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…the crack in the tea-cup opens

A lane to the land of the dead.

W. H. Auden, ‘As I Walked Out One Evening’


Part I

8 September 1937 – 10 September 1937
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Just a few miles beyond Innsbruck, the train suddenly comes to a juddering halt. My book, a volume of fairytales, slips from my lap to the floor. The man sitting opposite picks it up. He’s middle-aged, balding, wearing a jacket of mud-coloured flannel. As he gives the book back to me, the damp skin of his hand brushes mine, and I wonder if this is intentional. I feel my face flaring red.

‘Thank you,’ I say, in German.

His eyes are on my face; he has a hard, greedy look. I’ve noticed this already – the way men on the Continent stare at you. Hungrily – as though you’re a special, shiny present, something intended just for them, that they can’t wait to unwrap.

‘You are English, fräulein?’ he asks me.

Not, I hope, because of my accent, which I pride myself on, but because I’m reading an English book. Maybe, too, because of something about my appearance – my skin that flushes too readily, my fair unruly hair. The way I’m dressed as well, perhaps – the Tana Lawn blouse and pleated skirt; the sensible lace-up shoes, because my mother says you should always wear comfortable shoes for travelling.

‘Yes, I am,’ I say.

‘Are you travelling far?’

‘I’m going to Vienna.’

I roll the word around my mouth like a secret caramel, relishing its sweetness.

‘You have been there before?’

‘No. Never.’

‘Vienna is a wonderful city,’ he says.

‘Yes. Everyone says that.’

‘But – if you don’t mind me saying, fräulein – you look very young to be travelling on your own…’

‘I’m seventeen,’ I tell him, a little defiantly.

He looks at the book in my hand.

‘You like fairytales?’ he says.

‘Yes, I love them.’ Then I worry this sounds too naive. ‘The thing is, there’s a little boy who I’ll be teaching English to. He’s only four. I was looking for a story I could maybe read to him.’

All at once I feel myself blushing again: I’ve said too much.

‘Well, the little boy is most fortunate in his teacher, fräulein,’ says the man.

I shrug slightly. I don’t know how to respond.

The only other person in our compartment is a rather plump middle-aged woman. She has a matronly air – loden skirt, lisle stockings – and she has sensibly brought a picnic in a biscuit tin, little packets of food wrapped up in greaseproof paper – bratwurst, brown bread, some rather bland-looking cheese. She seems unperturbed by the sudden stop; she chews on stolidly through her picnic. But when the guard passes in the corridor, she gets to her feet and slides open the half-glazed door.

‘Would you mind telling us what’s going on?’ she asks him.

She’s brisk. She expects to be listened to. I wonder if she’s a schoolteacher.

The guard frowns, a shadow moving over his face.

‘Some idiot went and jumped in front of the train,’ he tells her.

A thrill of horror goes through me; and then a wash of sadness, grief for this stranger who died – and who met his death in such a terrible way.

I don’t think the matronly woman feels this. She has a no-nonsense pinch to her mouth.

‘Will we be stuck here for long?’ she asks him, rather crossly.

‘They have to clear the line,’ the guard tells her.

I don’t want to think about this – about what they have to clear.

She gives an extravagant sigh and takes her seat again.

The man in the brown flannel jacket leans towards me. ‘So, fräulein, are you going to study in Vienna?’

‘Yes, I am,’ I tell him. ‘I’m going to study piano. At the Academy of Music and the Performing Arts.’

I love saying these words: they’re like a poem to me.

‘You are obviously very talented,’ says the man, with too much enthusiasm. I feel there’s something salacious lurking under his words.

I get up, murmuring that I’ll try to discover what’s happening. It’s just a pretext really, a way to end the conversation, because the man makes me uncomfortable. I step into the corridor and look out of the window. But the track curves round – I can’t see to the front of the train.

Instead, I stare out at the view – the vast granite mountains, with streaks of glittery snow at their peaks; the steep, slanting forests on their lower slopes; a few scattered villages. Above, the dazzling autumn sky, its depth on depth of colour; and far off in all that clarity, a bird of prey soaring, silver touching its wings. The corridor stinks of sweat and cigarette smoke, and I daringly open the window a little. The freshest air floats in, smelling of sappy grasses, the delicate pollens of wild flowers, the resins of the pine forests; hinting at the chill blue scent of distant snows. I breathe it in, the scent of the future; I relish all of it – the smell of the air, the brightness, the soaring bird, the perfect day. On the calendar on the wall of my bedroom in Brockenhurst, Hampshire, this date is ringed in red crayon. 8 September 1937. The day my life really begins.

At long last, with a clank and a judder, the train gets going again. We pass a knot of people gathered at the side of the track – men in uniform, policemen, who have an urgent, serious look. There’s something scattered on the ground, like bits of soiled, reddened cloth, that I don’t want to look at too closely.

I stay out in the corridor for a while. I draw the clean air deep into my lungs, and think about the poor person who died in front of the train. I can’t understand it. Why would anyone do such a thing? Why would anyone put an end to their life, when the world is so full of joy?
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My name is Stella Virginia Whittaker, and I can’t remember a time when I didn’t want to be a pianist.

My mother tried to discourage me; she’d been a good pianist herself when she was younger, and she said the piano was a very hard taskmaster. If you didn’t practise for just one day, your fingers would stiffen, your technique started to go. But I wanted this so desperately – to make this magic with my hands. I pleaded, begged, entreated – till in the end, when I was seven, she organised lessons for me.

I was a conscientious pupil; I worked hard. At school I was shy and awkward, the sort of child that people didn’t really notice at all, and growing shyer as I grew older. At grammar school always blushing, always convinced I’d said the wrong thing; and gangly, all elbows and knees, too angular and clumsy. I was bullied by the bold girls – the girls who were sleek and sporty, who had loud confident voices and boyfriends, who didn’t like books. I was picked on, called names; sometimes dragged off to the shrubbery behind the bicycle sheds, where I’d be held down and stung with stinging nettles.

All the time I worked at the piano. Whenever I sat at the keyboard I’d feel happiness descend on me, like a cloak of some enchanted fabric, wrapping me closely around.

I was chosen to play a piece in Assembly at school. I played the Beethoven Sonata in C minor, the ‘Sonata Pathétique’ – terrified and shaky at first, then forgetting everything but the music. I remember the utter quiet in the school hall when I played. In those moments, I knew I had found a voice, that through the piano I could say astonishing things, that when I played, people listened.

After that morning, the bullying faded away.

My teacher, Mrs Slater, encouraged me, took me to concerts. When I was fourteen, she took me to hear Dame Myra Hess play at the Mayflower Theatre in Southampton. I remember how I stared at her – this unremarkable-looking woman alone on the concert platform, bending over the keyboard like a supplicant – and in that whole vast hall, not a whisper, a murmur, a breath. She played my kind of music – Chopin, Liszt, and her celebrated adaptation of Bach’s ‘Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring’, the sound of the music filling the hall like fine wine filling a glass. A phrase of music can sometimes seem like the answer to everything: to have the whole world contained within it. At the end of each piece, there was a brief time of hush before the applause, a little collective sigh, a moment of recognition – of holding onto the music for just a moment more. Not wanting to break the spell of it.

I wanted that. I wanted to be her; I wanted that kind of power. More than anything; more than life.

Mrs Slater had herself been taught by a legendary piano tutor, Dr Zaslavsky of the Academy in Vienna. She’d often talked about Dr Zaslavsky: he came from a famously musical Jewish family, and had emigrated from Odessa, she said. On one of his visits to England, she arranged for me to play for him.

When I arrived at Mrs Slater’s, shaking slightly with nerves, he was waiting in her music room. A small hunched man, quite old, with a drift of white hair, his body crooked as a thorn tree; Mrs Slater had said he suffered from arthritis, and I could see how deformed his hands were, how he couldn’t play any more. It was startling to see, in his worn, wizened face, the eyes of a much younger man – black as sloes, and fierce with life.

I played ‘April’ by John Ireland, and a Chopin Etude. I was utterly unaware of myself once I started to play, just feeling the flow of the music, in spite of everything that hung on this. He listened in absolute silence. At the end he said nothing but, ‘Thank you, Fräulein Whittaker.’ I left, dejected. I was sure I hadn’t been good enough.

Later that day, Mrs Slater called at our house, pink and vivid with excitement. ‘He loved your playing, Stella. He loved it. He said you have the potential to be extremely expressive…’ Warmth rushed through me when I heard that. ‘But he feels there is something held back – that there is a kind of fear in you.’ Immediately, the sense of falling inside me, all hope gone. ‘He says there is no darkness in your playing. That you have to know your own darkness…’ She looked briefly apologetic, at the very un-English flamboyance of the phrase. ‘He would like you to learn to reveal more of yourself in your playing. He says you play like a talented child, not a woman.’ Of course he would think that, I thought: I am just a child, really. There’s so little I know of life, so little I have seen. I felt ashamed of my childishness.

And then the words that glitter still in my mind: ‘He would like to help you to become the pianist you could be. He would like to take you on as his pupil, at the Academy in Vienna…’

My mother was worried, of course, about the international situation: Germany re-arming; the terrible civil war in Spain. And I suspected she felt I was rather young to live so far from home. But she knew this was a unique opportunity; she urgently wanted me to go. There was some money from a legacy from a great-aunt: enough for tuition and daily expenses, but not enough for my rent. So where could I stay? She talked to relatives, and to people from the congregation at church; no one had any Austrian contacts.

‘Stella,’ she said one morning. There were lilac smudges of sleeplessness under her eyes. ‘I don’t think we can do this – I can’t work out a way. I’m so sorry, darling.’

But I couldn’t bear it – to come so close to this thing I so yearned for, then have it snatched away from me.

‘There must be something else you could try. There must be. Please.’

There were a couple of days when she seemed to hesitate, to draw back. I’d find her sitting at the kitchen table, taking her glasses off and rubbing her fingers over her face, a nervous gesture she’d developed in the years since the death of my father. As though steeling herself to do a thing she was somehow reluctant to do.

I came on her writing a letter. She looked up at me, little frown-lines sketching a faint fleur-de-lis between her brows.

‘I’m writing to Rainer and Marthe Krause – some people I knew long ago. They live in Vienna,’ she told me.

The names were vaguely familiar. I remembered that when I was younger, the Krauses had always sent a card at Christmas, sometimes a picture of Vienna. Perhaps some vast Baroque palace, painted the sweet, dense colour of marzipan. My mother had told me the old Imperial buildings were all painted this exact yellow. But she must have lost touch with the Krauses: no cards had come for several years.

‘Oh! That’s wonderful!’

‘Remember – I’m not promising anything, darling,’ she said, carefully.

But I was so sure it would happen.

‘How did you meet them – Rainer and Marthe?’ I asked her.

There was a little pause – just for a heartbeat. She took off her glasses, and moved her hand over her face.

‘It was at a house party, the year after the Great War. It was not long after I got engaged to your father,’ she said.

‘Was the house party at Gillingham Manor?’ I asked.

She nodded.

I knew this was a big house in Somerset where she’d sometimes stayed; she and the daughter of the family had been best friends at school. There’s a photo from that time I once found hidden in her bureau. She was standing in a rose garden, her hair blowing over her face. She looked so pretty in the photograph. I’d asked why she’d never framed it, and she’d made a vague gesture and turned a little away. ‘It was all so very long ago, Stella,’ she’d said.

From that moment, I bent my whole will on Rainer and Marthe Krause – these unknown people who held the gold thread of my future life in their hands.

Marthe wrote back straightaway; my mother showed me the letter. I still sensed a kind of hesitation in her, not the triumph I felt – perhaps she didn’t like asking for favours. And yes, they would have me to live with them; I could help look after Lukas, their little boy, who was four, and teach him English. As it happened, they’d had a woman from London living in to help with Lukas, but sadly she’d had to leave them. So this was terribly fortunate – my mother’s letter had come at just the right time. This was an arrangement that could work to everyone’s benefit …

I said a fervent prayer of thanks – that my life was all playing out as it was meant to do, the shiny path of my future spooling out before me.

So that is where I am headed, to the Krause apartment on Maria-Treu-Gasse, Josefstadt, Vienna. And, thinking of this, it’s as though my life in Brockenhurst – my mother, our home, with its safety and small comforts, and the woods, the quiet streams, the heathland glazed with summer flowers – all these things are receding behind me, muted, in shades of sepia; while the train hurries me on to my future, neon-lit, glittery-bright.
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At the Westbahnhof, the man in the mud-coloured jacket helps me lift my suitcase down from the train.

‘The best of luck for Vienna, fräulein,’ he says.

‘Thank you.’

I clasp his good wishes to me. I am sure I will be lucky.

I wait under the clock, as Marthe Krause had suggested in her letter.

The station is vast and intimidating, all glass and gilded wrought-iron. People mill around me – women in coats of Persian lamb, with gems at their wrists and their throats, so much more stylish than the women of Brockenhurst, who favour gaberdine raincoats and sturdy lace-up shoes; self-assured men in business suits, every single one of them seeming to turn to stare at me as they pass. I feel a surge of fear. I am alone in a strange city. What if nobody comes for me? Or what if they came, were fed up with waiting, simply left me here?

On the edge of the crowd, there are beggars. I notice them, because like me they’re unmoving, just looking around. They are gypsies, mostly women and children: perhaps they’ve come over the border from Hungary. The women have flounced, bedraggled dresses in green and yellow and magenta, and one of them has a baby tied to her body with a shawl. This woman is rather beautiful in a louche, raggedy sort of way, her dark hair as straight as water, with a heavy shine of grease.

She walks directly over to me, as though she has singled me out. She must have seen me staring. She has a smell of onions and musty, unwashed clothes.

‘I tell your fortune, Englishwoman,’ she says, in broken German.

She has a sing-song, high-pitched voice. She knows I’m English; she must have seen the luggage label on my suitcase.

‘No, thank you, I’d rather not,’ I tell her. ‘Really.’

I don’t believe in fortune-telling. And if it’s actually possible, isn’t it better not to know? You can’t change it.

She grabs my wrist, turns my hand over, palm upward. I feel sorry for her, but a little frightened as well.

‘You are a stranger in this city,’ she says.

Well, I think, that’s obvious – she can see I’m English, she said so.

‘Thank you. But I—’

‘Don’t you want to know your fortune, Englishwoman?’ she says.

‘No, really, I’m fine, thank you.’

I try to move away, but I can’t, because of her grip on my wrist.

‘Thank you, that’s all for now,’ I tell her. As my mother might say to an over-importunate tradesman.

‘Shush – I tell your fortune,’ she says. ‘Listen to your fortune…’

She moves her finger lightly over my palm. I can hear the baby’s snuffling breath. A glossy ribbon of saliva edges down his chin.

‘You are good with your hands,’ says the woman. ‘What you make with your hands is wonderful.’

‘No, I don’t think so,’ I tell her.

I’m relieved that this is plainly nonsense – I can’t sew, can’t make things, my hemming is dreadful: I always got the lowest mark in Needlework at school.

She peers at my palm. The baby fixes me with moist unblinking eyes.

The woman looks up at my face sharply. Startled.

She’s about to say something; but I suddenly feel rather strongly I don’t want to hear what she’s going to say. I take my purse out of my handbag. I have some Austrian schillings. I give her a coin. Seeing my money, she loses interest in her fortune-telling. She wants more; she pushes her hand in my purse. I feel stupid, helpless, afraid.

‘Fräulein Whittaker?’ says a man’s voice behind me.

I spin round, so grateful.

‘That’s me. I’m Stella Whittaker.’

He’s a bony, cheerful young man in a chauffeur’s uniform. He gestures at the woman, who melts at once away.

‘I’m Dietrich. I was sent for you.’ He’s speaking to me in German; he must have been told my German is good. ‘I’ve parked just round the corner,’ he tells me, taking my suitcase. ‘Welcome to Vienna, Fräulein Whittaker. Sorry about the bit of bother…’

‘It wasn’t a problem. She just talked a lot of nonsense,’ I say.

He takes me to a car, a big black shiny saloon. Inside, it’s all leather and mahogany, and has a rich, complex smell, of cigars and beeswax polish.

We drive to Rainer and Marthe’s apartment, my face pressed to the window. There are tall ornate buildings, cobbled streets; above, a clear bright sky.

The gypsy has unnerved me. I think about what she said, that I was good with my hands – and suddenly it makes sense to me: that she must have meant my piano-playing. And if she was right about that – could she really see the future? What would she have told me if I’d listened? I feel a shiver of something, quickly suppressed.
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We turn into a side street. There’s a church, all white and gold, with before it a wide sunlit square with a border of pollarded trees. Dietrich tells me that this is the Piaristenkirche. The church clock is striking four; it has a melancholy sound.

Dietrich pulls up in a narrow street that slopes gently down from the church. He takes me through great wooden doors, and into a dark arched entryway. Beyond, there’s a courtyard, now entirely in shadow. We go up a flight of stone stairs, and stop at a door that has panels of glass engraved with ribbons and flowers. He unlocks, and ushers me inside.

A woman hurries out to meet me.

‘Stella. My dear. I’m Marthe.’

She’s younger than my mother, and rather broad and heavy and soft-looking, and her skin has a pale, doughy look, as though she doesn’t get enough sun.

‘Welcome to Vienna, my dear.’ She puts her arms lightly around me. ‘Was it a good journey?’ she says.

‘We were held up for a while, but otherwise very good, thank you.’

‘I’ll show you round the apartment and take you along to your room. And then you can freshen up and have a rest. I know you must be tired. But first you must meet Janika…’

She calls.

A woman comes from the kitchen along the hallway, wiping her hands on her apron. She looks very robust, next to Marthe, and there’s a sheen of sweat on her skin. Her eyes are brown as autumn. I like her at once.

‘Good afternoon, Fräulein Whittaker. I hope you enjoy your time with us.’

She has a warm, wide smile.

‘Oh, I’m sure I will. And please call me Stella…’

Then I immediately wonder if I’ve said the wrong thing.

‘Thank you, I will then, Fräulein Stella,’ she says.

‘Janika comes from Hungary. She’s been with us for years,’ says Marthe.

Janika goes back to the kitchen.

Marthe ushers me through the hallway. There’s a chandelier with lustres that glitter like fragments of ice. I think of a story book I have at home, with pictures by Edmund Dulac of exquisite spellbound interiors, ornate with gems and white peacocks – settings for stories of magic and curses and beasts who could turn into men. One of the pictures has a chandelier just like this one.

Marthe shows me into the rooms. A dining room with a gleaming walnut table. A drawing room that looks out over the street; it has heavy sofas, and fat satin cushions, and Chinese lamps with fringed shades of burgundy silk.

She opens a further door.

‘We call this the sun room,’ she tells me. ‘It gets all the afternoon sun.’

It’s a small sitting room, with French doors that open onto a balcony. I step out. You can see down into the courtyard, where there are chalky-blue hydrangeas in lead planters, and a bronze fish-head drips water into a small stone pool. You can’t hear the street noises here – only the trickle of water, and the breathy murmur of doves, turning the same phrase over and over.

It’s all very lovely. But I haven’t seen a piano yet. I feel a flicker of anxiety.

She takes me on down the passageway.

‘And this, my dear, is our music room. We call it the Rose Room. It’s where you can practise,’ she says.

I step through the door.

‘Oh, my goodness…’

It’s beautiful – full of light and air, less cluttered than the other rooms, with no heavy carpets or fabrics to soak up the sound. There are mirrors on the walls, and an exuberant painting of roses, and right in the centre of the room, a magnificent Blüthner grand piano.

This is such a gift. I think of the upright Chappell piano in the living room at home; it has a rather tinny sound, and the keys sometimes stick in the damp. A grand is entirely different – the sound so resonant, so rich.

‘Who plays the piano?’ I ask her.

‘Well, no one really,’ she says. ‘It belonged to Rainer’s father. It will be good to have it made use of again.’

I can’t wait to sit there – to pile my sheet music on top of the piano, to open the lid and run my fingers over the keys.

I leave the Rose Room with reluctance. Marthe leads me on, past a cupboard where Janika keeps her mops and brooms, past the key rack. Here, all the house keys are labelled and hanging on pegs. Marthe gives me a front-door key.

She gestures towards another room, but doesn’t open the door.

‘That’s Rainer’s study.’ There’s a hushed, almost reverent tone in her voice. ‘I need to tell you, my dear – he’s very particular about his study. No one can go in without his permission. We tend to keep the door locked. And there’s a very strict rule that Lukas can’t go in there on his own.’

I feel a sudden faltering. I’ve been so excited, coming here, so grateful: I’ve never stopped to consider what the Krauses might be like. I wonder about this man, whose rules seem so draconian.

‘Even Janika doesn’t go in the study, except to light the stove,’ Marthe tells me. ‘Rainer only trusts me to do the cleaning in there. Remember this, Stella.’

‘Of course – I mean, I wouldn’t dream…’

I’m embarrassed, as though I have already transgressed.

‘He has important work to do,’ she tells me. ‘He works in the civil service, and sometimes he writes reports at home, and he likes to feel he can leave his papers out on his desk.’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘You know how men are,’ Marthe says with a confiding smile, talking woman-to-woman. ‘They need to have a space that’s entirely their own. Where no one interrupts them.’

‘Yes.’

But I don’t really know how men are. I think of my father, feeling a little stirring of grief – remembering him, and how I loved him. There wasn’t room for him to retreat in our cottage in Brockenhurst; he didn’t have a space that was entirely his own. Only the shed in the garden, where he potted up primulas for the flower borders.

Marthe leads me on to my bedroom. I’m surprised to find that there are no stairs to the bedrooms – that the entire apartment is all on one floor.

The room is small but comfortable; there’s a chest with a mirror on it, and a walk-in cupboard, smelling of mothballs, where I can hang my clothes.

‘This was Verity Miller’s room,’ says Marthe.

Verity Miller. So that was her name – the woman I am replacing. I feel a shiver of curiosity. I’d like to ask about her and why she left, but I don’t quite feel I can.

Marthe runs one finger across the chest of drawers. I notice how chapped her hands are, as though she washes them too often. She holds up her finger, inspects it for dust, frowns slightly. I make a mental note to keep all my things very neat.

‘Dinner is at seven,’ she says. ‘You can meet Lukas and Rainer then.’

Dietrich has brought up my suitcase. I open it, take out the box of Newberry Fruits I’ve brought. I chose them with confidence – they’ve always been some of my favourite sweets. Now I feel it’s an embarrassingly small gift, when they are giving me so much.

‘I brought this for you,’ I tell her. ‘Just a little thank-you…’

‘Oh. That’s so very kind of you, Stella,’ she says.

When she’s gone, I stand for a moment at my window.

The room is at the front of the building, looking out over the street. In the window directly opposite, I see a woman and a child. They’re standing close to the window: I can see them quite clearly. The woman is brushing the child’s hair, which is long and dark and very wavy. She has an absent look, as though her thoughts are entirely elsewhere. The room behind her is shadowed, but I can see a little way in. There’s a lamp with an amber glass shade, and a candelabra with nine branches. The candelabra must look so beautiful when those nine small candles are lit. I watch the woman for a moment, wondering about her.

Below me, the street is in shadow, but there’s sunlight still on the upper part of the buildings, and there the white stonework seems luminous. The line between light and dark is precise as the edge of a blade.

My journey is over. I am here in Vienna at last.
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Just before seven, I go along to the dining room. The smell of dinner cooking greets me, and my mouth waters.

I push open the door that I think should lead to the dining room – but I find myself in the sitting room, which Marthe called the sun room. The curtains aren’t drawn, and the French door is open onto the balcony: you can see through to the courtyard and the grey veiled light of evening.

A man is standing there smoking, leaning against the balcony rail; he’s of medium height, fair-complexioned, rather thin and elegant. His profile is towards me, but I can’t really make out his features; he seems to be made of shadow, except for the tip of his cigar, which flares redly as he sucks in smoke. I wonder if this is Rainer. Yes, it must be. You can tell that this man is the owner here. There’s something about the easy angle of his body – a sense of his absolute right to inhabit this place. I wonder why he chooses to stand out in the chill of the air, when the house is warm and light and full of the scent of roasting meat. I remember Marthe: You know how men are. They need to have a space that’s entirely their own … It’s as though he craves something different, something harsher, and the chill of night coming is welcome to him.

I watch him for a moment. I can smell the scents that bleed from the throats of the flowers, down in the courtyard. Beyond him, above the shadowy rooftops, the sky is the deep blue of ashes.

He drops the stub of his cigar and grinds it under his heel. I move rapidly back from the doorway. I don’t want him to see me here. I’d be mortified if he knew I was watching him, speculating about him.

I make my way to the right room, where the table is set for a meal – a crisp linen tablecloth, silver, decanters of wine. A glass of ginger beer for Lukas.

Marthe comes in, with Lukas. He has a plump pink face and eyes of a pale washed blue. He glances at me quizzically, then looks away, doesn’t smile. Marthe introduces us, and he holds his hand out to me, very correct, but pressing back against her. I smile and take his hand.

‘Lukas usually has his dinner with Janika in the nursery. But he’s having his dinner with us tonight, as you’ve come,’ Marthe tells me.

I’m anxious, because this change in routine is being made for me. What if I’m a disappointment?

We’re already seated when Rainer comes into the room. I recognise the man I saw on the balcony. Now I can see all the detail of his face that I couldn’t make out in the twilight – the neat moustache, arched eyebrows, thin expressive mouth. His eye falls on me, and something moves over his face, as though he’s startled. For half a heartbeat, no one says anything. Did he see me watching him, wondering about him? I feel a surge of guilt. Heat rushes to my face.

‘Here she is, Rainer. This is Stella,’ Marthe says, encouragingly. Perhaps she too senses this little rip in the fabric of things, and seeks to repair it.

He reaches out as though to shake my hand. I don’t know if I should stand up. I half rise, feeling awkward. He bends and kisses my hand, just touching my skin with his mouth. I’m unnerved. This isn’t like England.

‘She’s lovely, isn’t she, Rainer?’ says Marthe.

His face relaxes into a pleasant smile.

‘Absolutely,’ he says.

Marthe makes a little gesture in my direction.

‘And isn’t she like Helena? The exact same colouring. That lovely blonde hair she had, just like your own, Stella. Though of course she wore it long – we all wore our hair long in those days. She was beautiful, your mother.’

I nod. I think of the photograph from Gillingham Manor that she would never get framed.

‘Helena was such a lovely woman, wasn’t she, Rainer?’ says Marthe.

It’s strange, the way Marthe speaks about my mother in the past tense. But I suppose it’s true she’s not beautiful now, as she was when she was young.

Rainer murmurs agreement.

There’s silence for a moment. In the silence, I can hear the tiniest things: the bland tick of the clock on the sideboard; the chafing of insect wings at the window – a moth perhaps, trapped in the house, trying to make its escape. I’d like to catch it, set it free. I imagine how it would feel on your skin as you cupped it in your hand, its velvet wings batting against you, at once soft and frenzied.

Rainer turns to take his seat at the head of the table. He settles himself, pours wine.

‘So, Stella, you’re studying at the Academy, I believe?’ he says.

‘Yes. I’m very fortunate.’

‘And very talented, surely.’

I make a slight, self-deprecating gesture. Embarrassed.

‘Now, Stella, I know you must be. I very much look forward to hearing you play … And when do you have your first lesson?’ he asks.

‘Tomorrow morning.’

Thinking of this, I feel a flicker of nervousness move through me.

Janika brings in the meal – duck with pickled red cabbage. As we eat, Marthe talks about Vienna, and all the sights I should see: the Kunsthistorisches Museum, where there are many fine paintings; the marvellous Schönbrunn Palace.

Rainer puts his cutlery down and leans a little towards me. He has his hands clasped together – graceful hands with long fingers, knuckles with the white, polished look of river stones.

‘Vienna is still beautiful. You’ll see that, Stella. Very beautiful. But of course she isn’t as once she was, in the days of empire,’ he says.

‘No, it must all be very different…’

I read a little before I came here. I know that the Habsburg Empire crumbled at the end of the Great War. That, where once Vienna had ruled an empire of fifty-two million people, now she ruled a little country of only six million. That officials came home to find that the imperial ministries to which they’d sent their meticulous reports no longer existed. That war heroes with many medals were begging for bread in the streets.

‘We seem to have lost our way, in the years since the Great War. We’ve become too soft and complacent. We have weak government – no sense of purpose,’ he says.

His face is stern when he says this.

‘Darling, maybe we shouldn’t burden Stella with these troubling matters at dinner,’ says Marthe.

‘Really, don’t worry, it’s all so interesting,’ I say.

For dessert, there’s a chocolate-covered tart, which looks delectable. My mouth waters.

‘I like sachertorte,’ says Lukas, in a fat, happy voice.

‘I’m sure I’ll love it as well,’ I say. ‘But I’ve never had it before.’

‘You’ve never ever had sachertorte?’ He can’t believe this. He’s suddenly intrigued by me, as though I come from some far-off galaxy. ‘Don’t you have pudding in England, Fräulein Stella?’ he asks.

‘We do eat pudding – but it’s never like this. My mother makes bread-and-butter pudding sometimes. When there’s some bread and butter left over from tea.’

‘That doesn’t sound very nice.’ A little disapproving frown.

‘Well, it fills you up if you’re hungry,’ I tell him. ‘But it’s not as nice as this.’

I smile at him, and he smiles back shyly. I’m pleased I’ve managed to have some conversation with him. I hope that he will like me.

The chocolate tart is just as delicious as I’d imagined, but so sweet it sets my teeth a little on edge.

Afterwards, Janika takes Lukas to the nursery, and we have coffee amid the hushed comfort of the drawing room.

‘Well, Stella,’ says Rainer, expansively, lighting a cigar. ‘We’re so glad you were able to come and solve our problem for us.’

I sink back into the sofa, against the plump satin cushions.

‘It’s wonderful for me that you could have me,’ I say. ‘Though it must have been so awkward for you, that Verity had to leave.’

Marthe puts down her coffee cup rather suddenly. It sounds too loud in the saucer – as though at the last moment it had somehow slipped from her grasp. A little coffee spills.

‘Oh, I’m so stupid,’ she says.

She seems disproportionately upset. She mops up the drips with her handkerchief; her lips are pursed, as though she is cross with herself.

‘Yes, it was all rather difficult,’ Rainer says smoothly. ‘So imagine how happy we were that you could help us out like this…’

But the air has a shimmery, rarefied feel. I feel I’ve spoken out of turn. That it might have been better not to mention Verity Miller at all.

Marthe passes round the Newberry Fruits I gave her. Though after the lavish meal we’ve had, they don’t seem to taste of anything. I don’t understand why I used to like them so much.

I push my curtains aside for a moment, look out at the dark, silent city. There’s a scattering of white stars, and a moon as yellow as a wolf’s eye. The curtains and blinds are drawn in the opposite windows; as I watch, a woman’s shape glides across a square of apricot light.

It’s hard to get to sleep. I find myself crying a little, with homesickness. I have such a longing for my mother – wanting to tell her everything that’s happened, to feel her arms around me, then to go to sleep in my bed.

There’s a silk scarf of hers I’ve brought with me. It’s an old scarf, one she’s had for years, with a pattern of pale flowers, that have a watery look, as though they’re about to dissolve; she’s often let me borrow it. I’ve put it away in the wardrobe, with all my other clothes; but now I go to find it, and hold it to my face. It smells of her, of the Devon Violets talcum powder she uses. I remember how she said goodbye to me at Brockenhurst Railway Station. How she held me too hard, so it hurt, then pushed me onto the train. ‘Go, Stella,’ she said. ‘Get on with you.’ How her voice sounded odd. As I waved to her from the train window, I saw her lips moving; I knew she was praying for me.

I lie on my pillow, her scarf pressed against me. I close my eyes, but can’t sleep.

Missing her, feeling her absence, I think too of my father – the sadness welling up in me, as it still does, even now.

I was ten when he died. It was a Saturday morning – an innocent-looking morning, a day of light mist with a high pale sun like a pearl. We’d hired horses from Mr Foster’s farm in Beaulieu, as we often did on Saturdays. We were riding along the stretch of lane that leads to Hatchet Pond, a twisty lane with high hedges. Just ambling along, chatting about nothing in particular. As though it were just a perfectly ordinary day.

I remember the sudden surge of sound – a car engine roaring behind us, something rarely heard in those lanes. I turned; saw an open-top car, coming fast. A young man driving, a woman beside him in the passenger seat. I can see every detail, it’s all far too clear, imprinted on my mind for ever. The woman young and lovely, her shiny dark hair flying back. They were laughing: in my memory, I can see their wide-open mouths. I remember it all so vividly: the woman’s blown hair, her red mouth, laughter.

As the car overtook us, I felt my horse’s twitchiness, the panic passing through her at the unfamiliar sound. I patted her neck, spoke softly to her. ‘Hey, little one, hush there…’ She quietened. But my father’s horse reared up and threw him onto the road. I remember how he fell, his body awkwardly sprawled, his arms and legs at strange angles, as though they were fixed on all wrong; his terrible stillness as he lay there. His stillness as I bent over him and listened for his breath, my tears falling on him. His face was so dirty – I tried to brush the dirt from his skin. Crying, helpless. I remember how the man and the woman drove on. How they didn’t look back.

I cry about all of it – my father’s death, my mother’s absence, being so far from home.

I hear the mournful sound of the clock at the Piaristenkirche striking two.

At last sleep comes.
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Marthe has told me how to get to the Academy. I take the tram to Schottentor, and then Tram 2 round the Ring – the magnificent thoroughfare that encircles the centre of Vienna.

I peer through the tram window, wide-eyed. There are great baroque palaces, ornate with cherubs, laurel wreaths, flowers; statues of rearing horses and muscular men; fountains. It’s a fast, fresh day, and the spray from the fountains is flung exuberantly high. The sky is a deep, tender blue, the tramlines glisten like silver, the leaves of the lindens along the Ring are touched with amber and gold. In the lavish autumn sunlight, Vienna seems to flaunt herself, like a beautiful woman who knows she holds everyone’s gaze. Look at me! Look at me! See how lovely I am!

I get off the tram at Lothringerstrasse.

The Academy is on the corner; it’s a whitewashed, red-tiled building. I climb the steps to the doors, where artfully dishevelled students are coming and going. I feel a sudden reluctance, an urge to turn back. Almost too afraid to go through with this – the thing I have so longed for. The receptionist directs me to Dr Zaslavsky’s room.

I climb the stone staircase; students mill around, chatting, laughing. On the first floor, I turn down a corridor. I can hear fragments of music from the practising rooms as I pass – a bright flurry of notes from a flute, a soprano singing a scale in the lightest silvery voice: bits of music snatched away, like pieces of paper torn off. My mouth is dry with nervousness.

Through a pane of glass in a door, I glimpse a ballet studio. One wall is lined with mirrors, and there’s a group of girls at the barre, their feet precise and perfect in satin dancing shoes. I’ve always loved ballet. I had pictures of ballerinas on my bedroom wall at home – Anna Pavlova, Alicia Markova. I’m early for my lesson, and I stay and watch for a moment.

One of the girls in the ballet class catches my eye. She has chestnut-brown hair in a stylish bob; her lips are a bold, lipsticked red. I would so love to look like her. As I watch she performs an arabesque, her face gleaming with sweat, her movements immaculate, raising her leg impossibly high.

I find the room where Dr Zaslavsky teaches. He is waiting for me, sitting by the piano. He stands, and kisses my hand.

‘So, Fräulein Whittaker. You have settled in Vienna?’

‘Yes. I’m staying with some friends of my mother’s,’ I say.

‘Excellent.’

He’s just as I remembered – hunched and creased and shrunken. But in the seamed, shrivelled face, the ardent, youthful eyes.

‘Well, it’s time to start working, Fräulein Whittaker. Are you ready for that?’

‘Yes. Absolutely.’

‘So what will you play me today?’

I’ve brought the pieces I played when he came to Mrs Slater’s house; when he said I had the potential to be extremely expressive. Chopin, John Ireland. I open up the Chopin, start to play.

He stops me almost at once. It seems that everything about my performance is wrong – the way I hold my hands, my posture, all of it. My wrists are too high, my back too stiff, my use of the pedals all wrong.

He frowns.

‘We will need to take your technique apart, Fräulein Whittaker,’ he tells me. ‘We will need to begin at the beginning again.’

It’s what I came for. But there’s a feeling like lead in my stomach.

‘Then we will need to look at your phrasing,’ he tells me. ‘The expression. You still play like a talented child, not a woman … But first, your technique. Technique is the foundation of everything. Without good technique, you have nothing…’

He doesn’t set me any music that I can enjoy – none of the Chopin or Liszt that I love. Instead, I have three ferocious Czerny studies to learn.

I cross the road and walk towards the tram-stop, through the windy brightness of the morning. I feel unravelled. The sun still shines, but for me all the gloss is gone from the day. Tears well up, and I’m ashamed: I don’t want people to see me crying.

I come to Beethovenplatz. It’s a dusty square planted with plane trees; their branches are hung with dried seed-cases, and their leaves are turning to bronze. There’s a statue of Beethoven, looking sullen.

I sit on the steps in front of the statue, which are white with bird droppings. Everything’s new and different here; even the smell of the wind is different. My hair blows over my face and I can’t be bothered to push it away. Was I really right to come here? Do I belong in this city of music? Was I just deluding myself when I thought I could play?

Students from the Academy are strolling through Beethovenplatz. They seem so vivid and certain, as though they all know exactly where they are headed. I feel utterly separate from them – so lost and far from home.

One of the students catches my eye; she’s the girl I saw in the ballet class, the one with glossy bobbed hair. She’s wearing a hat like a man’s fedora, of a gorgeous colour midway between purple and black, like over-ripe damsons, and she has a shapely little suit and shoes with very high heels. The colours of her clothes sing out.

A fierce gust of wind sweeps my hair from my face and swirls the leaves on the pavement. The girl’s hat blows off and comes cartwheeling across the ground to me. I don’t have to do anything; it lands like a gift in my lap. The girl comes running after it. I’m amazed she can move so fluidly in such high-heeled shoes.

I hold the hat out to her. As she bends, I breathe in her scent: she smells like peach preserves.

‘Thanks,’ she says, a smile unfurling over her face. ‘I thought it had gone for good. I’d have wept buckets. I’m awfully shallow like that.’

‘I’m glad I could help,’ I tell her, politely. And wish that I could think of something witty to say.

She pulls on the hat, peers down at me.

‘I haven’t seen you before,’ she says.

Her eyes have the dark gleam of liquorice.

‘No. Well, I’m new here.’

She purses her lips.

‘You don’t look very happy,’ she says.

I manage a rueful smile. I’m glad that the wind has dried the tears from my face.

‘I’m studying piano. I just had my first lesson,’ I tell her. ‘With Dr Zaslavsky.’

‘And he took you apart? Dismembered you? Ripped your guts out?’ she says.

I can’t help laughing.

‘More or less.’

‘They all do that,’ she says. ‘It’s horrible. It’s all part of learning, or so they claim. The discipline, and everything. And they love to say that your previous teacher got absolutely all of it wrong … I never quite understand it – why they can’t be a little bit nicer about it, a little bit more polite. But don’t worry, it happens to everyone.’

I think how she looked in the ballet class – her poise, her immaculate movements.

‘I can’t imagine that ever happened to you,’ I tell her.

She pulls a face.

‘Don’t you believe it. When I started here, one of my tutors said that I made him think of a platypus. Everyone laughed, the mean things. I took myself home, and crawled under the blankets, and wept…’

‘How awful,’ I say.

She talks a lot about weeping, but I find it hard to imagine. There’s such clarity about her. She seems so vivid and scented and strong.

‘Between you and me, I think they enjoy it, making us suffer. I think it excites them. I think they’re sadists,’ she says. ‘But, trust me, it gets better. You’ll get your confidence back. In a month or two, you simply won’t know yourself.’

‘Actually – I feel a little better already,’ I say.

‘Oh, good. Well, I’m Anneliese Hartmann,’ she says.

I tell her who I am.

‘I guessed you were English,’ she says.

‘You mean – my accent?’

I know my face falls a little. I pride myself on my accent.

‘Well – you’ve got the tiniest bit of an accent, but I think it’s really sweet. And you’ve got that pink and white look, that lovely fair colouring.’

But I don’t want to be fair any more. I want to have glossy brown hair and liquorice eyes.

‘I think a coffee is called for,’ she says.

‘Really?’

‘We could go to the Landtmann. What do you think?’

‘Oh. I’d love to.’

‘It isn’t far. Everyone has to go to the Landtmann when they first come here. It’s a rite of passage. Have you ever been to a Viennese café before?’

‘No. No, I haven’t.’

‘Well, you’ll like it – you’ll see. It’s just a minute or two on the tram.’

This is magical; my spirits are entirely restored.

 

A waiter in a dinner jacket ushers us into the Café Landtmann and shows us to a table. Anneliese walks ahead of me. She has a springy dancer’s body. She moves so lightly, her back as lithe as the stalk of a flower. People watch her.

It’s a long, opulent, beautiful room. There are mirrors, chandeliers, high arched windows. Around us, the scents of coffee and wine, the thick, hushed pattern of talk, the expensive chink of crystal and fine china. I have never been anywhere remotely like this before. I’ve only ever eaten out at Tyrrell and Green’s department store in Southampton, where we’d have the plaice with boiled potatoes because my mother thought that was ‘safe’.

The waiter pulls out the chair for Anneliese. She eases up her tight skirt with the palms of her hands as she sits. She settles at the table, unbuttons her jacket. She’s wearing a blouse of eau de Nil silk, and you can see the swell of her breasts through the clingy fabric.

‘We’ll have cake. I think you need a cake,’ she tells me.

The waiter takes our order. He’s young, blond, with pleasant features. Anneliese gives him a vivid smile, and when he leaves the table she follows him with her eyes.

‘Mmm – speaking of delicious things – I wouldn’t mind taking that home with me,’ she says.

I’m slightly shocked; but I can’t help smiling.

‘So tell me where you come from, little Englishwoman,’ she says.

I tell her about Brockenhurst, and Mrs Slater, my piano teacher. Talking about them, I feel a pang of homesickness. Yet Brockenhurst already seems a little remote; when I picture my home now, it’s like an old photograph, rather faded and pale.

The coffee and cake arrive. The coffee is in a cup of bone china, so translucent that you can see the shape of your fingers through it. I sip. It’s quite unlike the bland Camp coffee my mother makes at home. It tastes so rich, and there’s a kick to it.

‘Mmm…’

‘Feeling better?’

‘Yes. Much better.’

I turn my attention to the cake. Anneliese has ordered Esterházytorte; it has fondant icing on top, in an intricate chevron pattern. I pick up the silver fork and take a little bite. I can taste almonds, hazelnut buttercream, a subtle apricot glaze.

Anneliese watches my face. She grins.

‘I thought you’d like it,’ she says. ‘Vienna is the world capital of cake, no question. One day I’ll take you to Demel’s – it’s a temple of confectionery. They used to supply the Imperial household. The marzipan decorations for the Imperial Christmas tree. And Empress Sisi’s violet sorbet…’

This sounds like a fairytale to me – a sorbet made of flowers. I’m dazzled.

‘So – tell me all about you,’ I say.

‘Well, there isn’t that much to tell, really. I come from Bad Ischl. It’s boring. To be entirely honest, I don’t go back very much … I go to Berlin when I can. Caspar’s there – he’s my boyfriend. He’s in the army – an Untersturmführer,’ she says.

A soldier boyfriend – this sounds so glamorous.

‘Tell me about him,’ I say.

She muses for a moment.

‘He’s very patriotic.’ She smiles. ‘And he has wonderful biceps,’ she says. ‘As I told you, I’m rather shallow…’

‘He sounds very nice,’ I say politely.

‘What about you, Stella? You must have a boyfriend,’ she says.

I’m surprised by the directness of the question.

‘No, not really.’

She raises her elegantly pencilled eyebrows.

‘This can’t be true, surely. Looking like you do, you must have all the men at your feet. I give you a couple of weeks, now you’re here in Vienna. You’ll only have to bat those pretty eyelashes,’ she says.

I don’t want her to think I’ve been totally sheltered – though to be honest, that’s true.

‘There was someone I went out with a couple of times,’ I tell her – thinking of Alan Soames, an insurance clerk in Brockenhurst, who gave me my first and only kiss. It was rather wet and imprecise and depressing. ‘But we aren’t in touch any more.’ I sip my coffee. ‘It’s only my second day here, but England already feels so distant. It’s strange…’

‘It sounds so glamorous,’ she says. ‘England. And of course you have the King and Queen and London and everything. That must be so exciting.’

I shrug. I’ve never really thought of England as exciting. And I’ve only been to London once, on a school trip. We went to St Paul’s Cathedral and the museums. I remember me and my friend Kitty Carpenter at the Victoria and Albert Museum, and a museum attendant who took a rather salacious interest in us – two prim, lost-looking grammar-school girls in candystripe summer frocks. How he told us there was a room we really shouldn’t enter, because there was a great big statue of David, naked, in there …

I tell Anneliese the story.

‘It’s a copy of the Michelangelo sculpture?’ she says.

‘Yes.’

‘I’ve seen the original in Florence … I suppose you dashed straight to the room?’

I nod.

She grins.

‘And I bet you were horribly disappointed, after all that build-up. Michelangelo’s David is far too small where it counts.’

Does she really mean what I think she means? I feel the heat rush to my face.

Anneliese raises her cup to her lips. I notice that she has long French-manicured nails. My own hands with their bitten nails look so immature beside hers. A child’s hands. I remember Dr Zaslavsky. You play like a talented child, not a woman. That’s all I am, I think – a talented child.

She leans towards me across the table.

‘Well, here you are – in Vienna, the city of dreams. So what’s your dream, Stella? To be a concert pianist?’

‘Well, yes, that’s what I’d love. Or maybe not a soloist – an accompanist, perhaps. I love accompanying.’

‘Oh Stella, how lovely. I can just imagine that you’d be brilliant at that. You seem very empathetic.’

I’m not used to this kind of flattery.

‘I don’t know … But music is very competitive, of course. And to be honest – after that lesson I’ve totally lost faith. I just don’t think I’m good enough.’

She puts her hand lightly on mine.

‘You mustn’t do that. You mustn’t ever lose faith,’ she tells me. ‘That’s where everything starts – with that belief in yourself.’

‘And you? You’re studying dance?’

She nods. ‘I’ll probably be a ballet teacher. But, the thing is, Stella…’ Her voice is hushed, conspiratorial. There’s an ardent gleam in her liquorice-dark eyes. ‘What I’d really love would be to be a film director,’ she tells me.

‘Really? To make films?’ I’m so impressed.

I take out two cigarettes, give her one. As I lean towards her to light it, her warm peach scent licks at me.

I lean back, breathing in smoke. I realise I am happy – the misery of the morning all behind me, the world spread out before me like a banquet again.

‘There’s a film-maker in Germany,’ she tells me. ‘Leni Riefenstahl. That’s the kind of thing I dream of doing,’ she says.

The name sounds slightly familiar, but I don’t know where I’ve heard it before. I decide it’s best to be honest.

‘I don’t really know about him,’ I say.

‘Not him,’ she tells me. ‘Here’s the thing – Leni Riefenstahl’s a woman. Isn’t that grand? It’s so wonderful to see a woman doing so much. That’s my dream – to be like her.’

I resolve I will find out all about Leni Riefenstahl, so I can discuss her intelligently.

‘You should really try to see her films, if ever you get the chance,’ she goes on. ‘They don’t get shown in Vienna – they’re not very keen on them here. It’s such a shame. They can be rather narrow-minded here. Rather conservative. I mean, times are changing, for goodness’ sake … Her films are art. Visually wonderful. She has a real artist’s eye.’

‘Oh.’

I didn’t know films could be art. I’ve mostly seen Buster Keaton films, which my father used to enjoy. I can’t think of an intelligent question to ask.

‘I can tell you’re very artistic, Stella,’ she says. ‘Very sensitive. You’d love her work, I know you would.’

I want to ask Anneliese more about why they don’t show these films in Vienna – but she beckons to the waiter.

I reach for my purse.

‘No, I’m paying,’ she says. ‘You rescued my hat, remember? You’re my good fairy … We’ll do this again?’

‘Yes, I’d love to.’

I take the tram home, happy, thinking about Anneliese. She’s everything I long to be, walking so lightly through life. So assured and bold and knowing: a woman of the world. I shall model myself on Anneliese. I shall buy a shapely little suit and a scarlet lipstick, like hers. I shall dream extravagant dreams, as she does.

As I step off the tram at Maria-Treu-Gasse, I suddenly recall where I think I saw Leni Riefenstahl’s name. It was in an article I read in my mother’s Daily Mail, about Hitler’s rallies in Nuremberg. I feel briefly uneasy. But I’ve probably misremembered, and I push the thought from my mind.


7

Marthe calls out to me from the laundry room.

She’s stacking clean linen napkins on shelves in front of the hot-water pipes. As I watch, she unfolds one, then folds it again, to make the crease perfectly straight. I see how red and raw her hands are.

‘So, my dear, how was the lesson?’

Tears prick at my eyes as I think of it. But I don’t feel entirely comfortable telling Marthe how I feel, when I scarcely know her.

‘It was difficult, really. But then I’ve only just started…’

‘Yes, of course, my dear,’ she says. ‘You need to give it time.’

She turns on the tap at the sink and rubs soap all over her hands, washing them fastidiously. In the slice of light from the window, I can see all the grey in her hair and the sharp little lines in her face. Briefly, I’m aware of a sadness that seems to hang about her, like a scent of dying flowers.

‘Now, this is what I was thinking, Stella. Lukas goes to kindergarten in the mornings. So I’d like you to give him his English lessons in the afternoons.’

‘Right.’

She shakes the water drops from her hands. She examines her fingers and dries them; then she turns on the tap and starts to wash them again.

‘It won’t be every afternoon,’ she says. ‘There will be times when I’m out visiting, and I’ll sometimes take Lukas with me. Usually on Mondays. But whenever he’s home, I want him to spend the afternoon with you.’

‘Yes, absolutely,’ I say.

It sounds as though my duties won’t be too onerous.

‘But today the weather’s so beautiful. And I was wondering whether you’d like to take him for an outing? So you could get to know one another?’

‘Of course. That would be lovely. Where should we go?’

‘Lukas likes the Prater,’ she says. ‘There’s a funfair and a Ferris wheel. All the children enjoy it.’

She tells me how to get there.

The Prater is a vast, bright park, busy with women and children: boys dressed like Lukas in shirts and short trousers, playing with bats and balls; girls in pale cotton frocks, skipping, doing handstands; nannies and mothers gossiping on benches. A wide avenue leads towards the funfair.

‘This is the Hauptallee,’ Lukas tells me, rather proud that he knows.

The avenue is bordered by tall horse chestnuts, their leaves all gilded with autumn, a few bright leaves spiralling down. Everything looks so foreign to me – even the birds and animals. The rooks have tatty grey waistcoats, and there are small black squirrels scrabbling around in the grass, quite different from the familiar red squirrels of Hampshire. The wind has dropped since this morning, but the leaves of the chestnut trees whisper and sigh in a little movement of air.

Lukas is quiet. He looks yearningly at some boys playing ball, but he holds very tight to my hand. I know he doesn’t trust me yet; and he’s almost too anxious to please. I’d like to see him careering around, grubby, his shirt hanging loose. A bit less dignified and solemn.

We come to the funfair, with its kaleidoscope of colours, everything spinning and sliding and turning – the helter-skelter; the high Ferris wheel, its little red-painted carriages moving slowly around. There are children eating toffee apples; there’s a man with balloons on long strings. The shiny colours of the balloons make me think of my favourite sweets, the sarsaparilla drops and sherbet lemons that I’d buy from the sweet shop in Brockenhurst.
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