlessly demanding, but he never made me feel stupid. I’d have worked my fingers to the bone for him.”

	“Surely that’s not necessary!” my mother snapped. “Music is just a pastime, after all.”

	“It is not!” Mother never did understand me at all.

	“Sarah.” My father never raised his voice, but his tone was firm. “A gift is a gift. Our duty is to nurture it. Where it will take her, who can say?”

	“. . . waste of money,” Mother muttered under her breath, but she said nothing more.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	Herr Jäger, my first audition, was old, terrifying, and expensive and reminded me of a bird of prey. Herr Mendel, my second, was nearly as wide as he was tall and told my father a girl could never master his virtuosic training. Ridiculous, I thought. Surely, he’d heard of Fanny Mendelssohn? And Nannerl Mozart?

	Herr Wilhelm Dietrich, my third, played in the Köln Sinfonia, but he was newly graduated from the Köln Conservatory, so his price was affordable. As for my being a girl, he never once mentioned it. He taught in his flat on Johann-Christoph-Strasse in the Braunsfeld district, not far from our house. Mother forbade me to take the streetcar by myself, or to be alone in his flat with him. So, she went with me every week and waited in his sitting room while I had my lesson and instructions.

	Herr Dietrich, who besides being young was both handsome and single, treated me with formal respect, always Fräulein this, Fräulein that. I wished my mother had more trust in me, so I could begin to abuse it; I thought if she were not so constantly, annoyingly present, Herr Dietrich might fall in love with me. It was both easy and pleasant to imagine my grown-up self married to a handsome professional violinist and I spent quite a lot of time doing it. In truth, I’m sure he was exceedingly grateful for my mother’s stony presence in his sitting room and, to my great regret at the time, he never once overstepped the bounds of propriety, then or later.

	Just as my father had described Schradieck, Herr Dietrich left no imperfection uncorrected. But he was kind. He might address me as an adult, but he knew I wasn’t one, and never betrayed impatience or anger. He was funny, too, which put him a step above old Schradieck in my opinion; my father never mentioned his teacher having a sense of humor. Herr Dietrich approved of the technique Frau Buchwald had hammered into me and only rarely had to touch my hand to correct me. I considered making more mistakes, in hopes of getting more such corrections, but I also wanted to please him; anyway, Mother was always right there, watching. So, I mostly concentrated on doing my best.

	Herr Dietrich had broader horizons than Frau Buchwald and assigned me French, Russian, and Italian pieces. I couldn’t say how, but they were different from German music in some mysterious way. I felt I was playing them only on the surface, as if in their melodies, moods, rhythms, and harmonies, they contained worlds that were hidden from me.

	Then he decided to push me.

	“Every violinist should know how to play the viola,” he said. “Few do, fewer still are good at it. We’ll just drill a few minutes a day on my old one when you’re here.”

	I protested.

	“It was Mozart’s favorite instrument, you know,” he said, opening a battered case and handing me the viola and bow. They felt huge, heavy, and awkward in my hands.

	“Trust me,” he said.

	Of course, I wanted to trust him and I also felt my mother’s stern eyes on my back. I sighed and tried to maneuver the cumbersome thing up under my ear.

	“It will feel odd,” he said—a gross understatement. “But if it’s good enough for Mozart, it’s good enough for us.”

	He explained it. I tried a scale. I couldn’t find a single note. I was afraid I would cry in front of him, then die on the spot of humiliation.

	“That was fine for the first time,” he said. “You learned the fundamentals of the violin so long ago you don’t remember how hard it was, or how long it took. One more time, then we’ll carry on with the rest of your lesson.”

	He drilled me on the viola a bit every week. I grew more comfortable with it over time and even took it home to practice on. But I always felt a wave of relief when I shut it back in its case and returned to the violin.

	At Herr Dietrich’s annual recital, I found myself at the beginning, rather than the end, where I thought I surely belonged—until I heard his other students. Annoyed, but also inspired, I thought, if I practiced hard (and why wouldn’t I, being hopelessly in love, in spite of the viola business?), I would one day play as well as these men, from the teenage boy whose blond hair stubbornly resisted his mother’s attempts to tame it to a distinguished-looking man with gray hair and a massive mustache.

	At least I was relieved to have no romantic competition among Herr Dietrich’s other students.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	My fantasy future crumbled two years later when Herr Dietrich married a woman named Gerda Hoffmann, to whom his mother’s cousin had introduced him at a party. She was kind to me, but in my darkest heart I knew she couldn’t possibly be worthy of him. It took a long, long time for my disillusionment to fade.

	Still, once Frau Dietrich was safely in charge, my mother no longer felt the need to shepherd me across town to every lesson. I’m sure she was happy to be rid of this burdensome chore. I was thrilled, even though my hopes of becoming Frau Dietrich had been brutally dashed to pieces.

	I began to nurture another dream, instead, one that grew from a seed Herr Dietrich himself planted in my head: my road to becoming a famous violinist would lead first of all through four years of training at the Köln Conservatory.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	March 1906, Köln

	Both of these beginnings came before the real one, like the prologue in fiction.

	The third beginning, the real one, is now: a cold March morning a month past my eighteenth birthday, before the grand front door of one of the grandest houses in Köln. Herr Dietrich keeps a firm grip on my elbow, probably to keep me from running away. In my other hand, I carry my violin in its case. This house, on Leopoldstrasse in the heart of the Lindenthal district, belongs to Herr Ferdinand Kurtz, president of the Bank of Köln. My father’s bank.

	Yes. It begins here.

	The violin I carry is my father’s, because he is dead.

	 

	
Before:

	1905–1906

	 

	 

	
1

	Finding Purpose
November 1905–September 1906

	November 1905

	My father was struck down in the street by a horseless carriage.

	Doctor Goldmann could do nothing for him. In desperation, Mother called a rabbi, a stranger to me and a nice enough man, but he could do nothing either, except offer traditional comfort and counsel, neither of which was at all helpful. I never cared much about religion before, but after that I was done with it for good.

	In three days our family’s comfortable life shattered, leaving a widow and two girls with an uncertain future. Mother wailed for days, out of fear, I think, as much as grief. Anni slammed her bedroom door shut so hard that it cracked. She hurled books and who knows what else against it for a solid hour. Only later did I hear her sobbing on the other side of the wall.

	I couldn’t summon the strength to do either.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	I have one year left in secondary school. Anni has three. Our house in Eberlinstrasse isn’t paid off. Within two months it’s sold, including most of the furniture and the piano, and the proceeds invested for us by a friend of my father’s. We move what little is left into a nearby flat at Forty-six Hildegardstrasse whose walls, dressed in ancient wallpaper, breathe out a faded, musty air of benign old age.

	My dream of attending Conservatory suddenly looks as unattainable as the moon.

	Through these suffocating weeks, I still pretend to take violin lessons. I arrive, make some wretched attempt, and end up in a blubbering heap on the floor. Frau Dietrich steps in at these times, although she’s pregnant with her first child and feels chronically ill. Not so long ago I’d have been jealous. But now, as she sits with her arm around me week after week on the little sofa where my mother used to sit, she feels more like an older, wiser friend than the wife of my teacher. Herr Dietrich, for his part, quietly withdraws to the bedroom, there being no other place in their flat to withdraw to, and shuts the door to wait out the hour.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	“Marthe. Listen to me.”

	It’s been five weeks. Gerda’s voice is gentle. “Everyone grieves sometimes. It’s natural, essential. It won’t last forever. You’ll always miss your father—I know I miss mine—”

	“Your father—?”

	“Six years ago. An accident. I won’t go into it. But I’ve been where you are. Trust me. You’ll miss him, but I promise he’ll come to live within you. Someday, you’ll begin to feel alive again. Your ability will return. When it does, you’ll continue to grow as an artist, deeper, because you’ve known grief, and higher, because he’ll walk beside you. You must persevere. Wil and I have discussed this. He says he’ll teach you without charge, if necessary, when you’re able to pick yourself up and carry on. And then—”

	“He can’t do that! You’re going to have a baby!” Even in my self-absorbed haze, I can’t believe he would do something so foolish.

	Gerda studies me with a small, quizzical smile.

	“He’s determined that you not give up,” she says. “Now, with the terrible loss you’ve had and the challenges any artist faces, especially a woman, it may seem an easy choice. Quit, let the violin go, think of it as something you used to do, irrelevant to your life as an adult. Put it away in a closet, find some other path through life. Like freezing to death. Give up, go to sleep. Be honest, you’ve thought it, haven’t you?”

	“Yes,” I mutter, not looking her in the eye. “What’s the point? There’s no place for a woman violinist, except teaching beginners. Like Frau Buchwald. And—no, thank you.”

	“I’ll leave the professional counseling to the professional,” she says. “I’ll only say that even I, and I’m no musician, can tell your gift is extraordinary. And the more extraordinary the gift, the more dedication is required—from you and from your teachers—to bring it to its highest level.”

	A gift is a gift, my father said. I don’t believe in gifts anymore.

	“When I was small, my father and I used to go on long Sunday walks through the parks around Köln,” Gerda says. “I liked autumn best, when you could kick the leaves and see the colors of the sky though the bare branches of trees. He taught me the names of all the plants. We planned the garden we would have one day. The flowers we’d plant along little brick paths, a cherry tree in each corner, a sundial in the center. A huge oak for shade, with branches big enough to hang a swing from. In summer we would sit on the swing in the shade of the oak, smell the flowers, and watch the shadow progress around the sundial. We lived in a flat, you see. The garden was always in our imagination.”

	I try not to sniffle.

	“For months after the accident, I couldn’t look at a park, or a garden. I could hardly go out. It was the first autumn, I think, when I saw bare branches in the Rheinpark and through them the spires of the cathedral across the river, that I first heard his voice.” She’s speaking more to herself than to me, but her arm is still firmly around my shoulders. “It said, Look, sweetheart, isn’t it beautiful? And the smell of leaf mould, and cooling earth . . . all the things we used to notice together. It was such a quiet feeling. Melancholy, yes, but also alive, touching so many things at once. I felt so close to him, where before he had felt so far away. Since then, he’s stayed close by me, especially when I’m outdoors . . .” Her voice trails off.

	“I hope to take our baby for long walks in the parks,” she says finally. “Teach him the names of plants and see if my father’s voice will speak through mine sometimes. And someday I will have a garden and we’ll plant things together in it. That’s my dream, anyway.” She smiles a quick, self-conscious smile, having perhaps revealed more of herself than she meant to.

	“It’s a wonderful dream,” I say. “You’ll do it, I know you will.”

	The doorbell rings. It’s time for the boy with the untamable blond hair. I ask Gerda to tell Herr Dietrich I’ll do better next time and I try to leave without letting my fellow student see my face. I’m sure he thinks I’m terribly rude.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	Later I remember the neglected garden behind our house in Eberlinstrasse. No one’s soul was ever soothed there. It was no one’s dream. My mother grew vegetables in it, nothing more.

	I wish the Dietrichs could have bought our house, and in that unloved bit of earth Gerda could bring to life the dream she and her father cherished. I wish her child could grow up to run along the brick paths she would lay there among the flowers she would plant; climb the cherry trees she would nurture in its corners to reach their ripening fruit; devour cherries, red juice dribbling down the front of dirt-encrusted clothes, while swinging on the wooden seat hanging from her spreading oak as the summer sun slowly cast its lengthening shadow across the sundial she would place to mark its heart.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	March 1906

	My real recovery begins two months after we move, when my mother says one day while I’m trying to practice, “Why are you playing that old thing? Take your father’s violin, for heaven’s sake. He told you to, remember? If you’re not going to use it, I’ll sell it. Go on, make some space in the closet! Or I just might.”

	He did tell me this, in one of his last lucid moments. Play it, he said. Don’t let her sell it. Promise! I promised, but after we moved, I didn’t touch it. I couldn’t bear to.

	But Mother’s threat frightens me. I dig the case out at once from the shelf where I stuffed it during the move and take it into my room for safekeeping. The next day, I take a few deep breaths and open it.

	My father’s violin nestles in its fitted black lining, waiting. Its red-amber wood glows in the dim light of my room. A fresh wave of raw emotion washes over me. When I pull myself together enough to lift it out of the case, it feels warm in my hands and seems to vibrate, as if making sound is more natural to it than being silent.

	One of the last things he ever touched. If he’s anywhere, he is here, in his beloved violin. The bond between them wasn’t one-sided, I’m sure of it. He sometimes said a fine instrument remembers the hands that play it, as the wood remembers the tree it came from.

	The unknown luthier who made this violin believed that, too. He paid homage to the tree in a way I’ve never seen on any other violin. Down the center of the scroll, between the flutes, he carved in low relief a tiny pattern of maple leaves, to honor the wood from which the back, at least, was most likely made. The carving is so delicate it might easily be overlooked, but it always fascinated me, for the luthier’s gift of imagination, the skill of his hand in the carving.

	I run my finger over the leaves. Their familiarity gives me a little confidence. The strings are still good. It hasn’t been so long, really. I tune them, take my time, rosin the bow. Finally, feeling scared, I raise my father’s violin to my shoulder for the first time and draw his bow across the open A.

	Bright and rich, with a dark edge. Memories flood into my head. Images. Sounds. Only after I regain a bit of self-control do I try again. I play several scales, the timbre of every note so beautifully and terribly familiar. A kind of calm settles over me. My father becomes present in some way I don’t understand and he and I proceed to play music on his violin together. The next day I put away my old violin, the inexpensive one he gave me before I started with Herr Dietrich. I have no idea what happened to it after that.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	Herr Dietrich approves of my father’s violin. He says the sound suits my personality. I begin to make progress. As I approach my last term in secondary school, he starts pushing me to apply to the Köln Conservatory. I dreamed of this for years, yet now I doubt myself. We can’t afford it. And why bother, when no orchestra will ever hire a woman, gift or no gift?

	At the end of my last lesson before the spring holiday, Gerda, now nearly seven months pregnant, walks in and sits down heavily on the sofa.

	“Wil tells me you’re being obstinate about applying to Conservatory for next year,” she says. She knows this already, of course. She’s generally home and their flat is very small.

	“Obstinate? Realistic. I have no future there.”

	“You certainly won’t know that unless you try it.”

	“Why should I?”

	“You have other plans?”

	“No. I’ve had other things to think about.”

	“What will you do, then? Get married?”

	“Do you know anyone who’s looking?”

	“Be serious. This is the modern age. No one has any guarantee of marriage at all.”

	“You did.”

	“Didn’t you know? I’m a nurse. I worked two shifts a week at the hospital until two months ago. Every woman today, married or not, should have some means to support herself. If you want to go into nursing, I’ll help you get started. Or you could become a schoolteacher. Or work in your father’s bank. All honorable professions for women. But you know you belong in Conservatory.”

	I saw enough of nurses in three days to last me a lifetime. And teaching school . . . I like my teachers, but that path holds no charm for me. The bank? No. But—

	“What’s the point? They probably don’t even admit women. And if I finish, no orchestra will hire me. Because I’m a woman. The same old problem.”

	“The Conservatory has admitted women students for several years,” Herr Dietrich says. “I had six in my class ten years ago. And women faculty. As to career opportunities, that is changing.”

	“Hmph.”

	“Well, slowly. But it is. A few orchestras around Europe include women. Not many yet, and not here, but there’ll be more. And there are other opportunities besides orchestras, you know. A solo career, say. Teaching, I might say from personal experience, despite its, ahem, occasional headaches, can be exceedingly rewarding. And a decent living.”

	I think of Frau Buchwald. “I don’t want to teach children.”

	“My dear,” he says with exaggerated patience, “without Conservatory training, that is precisely whom you will spend your life teaching.”

	“Anyway, I can’t pay for it,” I say.

	“Ah!” he says. “That reminds me. Just this week I heard about a Conservatory scholarship that seems tailored precisely for you.”

	“Scholarship?” I say as if I’d never heard the word before.

	“The Bank of Köln set it up. Your father’s bank. For music students who are children of its employees. Living or otherwise—the employees, that is, not the children. Full tuition. You’d only have to pay your expenses.” Is it my imagination, or is he blushing ever so slightly?

	“I never heard of anything like that before,” I say.

	“I believe it’s new,” he says. “And in good time. Three or four of your current pieces would be suitable for Conservatory and scholarship auditions. The Schubert, the Mozart, the Spohr. We’ll polish them over the next month. You might as well apply, anyway. Nothing to lose. Everything to gain.”

	“If you get in, you can always say no,” Gerda says in a reasonable tone. “And then I’ll put you in touch with the nursing superintendent at the hospital.”

	I open my mouth to raise another objection. But I can’t think of one. A tiny bit of my old ambition, still warm under the banked ashes of months of turmoil, flares back to life. Maybe there’s a chance I could—Herr Dietrich seems to think so, but—expenses—

	“Oh, and another thing,” Herr Dietrich says. “I have a student for you.”

	They both laugh at my startled expression.

	“A member of the Sinfonia Board of Directors asked me to find him a young woman violinist to teach his daughter,” he explains. “She’s fifteen and being raised the old-fashioned way, all governesses and private tutors and so on.”

	“Ridiculous way to raise a modern girl, even a rich one,” Gerda snorts. “It ought to be illegal.”

	“I gather it’s her career destiny to become a society matron,” he says. “Like her mother. Throw large parties, wear the latest fashions, that sort of thing. Still, to her credit, she wants to learn to play the violin. I told Herr Kurtz I have an extremely talented student—and discreet, which is even more important—who will fit the bill nicely. He’s commanded us to come to his home at ten o’clock next Saturday morning so the family can interview you. Be here by nine-thirty and we’ll walk over together so I can fill you in on the way. Wear your best dress.”

	“So the family can interview me? The whole family?”

	“The girl’s parents. You don’t suppose she’s allowed to choose for herself, do you?”

	Gerda makes a disgusted face. I laugh, in spite of myself.

	The doorbell rings. The untamable-haired boy is late. I wonder if that was by arrangement.

	“See you Saturday at nine-thirty, then,” Herr Dietrich says as he gets up to answer the door.

	“Er—”

	“Best dress, remember,” Gerda says.

	“Right,” I say.

	I spend the entire streetcar ride home trying to sort out what just happened. Somehow, I might have a student to teach and a chance to go to Conservatory after all. For more understanding than that, I guess I’ll just have to wait and see.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	Saturday morning is cold but unusually fine for March: a pale early spring sun, crisp early spring air. Herr Dietrich and I walk past blocks of shops and flats and through a couple of parks into Lindenthal, the domain of bankers and their wealthiest clients, where every mansion we pass is bigger and more ostentatious than the one before.

	“Herr Kurtz is president of the Bank of Köln,” Herr Dietrich says.

	“The scholarship sponsor?”

	“The same. Madame Kurtz—”

	“Madame?”

	“Madame is French. Herr Kurtz told me most emphatically she detests being called ‘Frau Kurtz,’ or even ‘Herrin.’ Says it sounds dumpy. She sticks to ‘Madame’. As you should also.”

	“Does she speak German?”

	“Oh, yes. Madame is very prominent in Köln society. Gives and attends the best parties, shops in Paris. I gather she’s raising Katerina in the same mold. A pity, really. Gerda can be a bit militant at times, but she’s right—a modern girl should be educated to do more than entertain.”

	“They sound dreadful!”

	“Herr Kurtz is actually quite decent, for someone as rich as he is. You won’t see much of him—very busy man and all that. Madame is in charge at home and very sure of her position, I would say.”

	“You’ve met her?”

	“At Sinfonia events. Attractive, but, well, French.” As if being French speaks for itself. “I have complete confidence in your ability to charm her and everyone else, or I wouldn’t have recommended you.”

	“Why aren’t they hiring you?”

	“A male music teacher for a wealthy, overprotected teenage girl? Surely, you’re joking. As it is, Madame will likely observe your lessons for some time, until she comes to trust you. But they’ll pay you well.”

	“I keep forgetting that. How much should I ask for?”

	“If they give you a chance to ask, I’d say twenty marks per hour lesson. But I doubt they will. And they won’t haggle. Their offer will be a good one. You can accept it.”

	I begin to wonder if any amount of money could be worth dealing with a spoiled rich teenager and her Gorgon mother.

	“You are absolutely capable of this. Gerda and I have complete faith in you. I’ve met Katerina. She’s young for her age, having been ridiculously sheltered, but quite charming. Sweet, even. Her circumstances aren’t her fault, you know. She wears her status gently, as her father does. You’ll see. Here we are!”

	We turn in at the largest and grandest mansion yet, with Greek columns gracing the porch and a vast front door with stained-glass panels on either side. The front walk passes between formal arrays of still-dormant flower beds ringed with little hedges, perfectly trimmed, and a single small, bare willow tree perfectly centered on each side. A garden for standing up straight in. I try to ignore my pounding heart.

	“Ready, then?” Herr Dietrich gives me a jaunty smile, which I don’t manage to return, and taps the brass door knocker three times.

	We wait.

	At last footsteps click inside. The door opens enough to reveal a severe-looking woman in a black dress.

	“Herr Dietrich and Fräulein Adler to see Madame and Fräulein Kurtz,” he says.

	“Wait here,” the woman says as she turns away, leaving us on the porch.

	“Very smooth,” I say.

	“Dealing with the Sinfonia Board teaches one a great deal about rich people,” he says.

	“I’m not sure I want to know.”

	“Just be your charming, unaffected self. You’ll have them eating out of your hand,” he says. “Well, maybe not immediately. But soon.”

	More clicking footsteps. The stone-faced housekeeper returns.

	“This way,” she says.

	We follow her into a large entry hall where a stairway with an elaborate wrought iron railing curves up to the second floor, then through a door at the left into a lavishly furnished sitting room containing scarcely a single straight line. Carpets and upholstery swirl with vines, leaves, and flowers in greens and golds. Every lampshade is a mosaic of stained glass. Carved wood trim curves around the top of every door and window. I feel as though I’ve walked into a jungle made of wood, cloth, and glass. A handsome parlor grand piano, which looks as if it gets very little use, stands in one corner.

	“You may sit here,” the housekeeper says, indicating two small bentwood chairs. She closes the door behind her as she leaves for more important business.

	We wait for what feels like a long time. Herr Dietrich appears quite relaxed, but he’s not the one being examined. I try to distract myself by studying the room.

	“All the rage in Paris, I hear,” Herr Dietrich says.

	“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I say.

	“Nor I,” he says.

	Finally, footsteps sound in the entry. Madame Kurtz sails into the room with Katerina in her wake. Madame is as tall as Herr Dietrich, with pale blonde hair piled on top of her head and a light blue silk morning dress over a high-necked ivory-colored blouse covered with lace. Katerina, behind her, is similarly dressed, but her blonde hair is pulled simply back into a single plait.

	“Herr Dietrich.”

	“Good morning, Madame. May I introduce my pupil, Fräulein Marthe Adler.”

	I can feel Madame judging my hair, my clothes, my features. Her cool glance slides to my violin case, which looks even more battered than usual in this luxurious room.

	“Fräulein.” She doesn’t smile. “Katerina, sit over there.”

	Katerina sits, studying me with evident interest. I try a small smile, which she returns.

	“How long have you studied violin, Fräulein?”

	“Fourteen years, Madame. My father was my first teacher.”

	“And how long with Herr Dietrich?”

	“Five years, Madame.”

	“You are in the Conservatory, I’m told?”

	“I—ah—hope to attend next year, Madame. I plan to apply and also apply for the new scholarship.” I color slightly, not daring to look at Herr Dietrich.

	“I did not know the Conservatory accepts women.”

	“Herr Dietrich assures me it does, Madame, and has for some time.”

	“Do you consider yourself capable at the instrument?”

	What a question!

	“I have much yet to learn, of course. But I am capable now, yes.”

	I feel like an actress, playing the role of a capable violinist.

	“You can teach a beginner?”

	“Of course, Madame.” Is she trying to insult me, or is she always like this?

	“What method will you use?”

	“My own training in the Wandel Method was very effective, Madame. The books are available at every violin shop. They cover basic exercises, theory, and easy student pieces. Very step-by-step.”

	“This meets your approval, Herr Dietrich?”

	“Of course,” he says.

	“Herr Dietrich has assured us of your skill,” Madame continues. “He has also commended your discretion. I insist on discretion. The position of our family in this city will allow for no breaches of trust. None. You understand this?”

	“Yes, Madame.” I wonder how many skeletons are buried under these parquet floors.

	“Parlez-vous Français?”

	“Un peu, Madame. I am much better at German, of course.”

	“You are a Jew?”

	“It is my heritage, yes.”

	“I will have no Yiddish spoken here. Is that understood?”

	“Yes, Madame.” Especially since I don’t speak it. But I can see what she is.

	“Good. I suppose you can’t help the circumstances of your birth.”

	I say nothing.

	“Your father is dead, I believe?”

	“He died last year.”

	“I am sorry to hear it.” Her tone conveys no sympathy.

	I risk a look beyond her to Katerina, whose pale cheeks have turned pink.

	“We have purchased Katerina a violin. Katerina—” Katerina suddenly sits up straighter “—go and get it. We will see if Fräulein Adler approves.”

	Katerina leaves the room. Madame glances out the window to the front walk.

	“Ah. Herr Kurtz is back.” I hear the front door open and close and a heavy step in the entry. The next moment a large man in a dark suit fills the doorway.

	“Hello, my dear. Ah, Dietrich. So good of you to come by. This must be Fräulein Adler. Very pleased to meet you! I understand we shall be hearing great things from you at Conservatory next year.” He kisses his wife on the cheek, shakes Herr Dietrich’s hand and then to my surprise shakes my hand also. His smile seems completely genuine, as if we’re the high point of his morning.

	“Have I missed the conversation, then? My apologies. The usual Saturday morning tiny tempest at the bank. We’re like the swans, you know. We glide serenely above the water, but below it we’re always paddling furiously—ah, hello, sweetheart. You’ve brought your new violin to show the professionals, I see. I should probably have consulted you before, Dietrich, but I went over to Karol’s Violins in the Hauptstrasse and he assured me this one was the best in store. Let’s have it out, sweetheart, and take a look at it.”

	Katerina lifts the violin out of its old-fashioned case and hands it to Herr Dietrich, who inspects it closely, nods, and hands it to me.

	“What do you think, Fräulein?” he asks.

	I think this old violin is gorgeous, that’s what I think. Its wood is a lustrous golden color; the book-matched seam on its back is perfect. Its scroll, I note with perverse pride, is carved in the traditional, ordinary pattern. I wonder how much it cost.

	“It’s exquisite,” I say. “Do you know its provenance?”

	“Karol said it was late eighteenth century, German-made. I suppose he would know.”

	“He would,” Herr Dietrich says.

	I glance at Herr Dietrich. He nods imperceptibly.

	“May I try it?” I ask.

	Katerina hands me the bow. I tune and test, adjust the bow’s tension and draw across the open A string. The note reverberates through the sitting room, bright and sweet, and is quickly absorbed by all the upholstery. Herr Dietrich’s face mirrors my own thrill at the beauty of its tone. I play a scale. An arpeggio. A few bars of my Mozart sonata.

	“It’s all right, then?” Herr Kurtz rocks forward on his feet, as if he’s eager to get on with things.

	“It’s more than all right, Herr Kurtz,” I say. “It’s magnificent.”

	“Oh, excellent!” he says. “I’ll tell old Karol next time I’m in the Hauptstrasse. The professionals approve. I love music, you know, but I never played an instrument myself. My talent seems to lie in underwriting orchestras. Never mind. Art takes money. It’s a fact of life. But I’m glad Katerina has an interest. I’m sure she’ll learn well from you, Fräulein.”

	Madame Kurtz clears her throat. “We covered everything but the price,” she says.

	“Ah. Of course. Fräulein, we’re prepared to pay you thirty marks per hour lesson. I trust that’s satisfactory?”

	“Thirty—er, yes, that will be more than satisfactory.”

	“And we can begin next Saturday at this same time, if that suits you.”

	“I can begin this morning, if you would like me to.”

	“Very generous! But next Saturday will be superb.”

	“As you wish,” I say.

	“Well then. Have we missed anything? No? Then we’ll see you out and let you get on with your day.”

	I return the violin and bow to the case and step back. Katerina catches my eye, smiles at me and latches the case. As Madame sweeps imperiously past her, I hear her say in a low voice, “Clean it.”

	“Yes, Mamá,” Katerina says.

	They ascend the curving stair with the ornate railing to the second floor. Herr Kurtz sees us to the front door himself and waves us out, all smiles.

	Herr Dietrich and I are busily dissecting the interview on our walk back to his flat when I realize that my new pupil did not speak one word to me the entire time we were there.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	“Bourgeois!” Anni sniffs that evening at dinner.

	“Language, Anni!” Mother says.

	“All right, filthy rich, pretentious bourgeois,” Anni says. I’m sure she has no idea what it means.

	“The other two were nice, though,” I say.

	“Give thanks for small favors, then. Snobs like her run the world,” she says with the confident certainty of a sheltered fourteen-year-old.

	“I hope I can just ignore her,” I say.

	“And aren’t you doing those Conservatory auditions soon?” Anni says. “Same problem, different faces. The admissions committee will be a lineup of arrogant old fossils. They’ll sneer down their noses at you, because you have the gall—” she glances at Mother, who seems for the moment to have given up “—to say, ‘I’m as good as anyone else. I deserve to be here.’ What right have they got to look down on you? None! You take Papa’s violin in there and blow the suspenders off them. That’s my advice.”

	“Nothing to it,” I say, wondering when Anni turned into such a firebrand. Her outlook and vocabulary will get her into trouble one of these days, and not just with our mother.

	But later I think about what she said and I realize she’s right. I deserve a chance, both to prove I can teach Katerina Kurtz and to prove I belong in the Conservatory, starting with two approaching auditions: one to get in and the other for the Bank of Köln scholarship.

	In truth, I’d be more apprehensive about these auditions if I hadn’t just endured my interview with Madame Kurtz. The self-pity I’d permitted myself to wallow in begins to give way to a slow-burning anger. Over the next weeks, fanned by Anni’s outburst, anger begins to scorch its way into my playing.

	Herr Dietrich notices and is pleased, whether or not he suspects the source.

	If I can hold onto that anger until my auditions in July, I’ll be ready.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	April 1906

	True to Herr Dietrich’s prediction, I give Katerina her first Saturday lessons with Madame Kurtz sitting stiffly on an uncomfortable-looking chair with a very high back, observing our proceedings like a well-dressed vulture. She’s quiet, at least, doing embroidery, thumbing through a fashion magazine, or writing notes in a little book, which I assume is for policing Katerina when she practices. I wonder if all of the girl’s other tutors are kept under such scrutiny, or if it’s a special privilege reserved just for me.

	Our lessons don’t take place in the opulent sitting room where I had my interview, but in a smaller sitting room just behind it, equipped with simpler furniture, a second parlor grand piano, and French windows overlooking a large, immaculately landscaped rear garden just beginning to show signs of life. I can’t look at it without thinking of Gerda.

	Katerina is an attentive pupil. No doubt conscious of her mother hovering in the background, she doesn’t speak conversationally, but only asks questions. Intelligent questions, I’m happy to see. She may be overindulged and undereducated, but she’s far from stupid. However, as I suspected would happen, she doesn’t practice much between lessons, so her progress is slow. The first sounds any beginner makes on a violin, even one as magnificent as hers, are demoralizing, to say the least, and besides, I gather her social calendar is quite demanding. Still, her smile and her voice are always warm and friendly.

	Herr Dietrich’s other prediction fails: Madame will not eat out of my hand, not in this world or the next. She remains as cold as stone and barely looks at me as I enter and leave.

	I wonder if she has the little sitting room disinfected after each of my visits.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	July 1906

	The jury of old fossils at my audition contains a surprise: two of the six are women. I can barely see them past the footlights at the edge of the stage in the Conservatory’s main recital hall, but I tell myself it’s a good sign; maybe this world is not as monolithic as I feared. Herr Dietrich has driven me like a racehorse until I’m as prepared as I can possibly be. My nerves, however, are wound tighter than they’ve ever been, accompanied by a large colony of caterpillars, several hundred of which have been crawling around in my stomach ever since breakfast.

	I know these caterpillars well. They’ve accompanied every recital I’ve ever played, right back to my father’s friends. Today, they’ve brought along a lot of their relatives, so many I wonder how my stomach even has room for all of them. I breathe deeply, the way Herr Dietrich taught me, and take my time getting my balance centered, willing myself to become still.

	It works, not as well as I dared to hope, but a lot better than it might have. My pieces aren’t perfect, but I don’t make any real flub until I’m well into them, so I’m able to recover and go on. They allow me to play all three all the way through, a good sign, then they thank me and I leave. My caterpillars and I come back a week later. Feeling slightly more confident because I’ve already done it once, I play my three pieces again for the Bank of Köln scholarship, not with fewer mistakes, but with different ones. I have no idea if I played well enough. I try to put the whole business out of my mind.

	Naturally, that doesn’t work.

	Two weeks after that, when I return home from teaching Katerina, I find three letters waiting for me on the kitchen table. One contains a birth announcement for Thomas Wilhelm Dietrich, born in late June. My heart begins to race when I see the emblem of the Conservatory on the other two.

	When my shaking hands finally manage to slit the envelopes, one letter informs me of my acceptance and the other congratulates me on my Bank of Köln scholarship, covering full tuition for four years. I sink into a kitchen chair and stare at them, rereading first one, then the other. It takes me several readings to comprehend them. I’d scarcely dared to allow myself to hope for admittance, let alone the scholarship. It seemed impossible. And yet it has happened.

	I’m going to have my chance.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	For two days I feel euphoric and weightless. As reality sinks in I begin to feel heavier, until by the end of the week my euphoria yields to anxiety and weightlessness to dread. I resort to giving myself stern daily lectures in the mirror in an attempt to keep my determination from slipping.

	I can hardly imagine what the old fossils threw at the foolhardy first woman to attend the Köln Conservatory, or what courage she must have had, but she did it, and if she did it, I can follow her example. I must expect opposition. I will overcome it. Challenges. I will meet them. Setbacks. I will persevere. I will not, I tell myself in the mirror, under any circumstances, let Herr Dietrich down.

	Whatever the Conservatory throws at me, I will endure.
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	Fall, September 1906
 

	Monday morning.

	Above the bustling traffic of Mecklenburgstrasse, the huge front doors of the Köln Conservatory stand open. Students laden with instrument cases and shoulder bags surge past me up a broad flight of stairs and disappear through them as I pause at the bottom, case in hand, bag slung over my shoulder, trying to fire up my determination hot enough to temper my nerves.

	Every other new student feels the same way, I tell myself, and always has.

	I paid more attention than usual to my appearance today, not that there’s much to be done with it. Other than my one good dress, which I wore to my auditions, I have two dresses to choose from, so I chose the less-worn one, and my less-worn shoes, and I wrestled with my hair until my bun didn’t have too many ends sticking out. I brought neither hat nor coat—less to carry. Soon enough the weather will turn and I won’t have a choice.

	In the foyer I join a sea of young men filing into the recital hall. Many stare at me, most with frank curiosity, a few (is it only because I expect it?) with something like resentment.

	I tell myself to get used to it.

	Inside the hall I spot a cluster of young women down in one corner. I feel the heat of dozens of pairs of men’s eyes trained on me as I walk with what I hope looks like confidence down the steps toward them. I think of Madame Kurtz and hold my head high, though not so high as to risk falling.

	“Hello!” the woman nearest me says as I sit down. “Are you the first-year?”

	“Yes,” I say.

	“We heard there was only going to be one,” she says. “I’m Rosamunde Apfelbaum. Call me Ros. Second-year, cello. My brother Felix is starting, too. That’s him, down in front, the tall one with dark hair. You’ll be playing ensemble with Berit and me.” She taps the woman next to her, who is talking to the woman on her other side.

	“Berit. Here’s the new girl. Er—?”

	“Marthe Adler,” I say. “Violin.”

	“Damn,” Berit says. “I mean, welcome and all, but I was really hoping for a violist. Or a pianist. We spent last fall’s ensemble having to borrow Käthe—down there with the red hair—for trios. She’s a year ahead, but the only woman violist we have, so she’s always in demand.”

	“There must be plenty of violists here,” I say, looking around.

	“Men, playing with women?” Berit sounds amused. “God, the horror! The pillars would crack and the roof would fall in! It’s scandalous enough that we have classes together. No, no, my dear, you step back in time when you enter the portals of the Conservatory.”

	“To the Dark Ages,” Ros says. “We begged the faculty last year. Got nowhere. Never mind that we all grew up playing at home with brothers and fathers. At least, I did.”

	“And uncles and cousins,” Berit says. “But at least the rule keeps things simple.”

	“Well, I sort of play viola.” It’s not a complete lie, thanks to Herr Dietrich’s insistent drilling, just a wild exaggeration.

	“No piano, then?” Berit says.

	“Only a little,” I say, wondering if it’s too late to go back to Frau Buchwald.

	“Never mind,” she says. “Here they come.”

	In the general applause as the faculty file onto the stage, I feel a hard thunk on my back. I turn around to see a thin young man with blond hair and a very expensive suit in the seat behind me. He kicks the back of my seat again.

	“Do you mind?” I say under cover of the noise.

	“Not a bit, Fräulein,” he says with a big smile. He elbows his seatmate and they both laugh. “Better pay attention, Fräulein,” he says, pointing to the stage as the applause ends.

	I glance at Ros, but she’s watching the stage and hasn’t seen.

	I recognize the two women faculty members from my auditions.

	“The taller one is Professorin Wolff,” Ros whispers. “She teaches women string players and pianists, very occasionally advanced male students, and she’s assistant provost. You’ll get to know the Wolff very well and good luck ahead of time. The other is Professorin Hensel. She teaches women wind players.” Ros points to a pair of twins sitting at the end of our row with identical plaits rolled up into buns. “She’s a bit more honey than vinegar. Or so they say.”

	Good luck ahead of time, is it? I study Professorin Wolff while the provost makes his speech. A stern face dominated by a pair of straight, dark eyebrows. Dark hair parted in the center and pulled severely back into a bun, a hairstyle many years past its prime. An equally severe dark gray dress. Professorin Hensel, plump and gray-haired, looks significantly more cheerful, but, as my father used to say, never judge character by appearance.

	The provost’s welcome is long, but not very exciting. Every time there is applause, the young man behind me kicks my seat again. Ros and Berit don’t notice. I feel my face flushing with the effort to ignore the anger building in my chest.

	Finally, the greeting is over. We’re dismissed to our first classes and Conservatory begins.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	My earliest days are consumed with trying to learn my way around the Conservatory’s maze of corridors and stairwells, from the common room and lockers on the ground floor to the classrooms on the second; from the faculty studios on the third floor to the practice rooms in the basement.

	The first thing I learn is that in this entire labyrinth, there is no toilet assigned to women, not even near the common room. There is exactly one such facility in the entire place, namely the public one near the foyer by the recital hall. It’s large enough, to be sure, designed for the usual rush at intermissions, but it’s a several-minute walk from wherever I happen to be during breaks, which are never quite long enough. Welcome to the world of men, I think, as I plan my day around these expeditions.

	Most of my fellow first-years seem pleasant enough. I struggle to remember names, though they all seem to know mine by the first afternoon. Some keep their distance, whether out of shyness or resentment I can’t tell. One, the same young man who kept kicking my chair at the Welcome, flirts with me every time he sees me. He has a wildly inflated idea of his own charm and I don’t like him. I’m carefully polite to him, but give him only minimal responses.

	Our first classes plunge headlong into theory, ear training, and history. Wherever I sit, this same young man, whose name, according to the roll call, is Reinhold von Marburg, slides into a seat behind me as the lesson begins and kicks the back of my chair anytime he can do it without being caught. I ask him to stop. He just laughs. He seems to enjoy tormenting me in class as much as he enjoys flirting with me in the corridors. After the third day, I realize I need a strategy, short of sitting in the very back row.

	So, the next time he sits down behind me, I turn to the young man next to me and say, “I’m so sorry, I’ve just realized I can’t see over this fellow in front of me. Would you mind trading places with me?”

	He says, “Of course not,” and we switch seats. It takes just long enough that by the time we’re settled, the professor has begun lecturing about the Greek Modes, or perfect fifths, or whatever, and no more switching of seats is possible. It works. I make a habit of it. As a bonus, when my seatmate is quite tall, I suspect that Reinhold von Marburg, who is not, might have some difficulty seeing the chalkboard on which the Greek Modes or perfect fifths are being explained.

	Quite often, whether by coincidence or not, my tall, friendly seatmate turns out to be Ros’s brother, Felix Apfelbaum.

	The professors fall into three camps. Some, mostly younger ones, treat me exactly like everyone else. Some ignore me entirely. A few put me front and center, call on me often, ask me the most difficult questions, try to embarrass me. At such times, I remember my anger at the contempt of Madame Kurtz and further back to Herr Mendel’s patronizing disdain. Eventually, I come to think of it not as anger, but as fire.

	I burn a mountain of fire in my early days at Conservatory, but I persevere.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	Wednesday morning.

	Nothing about my first visit to the studio of Professorin Wolff suggests that it will become any kind of refuge within the hard world of the Conservatory.

	“May I inspect your violin?” she says when I walk in. The words suggest a polite request, but the tone is a command. I open my case and hand it over. She examines it minutely from one end to the other, frowns at the decorated scroll, takes it over to the window to peer inside. I wait, afraid she’s about to tell me I have to buy another violin, which of course I can’t.

	“What is its provenance?”

	“It belonged to my father, Professorin,” I say. “He studied in Hamburg, with Schradieck. Before that, I don’t know.”

	“Schradieck? He played professionally, then?”

	“No, Professorin, only as an amateur. For love, not money, he said.”

	“Ah.”

	She hands it back to me.

	“The bow.” I hand it over.

	She examines it just as minutely, then returns it. “No doubt you are aware of this,” she says, “but it is rare to find an embellished instrument of this extraordinary quality.”

	“Emb—?”

	“The scroll,” she says. “The instrument is unsigned, which is also odd, but I was struck by its tone in your audition. Bright and resonant, with a dark edge. A perfect second violin for ensemble work. Your bow, on the other hand, is quite good, make no mistake, fine for now and for a long time to come. But it is not of quite the same quality as the instrument. Someday, you may wish to replace it.”

	“I’ll remember that, Professorin,” I say, though it seems a singularly useless and unaffordable piece of information.

	“In the distant future,” she says.

	“Yes, Professorin.”

	She hands me a score, a Ludwig Spohr sonata. “Sight-read,” she says.

	I’m not good at sight-reading. Even though the sonata is fairly straightforward, I have a difficult time. I expect at any moment she’ll stop me, maybe throw me out of her studio, but she lets me flounder through it.

	We move on to several exercises, all of which lie at the outer edges of my ability. By the time my lesson is over, I’m exhausted and have a low opinion of my prospects for survival.

	“Have the Spohr first movement by next week,” she says by way of dismissal, “and the exercises.”

	“Yes, Professorin.” I pack up, feeling like a used dishcloth, but still determined to be pleasant. I spot a photograph on the Professorin’s desk, a portrait of a young woman in clothing of forty years ago who bears some resemblance to the Professorin herself. I admire it and inquire who it is.

	“Perhaps one day I will tell you,” the Professorin snaps. “Good day.”

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	Wednesday afternoon.

	Among the men, Fall term chamber ensembles involve complex negotiations, but for the women it’s simple. The woodwind and piano students work together and the four third- and fourth-year string players have the luck to form a quartet: Magde Oberländer, first violin; Hildreth von Prinzenburg, second violin—which chafes her no end, Ros says, but Magde has seniority, so Hildreth must bide her time; the ever-in-demand Käthe Lagersdorf, viola; and on cello, Ursula Wagner, who claims distant kinship with the composer Richard Wagner, although she’s apparently never produced any actual proof.

	That leaves Berit, Ros and me to play trios. I expect one for two violins and cello, since that’s what we have.

	“Why?” Professorin Wolff glares at me from under her eyebrows. “Your application says you play viola, does it not?”

	“I have some familiarity with it, yes,” I say. “I’m far from expert.”

	“You will improve,” she says.

	Unfortunately, the fact that I don’t own a viola is no impediment; the Conservatory owns instruments for just such situations. So now I have two instrument cases, plus my bag of books and scores to manage on the streetcar every day. In what I choose to interpret as a kindness, the Professorin at least assigns a trio with a viola part I can manage, a middle period Haydn clearly composed for recreation. It’s short, no part of it over ten minutes, and even starts off slow, to ease me into it. On a violin, it would be downright easy. But I’ll take manageable and be grateful for it.

	If Ros and Berit are annoyed at having their talents wasted in this way, they’re kind enough not to show it.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	That night, I ask Mother about the history of my father’s violin.

	“That old thing?” she says. “No idea.”

	But the Professorin’s question sticks in my mind. He played professionally, then? As if that would be the expected path for anyone with Schradieck’s training and a professional level, if unusual, instrument. Was that my father’s goal? His dream? If so, what happened to it? What happened to him, that he became a banker instead?

	I never thought to ask him. Mother doesn’t know. Schradieck was before her time, she says. His parents are dead. He had no siblings. There is no one left living who knows the answer.

	Not until much later does it occur to me that the Wolff’s comment about my bow may mean she thinks I have a future with the violin, that someday I’ll not only play well enough to need a better bow than my father’s, but be able to afford it.

	This is a very encouraging, if short-lived, thought.

	The first weekend, after Katerina’s lesson and after I’ve practiced all my other assignments until my fingers hurt and my neck is sore, I start on the Haydn Trio. It’s been over a year since Herr Dietrich last drilled me on the viola. Still, if he hadn’t insisted back in the beginning, I’d be far worse off now. I must remember to thank him for being such an ogre. He’ll say I told you so, but he did tell me so, and he was right.

	It takes me an hour to remember where my fingers go. I set aside the Trio and practice scales and arpeggios until, even with the mute on, I expect Mother and Anni to pound on my door and scream at me to stop. It takes two more frustrating hours before it starts to feel right. Of course, when I return to the violin, my hand feels unnaturally scrunched up. I alternate, trying to reach a point where I adapt readily to either instrument with a minimum of trial and error. In the end, I fall into bed, my body exhausted, my fingers utterly confused.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	Berit, Ros and I try to give the piece some coherence in a practice room before our next session with Professorin Wolff. Between adapting to the viola and my new-girl nerves, I’m definitely the weak link. Berit has nearly all the showy parts, to the extent there are any, while Ros and I mostly have harmony, but they’re both really good, where I feel very rough. My pitches are vague at best and I miss a lot of notes altogether.

	“You’re doing fine,” Ros assures me as we pack up. “I’d hate for someone to switch me to double bass on no notice.”

	“Agreed,” Berit says. “It’ll just take extra practice, that’s all.”

	“Clearly,” I say.

	On the second Wednesday afternoon in Professorin Wolff’s studio, we try again. I spent the evening before on basic drills more than the part itself and that helps somewhat; my pitches are better, though not perfect. The Wolff stops us every two measures with some objection, which rattles me so that I’m playing worse by the session’s end, even though the objections aren’t all aimed at me. Far from it. Still. I’m exhausted by the time we finish.

	“Tell you what,” Ros says afterward. “Let’s rehearse at my house Saturday afternoon. Stay for dinner, of course.”

	“I was hoping you’d ask,” Berit says. “That was such fun last year.”

	“Are you sure?” I ask, taken aback. “Won’t that be an imposition on your family?”

	“No, of course not,” she says, looking surprised. “It’s lots more comfortable than a practice room. And more relaxed. Come at two.”

	“Perfect,” Berit says. “I’ll come early to catch up with your grandmother.”

	“I’ll be there,” I say. “What can I bring?”

	Ros looks surprised again. “Bring your viola,” she says.

	“And your score,” Berit says.

	“Right,” I say. “I meant to contribute to dinner.”

	“That’s sweet,” Ros says. “But not necessary. We’re off to Theory now. See you Saturday.”

	“Thanks!” I call after them.

	Ros turns and waves before they turn the corner and disappear.

	⯌ ⯌ ⯌

	From Ros’s streetcar stop I walk half a block up Josephine-Lang-Strasse to her house, through piles of leaves the overhanging elm trees have shed faster than the residents can rake them. Number Thirty-four looks solid and respectable, set back from the street behind a generous front garden, which must be lovely in summer. Just now, it’s blanketed in leaves from two cherry trees that flank the walk.

	“You’re early!” Ros says, holding the door open for me. Somewhere nearby, I hear instruments being tuned. “Berit’s in the kitchen, catching up with my grandmother. Felix invited his group to rehearse here, too. They’ve commandeered the sitting room. Felix! Come out, everyone, and say hello to Marthe!”

	The tuning stops. Before I even have time to feel flustered, four young men appear in the wide sitting room doorway. Felix, of course, I know from my last-minute seat exchange strategy. The others look familiar, but I don’t know their names.

	“Welcome!” Felix says. “This is Eduard Desjardins, our second violin. Franz Herzberg, viola. Arnold Blum, cello.”

	They’re a motley-looking lot in their well-worn baggy trousers, suspenders, and rumpled shirts in place of the suits they wear to school, except for Eduard, who even in baggy trousers manages to look well-dressed. Franz looks about fifteen, seriously underfed, with under-combed hair and discreet patches on his clothes. Arnold has a pleasant, open face and inclines toward plumpness.

	“I’d been looking out for a chance to say hello,” Arnold says. “It’s been a little hectic so far. Maybe things will smooth out sooner or later.”

	“Dream on!” Ros laughs.

	“I had the benefit of Ros’s complaining all last year,” Felix says. “Anyway, where are you all going to rehearse?”

	“Upstairs in Papa’s office,” Ros says. “We’ll leave the door open to help build your concentration.”

	“See you at dinner, then,” Felix says. The four of them disappear back into the sitting room and the tuning resumes.

	“We need to collect Berit,” Ros says. “Come on, you can meet my mother and Oma Judith.”

	I follow Ros down a passage toward smells of chocolate and ginger into a large kitchen with several windows overlooking the back garden. Berit is deep in conversation across the kitchen table from a small woman with silver plaits wrapped about her head. A plump black-haired girl leans over the sink, up to her elbows in dishwater. A stouter, older version of Ros looks up from kneading dough at a wooden counter.

	“You must be Marthe!” she says. “At last, Ros brings you home!”

	“Mama, it’s only the second weekend! I couldn’t have brought her much sooner, could I?”

	“Doesn’t matter. Marthe, dear, consider yourself at home here, starting right now. Dinner’s at six, girls. You’re staying, of course.” It’s not a question.

	“That’s so kind—” I begin.

	“And you need something to keep you going up there. Ros, take the tray up, will you? The boys already have theirs.”

	“I thought I noticed crumbs on their shirts,” Ros says, picking up a tray on the sideboard.

	“Hot chocolate and ginger biscuits,” Frau Apfelbaum says. “It’s a bit cool in Papa’s office at this time of year. Just don’t spill anything on his work, all right?”

	“We’ll try,” Ros says. “Berit, are you ready?”

	“Sure,” Berit says.

	The older woman stands, limping slightly and leaning on a cane, her extended hand a small landscape of prominent bones and roping veins. Its appearance deceives; her grip is surprisingly strong.

	“I’m Judith,” she says in a gravelly voice. “Call me Oma. Everyone around here does. I’ll find out all about you at dinner. Go on, Berit. Get busy. I want to hear some music this afternoon!”

	“You’re not likely to hear more than two bars at a time, Oma,” Ros says. “And some competition from downstairs.”

	“Chaos!” Oma Judith says. “I love a living house. Now, get going.”

	In a small back corner room upstairs, three chairs and music stands crowd between a large desk, an even larger drawing table, two wooden file cabinets (one for large flat things and one regular), and piles of papers, books, and odd objects on the floor. Books about architecture and more piles of paper jostle for space on floor-to-ceiling shelves. It feels cozy, like a tree house, with a view of the back garden and the house next door through the yellow foliage of an elm tree.

	“Papa’s retreat,” Ros says, setting the tray down carefully on the desk. “He works in here, but sometimes he says he just comes in to think.”

	“Great place for thinking,” Berit says, pouring the hot chocolate into mugs and handing them around. “D’you suppose he’d let me borrow it?”

	“We are borrowing it,” Ros says. “Try a ginger biscuit. Watch out for crumbs.”

	Once fortified, we begin to rehearse the trio in earnest. We start. We stop. We start again.

	“From measure four.”

	“From measure ten.”

	“Let’s slow that down.”

	“I was flat. Let me try again.” That’s always me. I feel anxious about holding the others back. Berit hasn’t really mastered her more complicated line yet, but her sight-reading is really good. I tell her so.

	“There are fairly predictable patterns,” she says, “so that helps. And a little pretending, so we don’t get hung up. No fear, we’ll have it to perfection long before the end of term. We’ll do at least two, maybe three, since they’re so short.”

	“Hm,” I say, taking the opportunity to stretch my fingers.

	They’re patient and generous, yet I frequently feel like I’m eavesdropping on a private conversation. After working together for a year, Ros and Berit have a level of intuitive communication that I lack. I want it. Badly. But I know the only way to get it is to work, work, and work some more, observe closely, and learn to read their subtle gestures of head and body.

	I wonder how many women before us have wanted this opportunity and been prevented from having it? How many sisters were just as gifted as their brothers, maybe more so, and got nowhere, got married off, their gifts claimed by brothers or husbands, or worse, forcibly abandoned and left to rot? The thought drives my concentration on my unwieldy instrument and the music in front of me with such ferocity that my hand cramps.

	“Relax, Marthe, you’re tying yourself in a knot,” Ros says.

	I massage my hand and try to relax.

	By the end of the afternoon, the viola is beginning to feel a little more natural. My fingers are tired from stretching, my arms are tired from the added weight of both instrument and bow and my neck aches, but the part is beginning to come along.
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