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			Der Zwerg


			Im trüben Licht verschwinden schon die Berge,


			Es schwebt das Schiff auf glatten Meereswogen,


			Worauf die Königin mit ihrem Zwerge.


			Sie schaut empor zum hochgewölbten Bogen,


			Hinauf zur lichtdurchwirkten blauen Ferne;


			Die mit der Milch des Himmels blau durchzogen.


			‘Nie, nie habt ihr mir gelogen noch, ihr Sterne,’


			So ruft sie aus, ‘bald werd’ ich nun entschwinden,


			Ihr sagt es mir, doch sterb’ ich wahrlich gerne.’


			Da tritt der Zwerg zur Königin, mag binden


			Um ihren Hals die Schnur von roter Seide,


			Und weint, als wollt’ er schnell vor Gram erblinden.


			Er spricht: ‘Du selbst bist schuld an diesem Leide


			Weil um den König du mich hast verlassen,


			Jetzt weckt dein Sterben einzig mir noch Freude.


			‘Zwar werd’ ich ewiglich mich selber haßen,


			Der dir mit dieser Hand den Tod gegeben,


			Doch mußt zum frühen Grab du nun erblassen.’


			Sie legt die Hand aufs Herz voll jungem Leben,


			Und aus dem Aug’ die schweren Tränen rinnen,


			Das sie zum Himmel betend will erheben.


			‘Mögst du nicht Schmerz durch meinen Tod gewinnen!’


			Sie sagt’s; da küßt der Zwerg die bleichen Wangen,


			D’rauf alsobald vergehen ihr die Sinnen.


			Der Zwerg schaut an die Frau, von Tod befangen,


			Er senkt sie tief ins Meer mit eig’nen Händen,


			Ihm brennt nach ihr das Herz so voll Verlangen,


			An keiner Küste wird er je mehr landen.


			Matthäus von Collin


			The Dwarf


			The mountains fade into the greyish light


			As the queen and her dwarf set sail


			Their ship swaying upon the polished ocean waves


			She gazes up into the dome of the sky


			Into the shimmering blue distance


			Shot through with milky threads of cloud


			‘You stars have never lied to me,’


			She cries. ‘You tell me I am soon


			To die, yet I cannot deny I’m glad to go.’


			And then the dwarf falls upon the queen


			Weeping, blinded by agony


			He binds a red silk cord about her throat


			‘This hell is of your own making,’ he says.


			‘You left me for the king. The only thing


			That can bring me joy now is your death.


			‘I’ll loathe myself forever for your murder


			But I can’t help myself. I’ll send you, pale ghost


			To an early grave.’


			She clasps her breast, so full of young life


			As bitter tears rain down her face


			She lifts her eyes to heaven, praying


			‘I don’t want my death to cause you pain,’


			She says. The dwarf kisses her pale cheeks


			As in that same moment she slips away


			The dwarf gazes upon the woman, fixed in death


			He commits her body to the waves


			And yet the longing in his heart will not be still


			He is doomed to roam the seas for evermore


			Matthäus von Collin (translation by Nina Allan)
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			VI: Death, Funeral and Burial of Dolls


			Sometimes these are quite isolated from each other and from sickness, and sometimes all follow in due course. Of all the returns available under this rubric, 90 children mentioned burial, their average age being nine; 80 mentioned funerals, 73 imagined their dolls dead, 30 dug up dolls after burial to see if they had gone to Heaven, or simply to get them back. Of these 11 dug them up the same day. Only 9 speak of them as dying naturally of definite diseases. 15 put them under sofa, in drawers, attics or gave them away, calling this death; 30 express positive belief in future life of dolls, 8 mentioned future life for them without revealing their own convictions, 3 buried dolls with pets and left them, 3 bad or dirty dolls went to the bad place, 14 to Heaven; 17 children were especially fond of funerals. 12 dolls came to death by accidental bumps or fractures, 1 burst, 1 died of a melted face, 2 were drowned (1 a paper doll), 1 died because her crying apparatus was broken, 1 doll murdered another, was tried and hung. Dolls of which children tire often die. 30 children had never imagined dolls dead. This parents often forbid. 1 boy killed his sister’s doll with a toy cannon, 3 resurrected dolls and got new names, 5 out of 7 preachers at dolls’ funerals were boys, 1 was the doctor; 3 doll undertakers are described. 22 cases report grief that seems to be very real and deep; in 23 cases this seemed feigned. The mourning is sometimes real black and sometimes pretended. 19 put flowers on dolls’ graves, 1 ‘all that week’; 28 expressly say that dolls have no souls, are not alive, and have no future life. In 21 cases there was death but no burial; in 10, funerals but no burials; in 8, funerals but no death.


			(From ‘A Study of Dolls’ by A. Caswell, Ellis and 


			G. Stanley Hall, Journal of Genetic Psychology Vol 4, 


			Granville Stanley Hall, Carl Allanmore Murchison 


			Journal Press 1897)
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			A Knyght ther was, and that a worthy man


			That fro the tyme that he first bigan


			To riden out, he loved chivalrie,


			Trouthe and honour, fredom and curteisie.


			(Geoffrey Chaucer, Prologue, 


			The Canterbury Tales)
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			1.


			My father didn’t want me to have her but in the end he gave in. My mother managed to persuade him he was over­reacting. One evening, long after I was supposed to be in bed, I sat in the dark at the top of the stairs and listened to them arguing about her.


			‘I won’t have it in the house,’ said my father. ‘You don’t want to encourage him, do you? That’s exactly how these things start.’


			‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ my mother countered. ‘He’s only seven. He’ll have forgotten all about it in a week.’


			I understood that my father was angry, but I didn’t know why. I had never heard my mother call my father ridiculous before, and the idea that I was the source of conflict between my parents was unnerving but strangely thrilling. Not that I dwelled on the matter for long. What mattered to me was not the argument, but who would win it.
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			Her name was Marina Blue and I loved her on sight. In a world that was confusing and occasionally frightening, she gave my heart a focus. In a shop full of bisque-headed mannequins, it was she who brought the others to life.


			In reality she was nothing special. Dolls like Marina Blue roll off the production lines in their thousands and are of little value to the collector. Yet there was something, even so, that set her apart from such generalities. She drew the eye, as all things born of sentient creativity are bound to draw the eye. She had presence. More than that, she had dignity. I knew from the moment I saw her that she would change my life.
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			The town I grew up in was small, not much more than a village. There were three pubs and a small hotel, one main shopping street and the old cinema, which had recently been converted into an indoor antiques market. There were two parks. One was at the top of the town close to the Rivermead housing estate and had infamously been the site of an abduction. The other, whose official, unsuitable title was the Heathfield Pleasure Gardens, was frequented by drug users and petty criminals through the hours of darkness and turned instantly to quagmire whenever it rained. I was not allowed to play in either of the parks. I was not allowed to go into town at all unless my mother was with me.


			The school I attended was called Martens. I used to believe it had acquired its name from the dozens of house martins that nested beneath the eaves, though when I was older I discovered it was named after its founder, a Pieter Martens who came to Britain from Copenhagen to study at Oxford. At the time I was there, the school still had outside toilets and that species of enormous, green-painted radiator that dated from before the war. There were around fifty pupils. My ordeal did not properly begin until I graduated to St Merriat’s, the upper school, but there were intimations of trouble, even so. My classmates were growing quickly. In spite of their apple cheeks and choirboys’ voices, they had started to mutate into men. I was a moon-faced, pot-bellied, grub-shaped boy with wet-looking hair and glasses. Still less than four feet tall, I was too weak to kick a football, too small to scramble a fence. Boys who had happily included me in their games just the summer before began to take note of these differences, and draw away.


			The school day ended at three. My mother collected me at the gate and afterwards we would go shopping. Not the serious, fortnightly shopping that required a car but small, pleasurable errands such as buying sewing thread or fruit cake or the Radio Times. My favourite shop was Prendergast’s, the stationer’s, where my mother bought her writing paper and envelopes, and which doubled as a toy shop. I was allowed to browse the shelves while she completed her purchases. I soon learned that if I mentioned any particular toy often enough, I would usually be given it eventually. On the day I first saw Marina Blue sitting in Prendergast’s window, there were still a full three months to go before my eighth birthday. I immediately became convinced that someone would buy the doll before then, that I would never see her again. It never entered my head that there was more than one Marina Blue, that in all probability there was an entire warehouse stacked with them. Her eyes were a deep sapphire, her glossy, waist-length hair the perfect shade of chestnut brown. Her head, hands and feet were made of unglazed bisque porcelain, her body of cotton twill stuffed with kapok. She wore baggy, bell-bottomed trousers and a red hooded top. Her square-heeled, lace-up ankle boots were sewn from real leather. I felt weak and slightly nauseous at the sight of her, as if I were about to faint.


			‘Come along Andrew, don’t dawdle. We need to get to the bakery before it closes.’ My mother grabbed me by the hand and tried to pull me away from the window, but I resisted her. For perhaps the first time in my life I was torn between my usual habit of compliance and the dark and delicate thrust of my own desires.


			‘I want to go inside,’ I wheedled. ‘I want to see the little girl in red.’


			‘That’s a doll,’ said my mother. She glanced quickly towards the window display and then away again. ‘Dolls are for girls.’


			I felt close to tears. ‘It’s nearly my birthday,’ I said. ‘That’s what I want.’


			‘You’ll change your mind long before that. You know what you’re like.’


			In fact this was untrue and both of us knew it. I had always been a child who loved certainty. I gazed at my mother in despair, then allowed myself to be led away in the direction of the bakery. In the weeks that followed, I made sure to mention Marina Blue every day, speaking with the studied nonchalance I had previously employed in pursuit of other treasures I had coveted: the miniature kaleidoscope, the magnetic dragonflies, the pewter monkey. In its early stages, my gambit met with a seeming indifference that was easily the equal of my own. Then, with less than a fortnight to go before the day itself, I overheard my mother and father having their argument. This was the endgame and I knew it. When I finally sneaked off to bed that night it was in the expectation and fevered hope that the victory was mine.
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			She came in a cardboard box, nestled in yellow crêpe.


			‘It could be valuable one day,’ my father said. ‘You know what they say about antiques of the future.’ He rubbed his hands together as if he were cold.


			‘I hope this is still what you want,’ my mother added.


			I felt as if something was expected of me – a particular turn of phrase in expression of gratitude – but I was too marvellously overwhelmed to say anything at all. I briefly fingered Marina Blue’s red jacket then put the lid back on her box. I took exaggerated pleasure in the other gifts I had been given: a mint-green anorak, a pack of playing cards on the theme of capital cities, a carton of sugar mice. I blew out the candles on my birthday cake and afterwards the three of us played charades. It wasn’t until later, alone in my bedroom, that I felt able to hold her. She felt heavy in my arms and wonderfully real. Her hair smelled of pinewood. When I laid her on her back, her eyes slid closed.


			I placed her box gently on the chair beside my bed. Even with the lid on, I found I could remember her in every detail.
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			A great deal has been written on dolls. There are volumes on the history of dolls, the provenance of dolls, the value of dolls, heavy catalogues filled with lavish illustrations, images that quicken the blood and stimulate desire. I have read that the doll is a surrogate: for friendship or for family, for love. Most children grow out of dolls eventually, but not the collector. The true collector, like the poet or the idiot, remains prey to the intensified sensibilities of childhood until the day they die.


			In the introduction to her memoir, A Brief History of Wonderland, Doris Schaefer, the renowned doll collector and curator of the Museum of Childhood in Bad Homburg describes the moment when she first saw an Ernst Siegler ‘Gabi’ doll at an auction in Frankfurt. Schaefer was thirty years old at the time, a partner at law with a flourishing practice, but her encounter with the doll was an epiphany. She gave up the law the following year and devoted her life to the creation of the museum.
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			I am four feet nine inches tall. Most of the puppy fat fell away in time, but because of my restricted height I still appeared round. In addition to that I wore heavy National Health spectacles, which seemed to accentuate both my shortness of stature and my pudgy physique. For my sixteenth birthday my parents gave me a pair of glasses with tinted rectangular lenses and narrow black frames. The new glasses streamlined my moon face, at least a little, but did not stop me resembling a diminutive schoolmaster, which is what everyone assumed I would become.


			Most of my classmates called me the Dwarf, though there were other names, too. I knew from an early age there was no point in my even trying to belong, that aspiring to be like them would, in some mysterious way, increase their contempt. Rather I regarded my schoolfellows as members of another tribe, whose customs were mysterious and filled with savagery.


			My intelligence I took for granted. I enjoyed all my school subjects, but my true interests already lay elsewhere. The school library had little to offer me, but the public library in Welton was surprisingly well stocked. There was also Ponchinella, a monthly magazine filled with articles on all aspects of dolls and doll collecting. I saved my pocket money so I could buy it the day it came out. I read each new issue from cover to cover and then read it again.


			Even my father came gradually to accept that my passion for dolls was not something I was about to grow out of. In the end he stopped worrying about me. I think he was able to come to terms with my obsession by convincing himself that my hobby would eventually pay off. A lifetime in business had taught him that anything can become valuable, given time and the right circumstances, be it piggy banks or Victorian underwear or used beer bottles. One memorable Christmas he presented me with Merrick’s Price Guide to World Dolls, an indispensable textbook that had thus far been well beyond my means.


			‘We’ll have you working for Christie’s at this rate,’ he said. He smiled at me, and it was a good smile, open and friendly and relaxed. I don’t think I was ever the son he had imagined for himself, but we always found plenty to talk about and, in any case, I liked my father. I didn’t see any reason to trouble his mind by explaining that the goal of the true collector is not the accumulation of riches, but the consummation of passion.


			I remember how my father adored his cars, both the steel-blue Volvo he drove for work and the vintage Jaguar that lived in the garage and was taken out only at weekends. The Jaguar was racing green with chrome trim and soft, chestnut leather upholstery. My father cleaned the Jaguar once a fortnight without fail. I was sometimes allowed to buff the upholstery, using a chamois leather moistened with a yellow polish called Heller’s Wax that came in a tin. I loved the smell of the Heller’s, resinous and woody as ambergris. I think my father hoped that by letting me help him with the Jaguar he might be able to spark my interest in cars in general, but although I listened carefully in an effort to please him, I invariably forgot most of what he told me more or less as soon as we went back inside.


			I never learned to drive, and after my father died I stopped pretending I ever would. By the time of his death, both the Jaguar and the Volvo had been sold. He ran an Audi saloon instead, a car he always despised, though I never knew why.


			I have always found it interesting, the way people and their vehicles can become inseparable in the mind. My dear friend Clarence drives a white Ford van with a cracked rear windscreen and a large dent in the passenger door. She flexes her muscles as she gets into the driver’s seat, like a soldier climbing into a tank. Often when I think of Clarence, I think of that action, the way the van has become identified for me with her strength, her chaotic yet indefatigable way of being.


		




		

			INFORMATION (biographical/bibliographical/photographic) on the life and work of EWA CHAPLIN AND/OR friendship, correspondence. Female, single, mid-40s. Main interests: dolls of Germany and Eastern Europe. Please reply to: 


			Bramber Winters, PO Box 656 Bodmin UK.
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			2.


			On the back page of Ponchinella there was a Personals column. I always read it, as I read everything else in the magazine, and in many ways Bramber’s advertisement was no different from the thousands of others I had seen there over the years. What first drew me to Bramber Winters was the beauty I found in her name. I vaguely recalled that Bramber was the name of a place, and when I looked in Coastage’s English Almanac I found I was correct: Bramber was a small village in East Sussex whose chief visitor attractions were a ruined castle and a pipe museum. When I asked Bramber if she had ever been to the village she said she had never heard of it.


			Later in our correspondence I sent her a postcard of Bramber Castle I happened to find on a stall at Camden market. The photograph was in black and white. It showed a grassy mound, surmounted by a number of toppled stones. A near illegible copperplate script covered most of the reverse. The Horsham postmark was dated July 1972. The recipient was a Mrs Hilda O’Gorman, of East Mersea, Essex. I wondered what Hilda O’Gorman was doing now, if she was still alive. As always when I handle old letters, I felt a frisson of energy, a tiny secret acknowledgement from out of the past. I could almost convince myself that both sender and recipient knew of my plans for their postcard, and approved.


			When it came to Bramber’s request for information about Ewa Chaplin, I was on less certain ground. I had heard of Ewa Chaplin, of course I had. An artist of high renown and vanishingly small output, Chaplin was a Polish émigrée who had arrived in London at the outbreak of World War Two. Some accounts insisted she was penniless, others maintained she came with the ubiquitous hoard of gold coins sewn into the lining of her shabby overcoat. All agreed she had turned to seamstressing and later to dollmaking as a way of making ends meet. Her dolls are unique, prized by museums around the world, sought after by private collectors, who pursue them with a zeal that can seem excessive even by the standards of the doll fraternity. I had never felt particularly drawn to them myself. I found there to be something cold in Chaplin’s creations, an edge of the uncanny I did not care for. Not that I said so to Bramber. I told her I was making enquiries, that I had a lot of contacts among European dealers and that I might even be able to get her an interview with Artur Zukerman, who had photographed dolls all over the world, including – famously – the American Chaplins. The first of these statements at least was true. As for the rest, I told myself those were bridges that could be crossed if and when I came to them.


			When I asked Bramber what it was, in particular, that drew her to Chaplin’s work, she said she first became interested when she happened to see a play based on one of Chaplin’s stories. It was when I was at school, Bramber wrote. My best friend Helen was in it. Ewa Chaplin wasn’t afraid to make dolls that weren’t comforting, she added. She seemed to know that dolls are people, just like us.


			I had never read Chaplin’s stories. As I understood it, Chaplin first began writing when she was a student in Krakow, though her work had not been published until after her death. I did know that Chaplin had supposedly based many of her dolls on the characters in her stories, but I never felt particularly curious about them, probably because I found the dolls themselves so unattractive. I could see what they meant to Bramber, though, and the candour of her words touched me deeply. I had never found anyone whose feeling for dolls appeared to accord so closely with my own. The experience was thrilling to me and almost shocking. I think that was the moment I first intuited the depth and intimacy of our connection.
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			I had been writing to Bramber for more than a year before I understood that we were destined to be together. The next time I wrote, I included my phone number. When Bramber wrote back, she said there was no payphone at West Edge House, and that she didn’t have a mobile. I wasn’t sure I believed her – who doesn’t own a mobile these days? – but on reflection I decided she was simply one of those people who dislike using the telephone. This small insight into her personality only endeared her to me further. Certainly I didn’t perceive it as a problem. Soon she would come to trust me as I trusted her. And in the meantime there were our letters, which I looked forward to as harbingers of a new reality, a reality in which we would confess our togetherness, becoming more fully ourselves in a way that is only possible in the presence of that rarest of human sympathies: mutual love.


			The idea that I might go and see her did not occur to me at first. I had not been invited, after all, and I was hardly the sort of person who could present themselves at someone’s door in the sure and certain knowledge of being welcomed inside. My life thus far had taught me enough about rejection not to actively court it. But once the initial seed had been planted – a television documentary about the decline of the tourism industry in the West Country – I found myself unable to uproot it. I would go west, I decided. And even if my bravery was not rewarded, at least I would have the satisfaction of knowing where I stood.


			For some weeks, months even, the idea of the thing and then the planning of it – consulting route maps, perusing railway timetables and gazetteer entries for the places of interest I hoped to visit along the way – was enough to sustain me. But as April became May and drew closer to June I knew I must act, or find myself ensnared in a cycle of regret. After browsing for information online, I discovered the existence of the West Country Rover ticket, a travel card with a three-month validity that would enable me to access any part of the Devon, Cornwall and Somerset public transport networks, switching freely between bus, coach and train as my itinerary demanded. The woman behind the counter of the travel agent’s where I purchased my rover card had pink hair and blue eyes. Both made a startling if not altogether unpleasing contrast with the leopard-print fake fur boa draped across her plump shoulders.


			‘Going on holiday, are we?’ she said. ‘Fancy a spot of sunshine on the English Riviera?’


			‘The sun isn’t really my friend, I’m afraid. I prefer a nice breeze.’


			She smiled at me brightly, as if my answer had told her everything about me she would ever need to know. She pressed a button to release my ticket from the machine and tore it off along its perforated edge. She selected a plastic wallet from the drawer underneath the counter and slipped the ticket inside.


			‘Best keep it safe,’ she said. ‘Better safe than sorry.’
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			West Edge House


			Tarquin’s End


			Bodmin


			Cornwall


			Dear Andrew,


			Thank you for your letter. I was so excited when it arrived. I’ve always wondered whether anyone actually reads the personal ads in magazines and now I know they do. I would be delighted to correspond with you, if you would like to. There’s no one here I can talk to – not about dolls, anyway. I’m sure you understand!


			I have thirty-six dolls in all: twenty German, ten English and six French. The first doll I ever had was a ‘Marianne’ by Claude Muriel. She was given to me by a friend of my mother’s when I was ten.


			So you live in London! I haven’t been in the city in twenty years. I think about going sometimes – I would love to visit the museums – but then it seems so far, and my job here makes it difficult for me to get away.


			Tarquin’s End is a small village, not much more than a hamlet, really. Some of the people at West Edge House – Diz and Jackie, for instance – have been here for years.


			I want to thank you for the postcards you sent. I love the Paul Chantal doll. She reminds me of a student from Lyon who used to give French conversation classes at my secondary school. Isn’t it strange, the way dolls always seem to bring back the past? I suppose it’s because they never age.


			The post came early today. Our deliveries sometimes don’t arrive until after lunch. Dr Leslie says they leave us till last because we’re least likely to complain, but I once heard Diz saying to Jackie that really it’s because the postman is afraid to come up here. Diz’s real name is Derek Ryman. Sylvia Passmore – Sylvia is the housekeeper here – told me he used to be a doctor. Diz spends most of his time with Jackie, though you couldn’t imagine two people less alike.


			The postman brought a parcel this morning, but Jackie wouldn’t open the door to him. She stood stock still in the passageway between the stationery cupboard and the entrance to the visitors’ lounge, staring through the glass partition at the letters that were already on the doormat. She was wearing her yellow ribbed tights, the ones that make her legs look like corncobs. When the postman rang the bell again, Sylvia Passmore came out of the office, moved Jackie aside and went to open the door.


			‘Don’t let him in,’ Jackie said. ‘He’ll kill us all.’


			‘Parcel for Maurice Leslie,’ said the postman. ‘Can you sign?’ Sylvia signed the paper on the postman’s clipboard with a red biro and then he gave her the parcel. Sylvia closed the door and came back inside.


			Jackie stuck both hands behind her back, flattening herself against the wall. ‘Don’t put that near me,’ she said. ‘You don’t know what’s in there.’


			Sylvia made a tutting sound and marched off down the corridor. When I touched Jackie’s arm I found she was trembling, although when I saw her an hour or so later, sitting in the garden with Diz, she seemed perfectly all right again. It’s hard to tell why she gets herself in such a state over such ordinary things, how much she remembers afterwards. There are days when she chats away to the postman as if she’s known him for years.


			Both Jackie’s parents are dead now. Every couple of weeks she has a visitor, a tall, straight-backed woman with glasses. Sylvia Passmore told me this woman is Jackie’s daughter. A couple of Sundays ago the woman turned up here and asked if she could take Jackie for a drive in the country. Jackie wouldn’t get into the car at first, but then Diz said he’d like to go too and so things turned out all right.


			I wanted to send you a postcard of Bodmin, but Jackie refused to give me one, even though she has a whole stash of postcards – hundreds of them – hidden under her bed. I’m very fond of Jackie but I have to admit she can be unreasonable sometimes. I was born in a village called Heath, which is not far from Bodmin, but I grew up in Truro. We moved there just after my first birthday because it was easier for my father to find work there.


			My father was a car mechanic. My mother liked to say he was a mechanical engineer but he never did any exams, he was just good at mending things. I don’t only mean cars. The first thing I remember him mending was an alarm clock, the battered old Westclox from beside my parents’ bed. I was six at the time. He sat me between his knees and let me watch what he was doing.


			‘I’m not sure what’s wrong with her, Ba. Let’s get her on the table and then we’ll see.’


			He took the clock to pieces and when he put it back together again it started ticking immediately. He couldn’t charge as much as the qualified garage mechanics because he didn’t have the certificates, but customers came to him anyway. They could tell he had an instinct.


			Our house was on Harlequin Road. My mother liked to say their bedroom had a view of Truro Cathedral, even though all you could see was the tip of the spire. I liked my own room better because it overlooked the builders’ merchants at the back. They were called Groat & Sons and they started work early. I used to make a gap in the curtains and watch the men in their blue overalls loading bricks and wood and scaffolding on to lorries. Dad sometimes did odd jobs there, mending broken machines.


			My first real memories date from my fifth birthday, when I was given a glass snow dome with a model of Hampton Court Palace inside. Although the snow dome was mine, I wasn’t allowed to keep it in my bedroom until I was eight. My mother was afraid I might break it.


			My mother and father used to drive over most weekends and take tea with Dr Leslie. In the end they stopped coming – they were bored, probably – and I told Jennifer Rockleaze they were dead, just like Jackie’s parents. Jennie was new here then. Later, after we became friends, I told her the truth.


			Looking forward to your next letter!


			Yours always,


			Bramber
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			3.


			I had never had sex with a woman. There was a girl I liked at school, a plump and gentle redhead named Angela Madden. I loved the soft rotundity of her forearms and cheeks, the whispery, luminous timbre of her voice. She had a way of lowering her eyelashes so that only a sliver of bright blue iris remained visible. Her hair was smooth and shiny, like Marina Blue’s. Unlike the others in my year group, Angela did not seem unnerved by me and we ended up spending most of our break times together, devising complicated games with marbles and coloured chalk. One day I went into school to find her gone. No one said anything and a couple of days later I discovered she had moved with her family to Oxford.


			The other girls in my class skirted me warily, as if even the most cursory contact would be to risk immediate and summary rejection by their peers. The boys still called me names, although as we all grew older they seemed to derive less enjoyment from that particular pastime. I felt relieved, though no less alone. By the time we were all doing ‘O’ Levels, some of the more bookish individuals in my year would at least deign to speak to me, but I couldn’t honestly have called them friends. By the time Wilson Crosse came into my life at the age of fifteen I think I had resigned myself to my solo existence. I even believed I preferred things that way, perhaps because it was the only kind of life I had ever known.


			I met Wil in Welton public library. I visited the library at least once a week, not just to borrow books but because I liked the ambience: the waxed parquet flooring, the Victorian tiling in the lavatories, the inimitable odour and texture of well worn library books. Wil quite literally bumped into me in the antiques section, catching my shoulder as he strode past and making me drop the book I’d been reading.


			‘I’m terribly sorry,’ he said. He had very fair hair, cropped short. He was taller than me, of course, but he didn’t seem to tower above me like most other men.


			He bent to retrieve my book, closed it then turned it over to look at the cover.


			‘Fanshaw’s,’ he said. ‘Invaluable.’ He tapped the book’s spine with his index finger, as if stressing the point. The jacket photograph showed a Lucien Basquiat ‘Julienne’ doll with hand-stitched lace-trimmed bloomers and auburn hair. ‘I’m no expert in dolls myself,’ he added. ‘I’m more a mechanicals man.’


			‘You mean automata,’ I said. It sounded as if I meant to correct him. I could feel myself blushing.


			‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘Only I prefer to call them mechanicals in honour of Shakespeare. You remember, the rude mechanicals? Some of mine are very rude indeed.’


			He raised an eyebrow and grinned, making creases around his pale eyes. He handed me back my book, brushing the tips of his fingers against my palm. ‘I have a full set of Fanshaw’s at home,’ he added. ‘You could come and have a look at them, if you like.’


			For the first few weeks he barely touched me, restricting himself to the kind of harmless intimacies that might easily be explained away as avuncular affection: stroking a finger the length of my wrist bone, an arm slipped around my shoulders from behind. He liked to take off my glasses and pinch my cheek. I was unused to such caresses – my father would ruffle my hair sometimes and my mother always kissed me goodnight but that was all – and the attention Wil bestowed on me made me feel flattered, privileged even, as if I had finally been allowed a glimpse of the kind of life most people seemed to take for granted.


			The first time Wil had sex with me was on the couch in the smaller of his two downstairs reception rooms, the room he habitually referred to as the snug. It happened so quickly I barely had time to register what was going on. He held on to me tightly, ramming his narrow penis inside me with a force and an urgency I had never for a moment suspected he possessed. The pain was substantial, but not so great as my distress and bewilderment at Wil’s transformation into an entity I barely knew.


			‘Go upstairs and wash,’ he said when he had finished, and so I did. I could hear him moving about in the kitchen, putting plates on a tray and running water into the kettle. By the time I came back downstairs he was the same as always. On subsequent occasions he took me up to his bedroom, and afterwards there was always a fresh pair of underpants waiting for me, identical with the brand I normally wore. What he did with the old ones I never found out.


			I dreaded these episodes, but at the same time I became used to them. They were no longer frightening so much as unpleasant, like being forced to eat a food you cannot stomach. I reassured myself with the knowledge that out of all the time we spent together, the interludes in Wil’s bedroom were mercifully brief.


			Wil never spoke of what happened between us. We talked instead of the other things we had in common: antiques and automata and, of course, dolls.


			I adored his house, a substantial Victorian villa at the top end of Rhodesia Street. Behind the house lay half an acre of garden Wil had left to go wild. He loved insects and plants and trees, and declared himself against most forms of gardening, which he described as ecological vandalism. By contrast the inside of the house was a temple to order and cleanliness, a fact that seemed remarkable not just in view of the garden but also because of the profusion of fragile objects on display. There were books, of course, many hundreds of them, but that was just the beginning. Wil’s rooms were crammed with beautiful things: snuff boxes, lacquerwork, netsuke, Japanese fans. His passion though was for automata, of which he possessed several dozen and all in working order. The ‘rude mechanicals’ – the erotic esoterica that formed the centrepiece of his collection – were able to perform the most remarkable feats, and were marvels of the clockmaker’s art. Wil’s favourite was an eighteenth-century French piece, in which a Roman centurion coupled first with a lady, then with a soldier and finally with a tow-headed boy.


			‘It’s so rare it’s not even catalogued,’ Wil confided. ‘Objects like this were banned at one time. You could go to prison simply for looking at them.’


			I didn’t care much for the mechanicals. I found the relentless circularity of their motions pointless and faintly sinister. Wil did not own many dolls, though there was one I coveted desperately, a Schindler ‘Amy’ with her own silk-lined rosewood travelling case. Wil used to joke about bequeathing her to me in his will, but in the event he gave her to me as a present when I went away to college.


			We wrote letters at first, and in the Christmas vacation of my first year we took tea together in a café in Pangbourne but I never visited him in his home again and by the following autumn we had fallen out of touch entirely. Wil had seemed older but then so did I. I found I could no longer tolerate his touch.
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			My parents never knew about Wil – on those occasions when I went to his house I always told them I was visiting a school friend. Had they dwelled on the matter more closely they might have questioned me further, for I had no school friends. As it was, I think they were so relieved at the idea that I might have that they were reluctant to spoil the illusion by delving deeper into it. I did tell Clarence – one night when her husband Lucan was away and we were both rather drunk. I was surprised by how clearly they came back, those memories. Clarence insisted I had been Wil’s victim. She actually called him a vampire, which struck me as funny – Wil was so pale, after all. She was right, I suppose, but I had never seen our relationship in those terms, or at least not until then. I did know that Wil was terrified of us being found out, but no more than I was. Whether there were others like me before or afterwards I have no idea. It would be naive of me, I suppose, to assume I was the first.


			Was I simply a doll to him, one of his rude mechanicals? Clarence seemed to think so. For a while she tried to persuade me that I should report Wil – shop him to the cops, was how she put it – but I wouldn’t hear of it. The thought of having to confront him across a court room – to see him again anywhere – was something I could not countenance. I found it simpler and more effective to think of Wil and our time together as little as possible. I told Clarence I’d rather we didn’t talk about him any more and in the end she agreed. Clarence is stubborn but she knows when she’s beaten. I think part of the reason we work so well together is that we respect each other’s privacy. Clarence was the only person in the world who knew about my relationship with Bramber. She seemed pleased at first – she said it was good for me to have friends – but when I told her about my planned trip to the West Country her attitude changed completely.


			‘You have told her you’re coming?’ she said.


			‘Not yet,’ I said. ‘I want it to be a surprise.’


			‘Not everyone likes surprises. You can’t just turn up on her doorstep. You barely know the woman.’


			I prevaricated, saying I wasn’t about to make some grand announcement, not when I was just passing through. I didn’t want to put Bramber to any trouble. Clarence changed the subject, and I did my best to pretend the conversation had never happened, although I have to admit I was hurt, not by what she said but because I had believed she would understand.


			I had recently asked Bramber if I might come and visit her – testing the water, you might say – and she had replied by return of post, insisting it would be impossible because West Edge House didn’t cater for guests. I didn’t believe her, the same way I hadn’t believed her about the telephone. I wondered if she was just shy, or if there was something more sinister behind it. You hear about places, don’t you? Nursing homes and private clinics that are supposed to offer seclusion and care and a respite from the world but that are closer to being prisons. The thought of Bramber being locked away in a place like that, afraid to say anything unless it made matters worse – the idea made me feel ill. I said nothing to Clarence about my fears. Her earlier reaction had left me in no doubt that she disapproved of my feelings for Bramber, that she would be happier if we broke up. I did briefly wonder if she might be jealous, but dismissed the idea as ridiculous. Clarence has Lucan, after all, and Clarence has Jane.
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			The day of my departure finally came. I arrived at the bus station early. People were already queuing for the Reading coach. The two women immediately in front of me were wearing identical camel-coloured car coats.


			‘Did you remember to pack the sandwiches?’ said one to the other.


			‘You know I did. You saw me putting them in.’


			I found myself picturing the flat they shared, a warren of dim purple rooms filled with china ornaments and the scent of lavender. The rest of the queue comprised a middle-aged man in a business suit and a teenage girl with a pasty complexion who looked as if she’d been crying. I too had packed sandwiches for the journey, together with Ewa Chaplin’s famous stories. The book had not been easy to come by. When I asked for assistance at my local bookshop, the bookseller scrolled silently down his computer screen for ten minutes then informed me that the volume I was after was an American publication. ‘A new translation,’ he added. ‘It’ll take six weeks for us to get hold of it. At least.’ Whether that last was meant as an apology or as a disincentive I couldn’t be sure. I told him I was in no hurry, that I was happy to pay a deposit if that was what was required.


			In the event the book arrived in slightly under a month, an attractive paperback whose cover illustration happened to feature – a coincidence, I’m sure – a reproduction of Corot’s subtle and nostalgic painting, Girl with a Doll.


			What was I to make of these stories? The title of the collection was Nine Modern Fairy Tales, yet a cursory glance through its pages gave me no clues. I skimmed the introduction and the short essay on the translator, Erwin Blacher, who had apparently once shared a breakfast table with Ewa Chaplin during a symposium on European folklore, but the truth was, I was still far less interested in Chaplin herself than in what she meant to Bramber. As the coach headed out of London I found myself unable to concentrate on the book and in the end I returned it to my travel bag.
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			I had originally planned to pass through Reading without stopping, but a week before the start of my journey I changed my mind. I had not been in the town since my schooldays and I was curious to see how it had changed. As a boy, I had thought of Reading very much as the big city, a dour and vaguely frightening place that, even though it lay less than half an hour away by car, I seldom visited and only ever in the company of my parents. My clearest recollections of the town were tied up with the old-fashioned gentleman’s outfitters where my father bought his suits, and a Polish delicatessen that sold chewy dark sourdough bread and chocolate-covered pretzels. Staring through the window at the tangle of roundabouts and industrial estates that rolled in tidal waves against the town’s ruddy Victorian defences it occurred to me that the Reading of my boyhood was almost certainly gone, obliterated in the tide of development like so many other places. I had been foolish to think of coming here. Too late now.


			I had booked into one of the faceless corporate hotels opposite the station, a decision that now seemed as inappropriate as stopping off in the town to begin with and mitigated only by the knowledge that it would be for just the one night. My room was on the second floor – two dozen identical doorways leading off a grubby magnolia corridor floored with brown corduroy. I deposited my holdall on the fold-out luggage rack then headed outside.


			The town, as I had feared, seemed completely alien, and if someone had told me that it was not, after all, the place I had once known but some peculiar counterfeit I would not have been surprised. I spent what seemed like hours roaming the streets around the centre in a fruitless search for the Polish delicatessen, before admitting defeat and stumbling into an Italian restaurant on one of the side roads off Friar Street. I felt dispirited and footsore but the restaurant’s warmth and soft lighting had a revivifying effect and when the food arrived I began to feel better. I took my time over the wine and even ordered myself a brandy to round off the meal. It felt late to me, though when I returned to my room at the hotel I discovered it was not yet nine o’clock. I made coffee in the white plastic kettle and switched on the TV. The news came on and then a film, a noisy drama set at the time of the Vietnam War that I kept watching more to pass the time than from genuine interest. The film finished and I went to bed. I switched off the light, but the persistent traffic sounds outside, coupled with my own circling thoughts, made it impossible for me to sleep. I decided I would read instead, the first of Ewa Chaplin’s Nine Modern Fairy Tales. The story was strange – something about a young theatre actress who decides to murder her husband – but it held my interest. I was even beguiled, a little.


			I closed the book and put out the light again. This time I slept soundly in spite of the street noise. It was as if the hotel and the town outside belonged to two different worlds.
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			The Duchess


			by Ewa Chaplin


			translated from the Polish by Erwin Blacher 2008


			‘You’re Nelly Toye,’ said the dwarf. ‘I saw your Duchess of Malfi.’


			Nelly’s thoughts were so far away she hadn’t noticed the beggar in his soiled overcoat, had almost stumbled over him in fact. He was huddled against a ventilation grating – for warmth, she supposed. The heat of Süssmayr’s ovens rose steadily from the bakery’s basement sixteen hours a day. Süssmayr’s Pâtisserie, who had continued producing their magical confections even in the depths of wartime, had defined the ambience of this part of town for as long as Nelly could remember, yet the familiar, sweet aromas of baking dough and butter icing and caramelised sugar seemed unpalatable suddenly, almost noxious. Her stomach rolled.


			How can he bear the torture? she thought. He’s like the beggar at the feast. She glanced down at the man on the pavement and then quickly away again. For a second she almost believed it was Adrian she was looking at, her beloved older brother Adrian, who had perished in the mud of Paschendaele. She shook her head, feeling the warmth of a blush staining her cheeks. How could she have imagined such a thing? The man in the street wasn’t a dwarf either, she could see that now, he was an injured soldier. Both his legs had been amputated above the knee, the wooden trolley he used to propel himself about the city serving also as a repository for his worldly goods. Like so many who had returned from the war with their minds as well as their bodies blasted to wreckage, he was clearly destitute. Nelly’s husband Mason had frequently expressed the opinion that this new influx of beggars and social deviants should be cleared from the city. One couldn’t feed them all, he maintained angrily. The state should do something. Didn’t he pay his taxes, after all?


			This man with her brother’s eyes, though. What was that he had said about seeing the play? That could not be true, surely – yet he had spoken her name. All at once this seemed to Nelly like a bad omen, like in the scene at the beginning of Anna Karenina, where Anna sees the little peasant, hammering away at a stanchion at the side of the railway line. Seconds later a station guard falls on to the track and is killed. Anna sees the dwarfish peasant again at the end of the book, just moments before she throws herself under the train.


			Nelly pulled her fur stole more closely about her shoulders then fumbled in her pocket for a coin. She dropped the coin into the tin plate at the beggar’s missing feet. She remembered how in Tolstoy’s novel Vronsky gives the stationmaster money for the dead guard’s family. Nelly’s friend Cecily argued that his gesture meant nothing, that it was a ploy to gain the approval of the woman he was about to seduce. To Nelly now it seemed more like the kind of bargain people in operas strike with the devil: an attempt to buy off a fate that will ultimately lead to the destruction of all they hold dear.


			As she hurried off down the street, almost tripping on the cobblestones in her eagerness to be away, Nelly found she could still feel the soldier’s eyes burning into her back. Later that morning, when Konrad Binewski first showed her the painting of the duchess, she tried to tell herself that the incident with the beggar had nothing to do with it, that it had nothing to do with anything. In all likelihood this was true. Yet it is equally true that if Nelly had not encountered the soldier, she would not have been thinking about him, and so would not have made a point of altering her route to walk past Süssmayr’s three days later. This is where our story truly begins.


			No doubt there will be others among you who insist that without this first meeting, there would have been no second meeting. I’m not of the mind to argue, either way. Theatre people are terrible about omens though, have you noticed? Those plays whose titles they won’t repeat, those phrases they don’t dare to utter before a performance? You could say that Nelly Toye was the victim not of omens so much as the tradition she embodied.
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			Konrad Binewski was getting old. Nelly had known Konni all her life. He had been a friend of her father’s since they were first at university together in the 1860s, which made him seventy years old at least. Frightening, if you thought about it, which Nelly tried not to. She kept her eyes on him as he moved about the shop, the way he staggered, ever so slightly, each time he put down his right foot. Arthritis of the knee, he had told her, and as Nelly reassured herself, no one ever died of arthritis.


			Losing Konni would be like losing her father all over again. The shop itself, with its sun-flecked interior, was like a portal into the past: her father and Konni drinking Schnapps together in the back room after hours, the boisterous political discussions that occasionally degenerated into a full-blown shouting match. Konni’s wife, Lizaveta, yelling down the stairs that supper was ready, God damn it, ready, so would the both of them just shut up and come upstairs?


			Liza had been a playwright, and often unwell. Nelly believed it had been the combination of these two aspects, their shaded glamour, that first kindled her own enthusiasm for the stage. The idea that Liza might truly be mad – mad as Ophelia, mad as Lucia – seized her youthful imagi­nation with a romantic zeal. When Liza was well, she attended theatre premieres with the actors she wrote for, penned excoriating anarchist diatribes in the radical press. When Liza was sick, she became a deadening, attic-dwelling presence, whom no one but her husband was permitted to see.


			Nelly was fifteen when Liza committed suicide – an overdose of morphine, it was whispered, though Nelly and Adrian were told simply that she died in her sleep. It was only then that Nelly began to grasp how much, in reality, Liza had suffered, how she had been crippled by the depression that finally killed her as surely as the typhus that killed her schoolfriend Käthe in the first year of the war.


			Nelly’s father and Konni had become close as brothers again after Liza killed herself. Konni and Liza had had no children, and now that Adrian and her father were dead too it was just Nelly and Konni, leftovers from a life that was gone for good.


			Cecily believed that Nelly’s marriage to Mason had been a reaction to her father’s death, coming so soon after Adrian’s, an attempt to insure herself against future losses.


			‘You do realise what your fiancé thinks about people like Adrian?’ Cecily had said to her just a week before the wedding. ‘He believes all homosexuals should be sterilised. How can you even think of marrying someone like that?’


			They had a huge row and then made up again, though Nelly found it impossible to forget some of the things that had been said on either side. For a while at least she stopped visiting Cecily quite as often as she had been used to, retreating instead to Konni’s shop, the place she felt most secure and where she knew that whatever happened she would not be judged. Nelly was in the habit of dropping in on Konni at least once a week, whether she had business to conduct with him or not, though on the day she first saw the soldier she had been on her way to his shop for a genuine reason: an evening bag of hers, a black, beaded creation given to her as a gift by Mason soon after they met, had snagged and broken its delicate chain-link handle on a protruding doorknob. Konni had promised to mend it for her, and Nelly was anxious to have the bag back, preferably before Mason noticed it was gone.


			‘Here’s the fellow,’ Konni said. He laid the bag gently on the counter, its glittering jet tassels clattering like ebony nails on the polished woodblock. ‘Good as new.’ The handle was indeed as good as new, so flawlessly mended it was impossible to tell it had ever been damaged. ‘A pretty thing, certainly. Turkish, I believe.’


			Nelly nodded, smiling at Konni’s hesitancy, the familiar self-deprecation that belied a knowledge as extensive as that of many encyclopaedias. As a student, Konni had been something of a firebrand, railing against the evils of capitalism and bent on leading a life of monastic seclusion, devoting himself to poetry and philosophy like his hero, Hölderlin. Then he met Liza and everything changed. Liza needed time to write, so Konni took over the family antiques business, just as his father had secretly hoped he would.


			‘I’ve been happy,’ Konni always insisted, and Nelly felt certain that for the most part he had been, as much as anyone had the right to hope for, anyway. Did he still sometimes dream of the other life he had once imagined for himself: the garret room, the brilliant friends, the slim volumes of poetry published to glowing accolades? Nelly had never asked him. She didn’t see the point. Hölderlin went mad and wasted away, in any case – everyone knew that.


			‘How are you, Konni?’ she asked him, once she had finished admiring the mended bag.


			‘Mustn’t grumble,’ he replied at once, though he sounded distracted. He cocked his head, as if he were listening for something, glanced quickly towards the door, though there was no one there. ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I found something interesting. Would you like to see it?’


			‘What do you mean, interesting?’ Nelly laughed lightly. She had that feeling again, as if events had been set in motion behind her back.


			‘You’ll see. A dealer brought it in, one of my regulars. He said – well, none of that matters. Just have a look.’


			He dipped down behind the counter and retrieved the object, which turned out to be a small oil painting on a round canvas some twelve inches in diameter. The painting was of a woman in an ermine stole, seated in a baize-green armchair against a darkened background. Beside the armchair stood a dwarf, broad-chested and stumpy-legged, his luxu­riant chestnut hair contrasting vividly with the sober, coarse-looking fabric of the cloak he wore.


			The dwarf’s cloak was fastened with a pin, in the form of a dagger.


			The woman in the ermine stole was Nelly Toye’s identical twin.


			Nelly drew in her breath. She had never seen a ghost – she had never believed in them – yet this was like seeing her own ghost in reverse, an image of herself from before she was born, her pale face gleaming mysteriously from beneath the varnish. The sensation was unsettling, like coming face to face with her own reflection in a muddy puddle.


			‘Remarkable, isn’t it?’ Konni said. ‘You understand why I wanted you to see it?’


			‘Do you – know who painted this?’ Nelly said. Her only thought was that the picture must be the work of a contemporary artist, something done on commission. For an overenthusiastic admirer, perhaps – God knew the theatre attracted some peculiar types. The painting looked old but age could be faked, she felt sure. She even remembered Konni confirming as much, that even the world’s greatest museum experts were likely to be fooled by a forgery at least once in their careers.


			That the painting showed Nelly in a role she did not recognise and had never played was disconcerting, but not so strange, after all, not now she’d had a moment to think about it. Didn’t people say the power of the imagination was infinite? The dwarf was a coincidence. His presence meant nothing.


			Konni was shaking his head. ‘Not a clue. The artist’s signature is here, look – Nikolaus Schilling – but the name means nothing to me. I could probably find out more, if I did some digging. The painting is old, but not as old as it looks, you can tell by the varnish.’


			‘I don’t understand,’ Nelly said. The facts were leaping away from her again. Konni gave her a look. He appeared to be as confused as she now felt.


			‘The subject isn’t actually you, if that’s what you were thinking. That would be impossible. This woman was painted three decades before you were born at the very least. If I had to lay money on it, I would say this work is a modern interpretation of an historical subject matter, either a copy of an earlier painting, or a straight pastiche. A very good pastiche, mind you. Herr Schilling was certainly talented, whoever he was.’


			‘Really?’


			‘Really. The painting is clearly inspired by Velazquez, not just the subject matter but the colours, too – the red of the woman’s dress is unmistakable. But the influence is so ostentatious it’s almost as if the artist is inviting us to share a joke at his own expense. I rather like it.’


			‘I’ll take it,’ Nelly said. That was one of the advantages of being married to Mason – she could see a thing, and make it hers, no questions asked. So far, this was a privilege she had barely exercised. The house she now shared with her husband on Golovinsky Street was filled with furniture and objets d’art acquired by Mason during the first forty years of his existence, a time that had proved as inaccessible to Nelly as the locked room in Bluebeard’s Castle.


			‘They’re his first wife’s things, probably,’ Cecily had scoffed. Nelly had little interest in finding out. This painting, though – this would be hers. She even knew where she would hang it – in the small upstairs sitting room where she took her coffee when Mason was absent, where she went over her lines. It would look perfect there, on the wall just behind the sofa and above the old sideboard that had been the one piece of furniture she had brought to the marriage. The sideboard had been her mother’s, though the only person who knew that was Cecily.


			Did she like the painting? She had no idea. She only knew she had to have it with her.


			‘Don’t feel you have to, Nelly.’ Konni looked embarrassed. ‘It’ll sell in a heartbeat.’


			‘No, I want it. Really.’


			Konni named a price, an amount that would have seemed exorbitant to her in the old days but that was now – not so much. She had the feeling the painting was worth more though, that if Konni hadn’t had his overheads to think about he would have given her the picture for nothing. The war had made such generosity impossible, at least for most people. She added twenty per cent to the bill, because she could and because she knew Konni needed the money.


			Konni looked troubled. ‘I wish I’d never seen it,’ he said.


			Nelly frowned. What a strange thing to say. Konni had seemed so animated about the painting earlier.


			‘But I’m delighted to have it. I’m going to surprise Mason. He’ll find it amusing, I know he will.’


			Their eyes met, just for a moment, and then they each looked away. The idea that Mason Gehrlich might find amusement in a work of art was a joke in itself, and both of them knew it.
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			‘Goodness,’ Cecily said. ‘What a marvellous find.’


			She held the painting at arm’s length then leaned it upright against a stack of books and began scrabbling around in the top drawer of her writing desk. After a moment or two she drew out a watchmaker’s loupe on a metal chain. She bent down to peer at the artist’s signature.


			‘Do you think she looks like me?’ Nelly said.


			‘You know she does, or you wouldn’t have bought the thing. You’ve never gone in much for acquiring art, have you, Mason or no Mason?’


			The remark might have stung more, had Nelly not understood that it was Mason Cecily was aiming her darts at, not her, though it was true she had no idea what her taste in art was, none at all. She knew how to choose clothes, a rug maybe. Anything more ambitious felt risky, as if she were liable to make a fool of herself at any moment. In any case, knowing about paintings had always been Adrian’s department.


			She thought, as she had often thought, that it was all right for Cecily, who still had both her parents, this commodious, book-lined apartment at the museum. How could she fully grasp what it meant to her, the house on Golovinsky Street, the red velvet cushions on the daybed in her sitting room, the polished parquet flooring? Her lovers before Mason had been other actors, a stage manager, once – disastrously – the brother of her understudy in the part of Iphigenie. Mason Gehrlich had been another proposition entirely: powerful, self-confident to a degree that made him seem dangerous and attractive in equal measure. And rich, of course. Rich in spite of his divorce, his almost-grown children, his recreational gambling habit.


			Nelly had stopped believing in love, or so she told herself, when Adrian died. In exchange for love she had Mason, and the bulwark he provided against the world. He didn’t give a damn about her acting career, but so what? If she knew nothing about finance, Mason knew even less about the theatre, and Nelly felt secretly glad that once the first, frenetic months of their courtship were over, he barely even took note of where she was playing.


			‘Do you recognise the artist?’ Nelly said to Cecily.


			‘Nikolaus Schilling? I’ve heard the name, but that’s about all. Why he isn’t better known I have no idea.’


			‘Is he any good, do you think?’


			‘Absolutely. He’s so indebted to Velazquez it’s almost brilliant. A lesser artist would have tried to impose his own, inferior ideas. This Schilling fellow flaunts his indebtedness, like a red rag to a bull.’


			‘That’s what Konni said.’


			‘Well, Konni was right.’ She continued examining the painting’s surface through the loupe. ‘I can’t tell you who these people are. Not yet, anyway, you’ll have to leave it with me. A painting like this would most likely have been a commission. Just look at them,’ she said. ‘There’ll be a story, I’m sure. He was probably her lover. Court dwarfs often ended up in bed with the queen. You won’t find much about that in the history books, but it’s a fact, nonetheless.’


			Nelly laughed nervously. The subject made her uncomfortable, though she could not have said why. ‘You’re not serious,’ she said.


			‘I most certainly am. You know what aristocratic families are like – hardly a healthy gene pool. A good number of queen consorts found themselves married off to men who were impotent, or homosexual, or who had longstanding mistresses already. These women were expected to remain sane, and produce heirs, and yet if they were caught out taking a lover they could end up facing banishment or even execution. A court dwarf wouldn’t count as a lover though – he barely even counted as a person. Certainly he had no rights. Court dwarfs were seen as possessions, part of the household inventory. What a lady chose to do with her possession, in private, was no one’s business but her own. Not that these liaisons were always a secret. There’s a famous account in one lady-in-waiting’s diary of the ménage à trois that existed between her mistress, the court dwarf, and king himself. The king was incapacitated as the result of a war wound, but he still liked to watch. He used to pay the lady-in-waiting to let him conceal himself in a window alcove, so he could spy on his wife having sex with the dwarf. The diary reports that after the dwarf had finished pleasuring the queen, he would help himself to a plate of stew in the palace kitchens then sneak up the chimney stairs to the king’s apartments and give him a right royal seeing-to.’


			‘That can’t be true, surely?’ Nelly’s heart pounded. She felt the space between her legs ache then contract. What on Earth was wrong with her? She gazed upon the painting, upon the glowing chestnut hair of the dwarf as he stared out at her from the frame.


			Who are you? Nelly thought. Don’t I know you from somewhere?


			Which was impossible, of course, but again, his eyes . . .


			‘Why shouldn’t it be true?’ Cecily countered. ‘Can you begin to imagine how boring it was, being queen? Boring and dangerous. Apart from anything else, you’d need someone to talk to.’


			Yes, you would. But that would be like . . .


			What?


			Nelly sighed.


			Your own perfect, secret existence. A kingdom of two.


			‘I’m so tired,’ Nelly said. ‘The Duchess of Malfi must be getting to me. I’ve not been sleeping.’


			‘Are you sure that’s all it is?’


			Nelly nodded. ‘I wish we could go away for a week, to Salzburg, just the two of us.’


			‘And bring an end to those marvellous notices you’ve been getting?’


			‘You’re always telling me you never read the papers.’


			‘Usually I don’t. I’ll let you know about the painting.’


			‘Are you sure you can spare the time?’


			‘Even if I couldn’t I would. I’m addicted to mysteries. I know all the Sherlock Holmes stories by heart, remember? Leave it to me.’
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			After saying goodbye to Cecily, Nelly went to the theatre by way of Süssmayr’s Pâtisserie. She expected the soldier to be gone – homeless people never seemed to stay in any one place for long – but he was there, after all, pressed up against the grating with his tin plate in front of him just as before. He looked dirty and cold. He glanced up as Nelly approached.


			‘Good day,’ he said. In the world of a week ago, he would not have dared to greet her in such a fashion – as if he knew her, as if the two of them were acquainted. Now everything was changed. How this had happened she did not know. She felt her cheeks burning.


			‘Did you mean it,’ she said, ‘when you said you’d seen The Duchess of Malfi?’


			The soldier nodded. ‘I’ve seen it twice. You were magnificent, both times.’ He stared at her levelly, daring her, she supposed, to contradict him. Beneath the smuts and grime of the street his face was fine, handsome even, she could see that, but what good were such thoughts, what was the point of them? Whatever he had been before, he was ruined now. It came to her that it might have been better if he had died out there in the mud, instead of being found and sewn together and dumped out here on the street like so much garbage.


			‘I know the doorman,’ he was saying. ‘I used to work at The Majestic. Before the war, I mean. We were friends, sort of. He lets me shelter inside the theatre sometimes, if the boss isn’t in. There’s a place you can go, a little cubby hole under the circle. It used to be the lighting man’s room, my friend says, only it isn’t used now. You can see right on to the stage. It’s like,’ he paused, inhaled, ‘being offered a fleeting glimpse of another world.’


			‘That’s from Anthea.’ Nelly found herself smiling, in spite of herself.


			‘I’ve seen them all.’


			Nelly straightened up. ‘Wait here,’ she said, cursing herself inwardly for her tactlessness. What else was he supposed to do? She dived into Süssmayr’s, where she purchased a fragrant, still-warm Zwiebelbrötchen and a slice of apple tart, wrapped in the ochre-coloured, rose-stencilled paper that was a hallmark of Süssmayr’s. She laid them carefully on the boards of the wooden cart beside the tin plate. She saw the way his eyes fixed on the food, the way he continued to hold it at arm’s length, mentally. He would not touch it until she was gone, Nelly realised. He still had his dignity, at least for a while.


			‘Is there anything else?’ she said, suddenly terrified of what he might ask of her.


			‘Cigarettes,’ he said. ‘I never used to but my comrades all smoked so I took it up. Awful habit but I miss it.’


			She nodded and hurried away without turning back. The following morning, when she returned with the cigarettes, she asked him why his former employers at The Majestic had not seen fit to offer him aid. The soldier laughed, and for the first time she noted an edge of bitterness in his voice.


			‘My old boss would have helped me for sure, but he’s gone. Left for the United States. Said it wasn’t a good time for people like him to be in this city. People like him – whatever that means. Herr Bakst was a gentleman. The new manager doesn’t give a damn. Told me to clear off and if he caught me begging anywhere near their hallowed portals he’d call the police.’


			The soldier’s name was Harald Leiermann. Before the war, he had studied civil engineering part-time at the university, working night shifts as a hotel porter to make ends meet. He had wanted to build bridges, he told her, magnificent bridges, which would grace their rivers and alpine valleys as intricate silver bangles might grace the ankles and wrists of a beautiful woman.


			‘I expect you think that’s ridiculous,’ he said. ‘People like me, we don’t get to build bridges. Even without this.’ He made an angry gesture at his missing legs. ‘My father was a railwayman, a guard. My mother takes in sewing. There were six of us at home.’ He took a cigarette from the cardboard carton and lit up with one of the matches she had also brought him. ‘They think I’m dead, my mother and sisters, and I’ll let them keep on thinking so. I can’t go home – they can’t afford to feed me. With my father gone they barely get by.’


			The next time she saw him he had washed and shaved. His friend the doorman, he explained, had let him use the theatre cloakroom after hours. Nelly brought him goulash from the street kiosk on Parmenterallee, more cigarettes. She stayed and talked with him for half an hour, breathing in the smell of the cigarettes and thinking how much she liked his voice, not just the sound but the way he spoke. He had grown more forthright since the last time, more confident. Mason would have said mind your step, he’s after something, his type always are.


			This man has lost everything, Nelly thought. Why should he not be after something? She remembered some words Adrian had said, about how robbing the poor even of their desires is the first step in robbing them of their humanity.


			She felt sorrow for all Harry had suffered, great waves of it that threatened to choke her, yet it was more than that, she knew already. Had it begun when she asked him his name, when she bought him the pastry, when she dropped the coin into his plate? Or had it been earlier than that, much earlier, when she told herself she had stopped believing in love after Adrian died?


			Not that it mattered. Things were as they were. Love, as Cecily had once said, was a disease. Once contracted, it is more or less impossible to shake off.
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			A month after their first meeting, Nelly signed the lease on a ground floor studio in the theatre district. A modest apartment – two rooms, with a stove and washing facilities – but it was dry and pleasantly furnished. It was a place to be.


			‘I can’t accept this,’ Harry said. ‘Not when I don’t have any means of paying you back. I don’t want your pity.’


			‘You think this is pity?’ she stormed, stung to the heart. She told him she didn’t care in the least about money, though he could repay the loan in his own good time, if it mattered so much to him. What she wanted was for him to return to his studies at the university. ‘You can achieve everything you ever wanted to,’ she insisted. ‘More – because we are together and that makes us stronger.’


			She spoke the words earnestly, even though she and Harry had not so much as kissed yet. How could they, out in the open, with no place to be? Once Harry had relented and moved into the apartment, Nelly stayed away for three days. She told herself she was giving him time to settle in, to grow accustomed to his new situation. In reality she was terrified of the turn her life was about to take. Everything she had done for Harry so far could, if the need arose, be explained away as charity. One more step and she was done for. Had this really been what she intended, when she began?


			Would she feel the same about this stranger, now that the impossible was suddenly a reality? Would Harry’s injury – his disability – repel her? Could he still be a man?


			When on the fourth day she arrived at the apartment it was to find Harry seated at the scrubbed-down table, a saucer of cigarette ash at his elbow and sketching furiously in a ring-bound exercise pad. His crutches were propped close to hand against the back of his chair.


			His expression, as he turned to face her, lay somewhere between stoi­cal indifference and incredulous joy.


			‘I thought you’d changed your mind,’ he said, simply.


			Her stole slid to the floor, slipping from about her shoulders in a liquid glide.


			‘I was,’ Nelly began, but never completed the sentence or even the thought. She was overcome by the strength of her emotions, the sense, simultaneously, that she had known him all her life, that here was her life, beginning at last. Very soon they made love, the fur stole pooled beneath their bodies like a shed skin.


			How did this not happen sooner? Nelly thought, in wonderment. She could not have imagined his body to be more beautiful.
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			The following week she purchased for him one of the new wheeled chairs, an ‘invalid carriage’ that would allow him free movement about the studio, to direct himself along the street, to sit undisturbed in the park where he liked to study.


			A moving castle of silver tubing and polished leather, the chair provided the very latest in assisted mobility.


			‘Invalid carriage,’ said Harry doubtfully, when he first laid eyes on it.


			‘This is not an invalid carriage,’ Nelly assured him. ‘This is a miracle of engineering. This is freedom.’


			Later, when it was dark, Nelly wheeled the battered wooden cart out into the street. She left it by the side of the road a couple of streets away from the apartment. By mid-morning of the following day it had disappeared. She hoped someone had found a use for it, if only for firewood.
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			‘Your Nikolaus Schilling was something of a renegade,’ Cecily said. She had cut her hair. It sat close to her head, like a skull cap. Nelly’s first reaction had been shock. The more she thought about it, the more she found such a reaction ridiculous. Why should the socially permitted length of a person’s hair be determined by their gender? Besides, the new style suited Cecily – it suited her well. Nelly decided she liked it. ‘He was drawn to transgressive subjects,’ Cecily was saying. ‘Siamese twins and royal eunuchs, demons consorting with children, that kind of thing. He was elected to join the Academy on account of his technical skill, then thrown out again three years later when a scandal erupted over a painting of his called The Magdalene. It showed Christ cavorting naked with prostitutes, apparently. Schilling made a lot of enemies, mainly because he really was a good painter. The older Academicians loathed him. They became determined to ruin his reputation and for the most part they succeeded.’


			‘How come he isn’t more famous now, though? If he was so good, I mean.’


			‘A large number of his most important paintings were destroyed in a fire. There were rumours that it was arson, but that was never proved. Anyway, Schilling went abroad after that, disappeared from view. He has his fans, of course, and those paintings that did survive tend to get snapped up quickly when they come on the market. The painting you bought is actually quite valuable.’


			‘You were able to track it down, then?’


			‘It wasn’t that difficult, once I got started. The woman was a minor aristocrat, Duchess Sophie of Marienbad, born in 1603. Her husband the duke was well thought of, if something of a recluse – he lost his older brother in the Thirty Years War and never got over it. He was older than Sophie, but not disastrously so and their marriage seemed amicable, or at least it did at first. But as time wore on and there were no children, rumours began to circulate that the duke was underperforming in the bedroom department, that the marriage hadn’t been consummated even. At some point, Sophie became friendly with the duke’s chief treasurer, Nyall Lysander.’


			‘Lysander was the dwarf?’


			Cecily nodded. ‘Though he was never what you would call a court dwarf in the traditional sense. He was a brilliant man, by all accounts, and fun to be with. Unlike many in his position he held considerable power, not to mention being a favourite of the duke. Sophie clearly needed more excitement in her life and what started as a friendship quickly evolved into a passionate love affair. For a long time they were able to hide the true nature of their relationship because no one believed that a duchess would be willing to risk everything – her marriage, her position in society, her fortune – all for the sake of what many would have considered a circus freak. They were found out in the end, though. Sophie became pregnant, and hatched a hare-brained scheme to murder the duke and make it seem like an accident. Things didn’t end well.’
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