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To Marguerite Finnigan










Prologue


Berlin, Friday 8th December 1933


It was Friday night at the Boom Boom Club. It had been a good evening. The amateur cabaret extravaganzas always brought in a crowd. Sometimes, the club’s regular performers wondered whether the audience didn’t actually prefer to watch amateurs making fools of themselves to the professionals who had honed their craft over years. That night had been especially great entertainment. The elderly twin brothers dressed as sisters, who sang the old weepies before ending their set with a frighteningly high-kicking can-can routine, had put in a special appearance. The crowd bayed for an encore. The sister-brothers obliged three times.


Jerry Schluter, the club’s owner, watched from the wings with Kitty Katkin, his biggest star, as Marlene the cross-dressing mistress/master of ceremonies introduced another familiar figure: a young man dressed as Jean Harlow, who was convinced he should be in Hollywood even though he couldn’t hold a note. Marlene egged him on. The crowd were going wild, knowing that he would be simply terrible. They howled with laughter even as he took centre stage. Several were weeping with hilarity by the time he reached his second wavering verse.


Herr Schluter watched proceedings with a sad smile on his face. He shook his head. ‘It never fails to surprise me that this is what the people want,’ he said. ‘Delusion and humiliation. Just another freak show.’


Kitty nodded. Like her boss, she found the proceedings on amateur nights rather poignant at times but she knew that they kept the club going. And the club provided her livelihood. And it was where she’d found true love.


The young man dressed as Jean Harlow was persuaded to indulge in such an awful encore that a corpulent man on one of the tables in the front row laughed himself into a coughing fit.


‘You’d better get on there and calm them all down,’ Schluter told Kitty.


Kitty tipped her silver hat at him and indicated to Marlene, who was consoling the amateur crooner, that she was ready to take the stage.


‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ Marlene began her introduction. ‘That last act was a difficult one to follow, but here at the Boom Boom Club, we are always striving to go one better than before. And I think you will all have to agree that it doesn’t get much more magnificent than our next star, our very own English songbird, the beautiful, the mellifluous, the incomparable . . . Kitty Katkin!’


Marlene started the welcoming applause. The audience whooped and cheered. Backstage, Kitty gave a little shimmy of excitement, as she always did when she was about to perform. Her perfect red bobbed wig settled back into place and she stepped out. Right leg first. 


Just that. 


The crowd went crazy as Kitty’s long white leg appeared through the gap in the curtains. Her calf and thigh were suggestively bare. Her elegant high-arched foot was encased in a dancing shoe covered in shimmering rhinestones. Next out snaked an arm, festooned with glittering bracelets to match the shoe. Leg and arm moved up and down in unison, as though hoist by the same invisible puppet string. Kitty had the crowd enchanted with only two limbs. Then out popped her head. 


‘Kitty! Kitty!’ the fat man in the front row called. ‘Marry me, Kitty. I love you.’


Kitty tweaked the corners of her glossy red mouth into a living-doll smile. 


There were plenty of men in the audience who would have loved to spend an evening looking into the naughty eyes beneath that straight red fringe, but Kitty Katkin’s heart belonged to one man only. Kitty met his gaze right now. Her darling Otto was in his usual place at the piano in the orchestra pit, leading the band through the intro to her opening song. Every high-sung word of love or longing that came from Kitty’s mouth that night would be directed straight at him. When his blue eyes met her own, her smile was suddenly very real.


Kitty launched into her first song, which was ‘Burlington Bertie’ with much ruder lyrics and a very lewd dance.


‘I’m Burlington Bertie, the boys say I’m dirty . . .’


The crowd may have been delighted by the pratfalls of the cabaret wannabes but they could tell that Kitty was a cut above. They clapped along. They whooped whenever she flicked out a long leg. They hollered when she threw in a handstand that revealed the Union Flag sewn onto her knickers. Kitty’s act was part ballet, part opera, part clown. The audience laughed and swooned and shouted for more. She had them in the palm of her hand.


All the time she was thinking of Otto, performing for Otto and imagining what they would do together when they were alone. 


Kitty had three numbers to sing that evening. Her glittering silver costume was carefully constructed and held together only by poppers so that her long slit skirt disappeared with the flick of a wrist. By turning her hat round, she went from city gent to cowboy. Beneath her neat little waistcoat was a daring, skintight basque.


It wasn’t quite a striptease but it was enough to send every man in the room – at least every man who wasn’t interested in other men – home with the idea that he had been royally and rudely entertained. During her last song, Kitty would always turn her back on the audience and unclip her basque so that they could kid themselves she had been topless in front of them, though in fact they hadn’t seen a thing. No one got to see Kitty’s body except Otto. It was always and only for him.


Kitty brought the house down with her comedy galloping as she sang along to ‘The Last Round-Up’, a cowboy ballad she’d pinched from the Ziegfeld Follies and given her own special twist with a filthy new libretto. It was all building up to a wonderful finale, but that Friday night, Kitty would not be ending her act with ‘Goodnight Sweetheart’, the song with which she always closed the show. As Kitty was finding her mark on the centre of the stage and thanking her fellow performers and the audience for their support, Otto began to play a different tune. It was Irving Berlin’s ‘The Song is Ended’. It was their song.


For a moment Kitty was confused. She looked at Otto enquiringly. He looked back at her and gave the slightest nod, a nod so small and so subtle that only she could see it. Kitty briefly checked out the rest of the band. They had taken the change of music in their stride and were following Otto as a good orchestra always follows a great conductor. He had their absolute trust.


Kitty glanced to the side of the stage. Marlene and Schluter looked back at her. Marlene’s eyes were steely. Her jaw was set. Schluter looked weary and resigned. He nodded just as Otto had done, then he disappeared into the darkness. Behind the scenes, Kitty knew, the entire backstage crew would be swinging into action.


Taking a deep breath, Kitty centred herself. ‘Goodnight Sweetheart’ was the song she had planned to sing, indeed, wanted to sing but ‘The Song is Ended’ was always going to be the real finale. She felt the backs of her eyes start to sting and tried to fight the tears with a smile. No one must notice that anything was different, even though Otto had always reassured her that if she did cry the crowd would just assume it was part of the act. ‘The Song is Ended’ was one of those tunes that got you right in the heart. It was so full of love and longing. 


Kitty began to sing. 


Oh so many moments of bliss, she thought as she wobbled through the first line. Must it really all come to an end? Right now? Like this? She wasn’t ready for it. Otto had been telling her for weeks that she must always be ready because the moment would come and it would not wait for anyone to say their last goodbyes.


‘I never want to say a last goodbye to you,’ Kitty had told him. She’d pummelled him with her fists whenever he suggested it. But now it was happening. Though the lights made the audience indistinct to her, Kitty thought she could see dark shapes moving at the very back of the room, drawing closer, paying no respect to the fact that the show wasn’t finished yet. Not quite. She sang on.


Kitty’s heart was breaking. Every word was important to her now. Every single note must reach Otto’s ears and caress him as though those notes were kisses. She was so glad they’d been so happy before the show. They’d made love in her little room on the top floor of the Hotel Frankfort. When she pushed a stray strand of hair away from her face, Kitty could still smell the scent of Otto’s sweet skin on her hand.


Now Otto threw in an instrumental passage, as he had always warned her he might when they discussed how this moment could be. He was buying time for the people behind the curtains. For Marlene and Schluter and Isadora and Old Hans. Kitty wished he could play for ever. She watched Otto’s hands moving over the keyboard and heard in every note he played a love song just for her.


And then suddenly it was the last verse. Kitty’s voice cracked as she sang the song’s final line. But she couldn’t let it end on such a sad note. She wouldn’t. She added a flourish. A final line of her own, over the top of Otto’s fading chords. ‘But I’ll be coming back for you, dear.’ She looked right at him and blew him a kiss.


Then the crowd began to applaud and there wasn’t a second to lose. Kitty bowed quickly, curtly, and exited stage left at a run. The crowd continued to clap. They wanted her back. Another bow. Another encore. 


‘More more more!’ they yelled.


But there would be no encore. Not tonight. Maybe not ever. Kitty was already on her way down to the basement.


Upstairs in the theatre, a gunshot rang out. 










Chapter 1


Berlin, last September


Another month, another country. If it’s September, it must be Berlin, I said to myself, mocking the touring rock stars who claim they only know which town they’re in by consulting the day on the calendar. I was beginning to feel a little bit like that. I had started the year in London, then moved to spend two months in Venice. I’d followed that with two months in Paris, then back to London again and now Berlin. 


The plan was that I was going to be in Berlin for the long term. I was in Germany to teach English to support myself as I began a new project, studying the experiences of British expats in the capital between the two world wars. It was a project I was looking forward to undertaking, but I couldn’t help but feel a little nervous as the plane touched down. Another country, another adventure? Or another dose of heartache?


 


Thanks to my friend Clare, who had been living in Berlin since we finished our undergraduate degrees in London almost a decade earlier, I would at least be arriving in the city with some idea of what to do and where to go. Clare had already helped me to find a flat to rent. She’d actually offered to have me stay at her place for as long as I needed, but I’d done enough couchsurfing in London over the spring and summer and I didn’t feel like imposing. I wanted a place of my own. Somewhere I could stay for as long as I wanted. A home.


Clare couldn’t meet me at the airport that first day because she had to work, but she had sent very detailed instructions on how to get to my new place. She’d been kind enough to spend some time there too, checking it would have everything I needed and filling the kitchen cupboards with essentials. She had also made an inspection of the landlord. The elderly man, who was called Herr Schmidt, lived on the ground floor of the building. That kind of arrangement – a live-in landlord – could be difficult, but Clare didn’t think he would be too much trouble. 


‘And if he is,’ she said, ‘you’ll easily outrun him. He must be ninety-five if he’s a day.’


I was grateful that she’d checked out the flat and the landlord. It made me feel just a little less lonely when I arrived on the Hufelandstrasse in the Prenzlauer Berg and pressed the doorbell. My first impression was certainly good; the outside of the tall white building was very clean and tidy and the neighbourhood seemed quiet and safe. Clare had explained to me that the area was the Berlin equivalent of London’s ‘Nappy Valley’ between Clapham and Wandsworth Commons – lots of young families chose to live there. It might not be the hippest part of town, but it was very nice.


It was a short while before Herr Schmidt answered the door. He was exactly as Clare had described him. Easily in his nineties. He walked with a cane but he was by no means a helpless old man. He was beautifully dressed in smartly pressed clothes. He was still tall and only slightly stooped with age. He looked well-fed and, indeed, I could smell something delicious wafting into the hall from his kitchen on the ground floor.


‘Fräulein Thomson,’ he greeted me. ‘I am very glad to meet you. Welcome to Berlin.’


He gave me a small nod. He had such bearing that I found I wanted to curtsey in response, but I made do with a nod of my own. Bizarrely, I found I was slightly lost for words. Herr Schmidt had the most startling blue eyes, almost aquamarine.


‘Do you have much luggage?’ he asked, breaking the spell.


‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘This is it.’


‘I’ll take it for you.’


There was no way I was going to let him try to drag my heavy case up the stairs. ‘I can manage,’ I insisted.


Still, we did an awkward little dance in the doorway as he tried to take my bag off me. Eventually, I let him wheel it into the hallway. I sensed it was important to him to feel that he was treating me as an esteemed guest rather than a lodger.


‘Your rooms are upstairs,’ he explained to me. ‘But first perhaps you would like to share some coffee and cake.’


I certainly wasn’t going to say no. I was hungry. I hadn’t eaten the plastic-covered roll that passed for breakfast on the plane from Heathrow. Plus, I wanted to get to know my new landlord. I was relieved that I immediately felt comfortable in his company. It’s funny how we make such judgements, isn’t it? We can look at someone’s face for just a second and know at once we’ll get along. That’s how I felt about Herr Schmidt; there was kindness in his incredible blue eyes. I was also intrigued. He spoke good English – there had to be a story there. It was lucky too, since my German still left quite a bit to be desired. My first month in the city would be full of one-to-one German lessons to bring me up to speed. I was sure I would learn as much from my English-language students as they would learn from me.


‘So you are going to be working at the university?’ he asked me.


‘Yes.’ I explained the nature of my project.


Herr Schmidt nodded. ‘Well, you will find plenty to interest you here. The 1930s were a fascinating time to be living in this city.’


‘So I’ve heard. I’m very keen to explore the juxtaposition of the decadence of the legendary nightlife and the political change,’ I said, hoping I didn’t sound too pretentious.


Herr Schmidt smiled distantly. ‘There was certainly plenty of change,’ he said.


And then he changed the subject by offering me another slice of cake.


 


The cake was delicious. I didn’t need to be encouraged to have more than one piece. After that, Herr Schmidt offered to show me my new apartment. Between us, we carried my suitcase up the narrow stairs. He opened the door to my flat and waved me inside. There was, as Clare had promised, everything a girl could need (including Nutella in the cupboard, as I would later discover). The four small rooms – bedroom, bathroom, kitchen and study – were light and immaculate. Though the furniture was a little old-fashioned, it was charmingly solid. I liked the idea that it might have been around during the period I was hoping to write about.


‘How long have you lived in this house, Herr Schmidt?’ I asked him when he had finished pointing out how everything worked.


‘All my life,’ he told me. ‘I was born here.’


I decided not to ask exactly when that might have been.


‘That’s pretty rare these days,’ I said. ‘To be born at home and then live in the same house one’s whole life.’


‘I suppose it is.’


He seemed sad at the thought. Perhaps it was the memory of all the people who had lived in the house with him. As far as I could tell, I would be the only lodger. The only other person in the building, in fact. The rest of the place was empty. But once upon a time it must have teemed with people: his parents, his siblings, maybe even his own wife and children, though he hadn’t mentioned them.


‘I hope you’ll be very happy here,’ he said.


I assured him that I would.


 


And I did feel that I could be happy in Berlin. Since leaving Paris – upset by my final meeting with Marco Donato and angry that I’d only got my job researching Augustine du Vert because of him – I had been killing time in the UK. I was eager to make a start on a new life. 


I was tired from a day spent travelling, but after Herr Schmidt left to go back downstairs I unpacked my case, knowing I was unlikely to feel much more energetic the next morning. I hung my clothes in the narrow wooden wardrobe that seemed to have been made to accommodate the belongings of someone with much smaller shoulders. I imagined the wardrobe’s original owner, who must have been a good deal more fine-boned than me, hanging gossamer-light frocks cut on the bias where I now hung my jeans and a couple of black dresses. I placed my underwear in a drawer lined with floral paper that was faded and brittle with age. It might have been put there by Herr Schmidt’s mother. I don’t know why I assumed that the room’s first occupant must have been a woman but there was definitely something feminine in the atmosphere.


 I’d brought with me framed photographs of my sister and my parents. I set those on the dressing table, with its speckled old mirror. Herr Schmidt had put a small vase of flowers on the well-polished top. It was a kind touch. It made me like him even more. It also made me well up just a little, as for some reason it put me in mind of the flowers on Augustine du Vert’s grave at Père Lachaise. I put my overly emotional reaction down to fatigue.


Later, I set up my laptop on the table in the little study I would doubtless come to know very well. There was wireless, thank goodness. I’d worried that someone of Herr Schmidt’s age might not bother with the Internet, but he’d told me he’d had it installed at the behest of his great-nephew, who had assured him it was a non-negotiable requirement for any modern lodger. I had felt oddly comforted by the thought that Herr Schmidt had relatives somewhere. Until he mentioned the nephew, he had seemed worryingly self-contained.


I logged on and checked my emails. I sent Mum a message to let her know I was safely installed. I let my sister know the same. I attached a photograph, taken with my phone, of the little study and another of the kitchen, small and so neat – for now, anyway. I texted Clare to thank her for filling my fridge and cupboards with so many goodies. It was very kind of her. I was lucky to have such a good friend.


After that, with a cup of tea in hand, I looked out of my new bedroom window. It had a wide sill that was the perfect seat, made cosy by the velvet curtains.


I was in the former East Berlin and some of the architecture I’d seen on my way to the Hufelandstrasse did have a distinct touch of the Soviet to it. But there was a large park just down the road from the house – the Volkspark Friedrichshain – and there were tall trees on either side of the street. The September sun was still warm and welcoming and the pavement was busy with locals going about their business. As I looked out, a couple walked by with their children: two in the pram and an older sibling who was entertaining the babies with a song. The parents embraced. How happy they seemed. Ordinary people leading ordinary lives, bolstered by their ordinary love for one another. Extraordinarily ordinary love. Wasn’t that what Marco had wished for me?


 


Oh Marco. I couldn’t even think his name without sighing. What was he doing right then? Closing my eyes for a second, I could see him quite clearly as he had been at our last – our only – face-to-face meeting, when we sat opposite each other in his office. He had held my hands and looked into my face. It should have been the moment we confirmed our love for one another. Instead it was the moment he declared himself out of the game.


Was Berlin where I would find the love he thought I wanted? I felt as though, ever since I had broken up with Steven in London almost a year before, I had been on the run in one way or another. Literally, as I moved from country to country, and perhaps psychologically too, investing my heart in the impossible dream that was Mr Marco Donato. The love I longed for seemed to dangle in front of me, like the carrot on the stick that remains out of reach no matter how fast the donkey runs.


I still thought about Marco every single day. Now, of course, I knew what he looked like – I’d burst in on him in his secret lair and seen his partly burnt face and withered hand – and that had added all sorts of complications to my feelings. I had fallen in love with his mind and told myself that his exterior did not matter. Not to me. Not to us . . . In any case, once you know someone, you look beyond their face, don’t you? You look directly into their eyes. The eyes don’t change. It’s why your best friends never seem to age, no matter how long you know them. When we met face to face for the first time, however, in the office hidden in the library walls, Marco had been altogether less optimistic. He had said some things that shocked me to the core. He’d accused me of wanting to ‘rescue’ him for all the wrong reasons. He said he thought I liked the idea of the attention being with him would bring. What better way to feel beautiful than to stand alongside someone so damaged?


Marco’s words had seemed so cruel and so hurtful. But with the benefit of time and distance, I wasn’t so sure he was wrong after all. I had gone over our conversation many times and had to admit there were elements of truth to his accusations. Was it possible that I had latched onto him in order to boost my own self-esteem? 


I hoped that wasn’t the case. Though I had to admit that when Marco was in hospital, all those years ago, long before I knew who he was and what role he would come to play in my life, I had felt proud of my efforts to keep him going through his recovery. It had made me feel good about myself to be looking after him. And when I got to Venice, having broken up with Steven, God knows I needed something to make me feel good about myself again. But that wasn’t what had drawn me back to Marco in particular, was it? It couldn’t have been. When Marco and I began to write to one another, I’d had no idea he was the same Italian man who had wound up in the hospital where I had worked during my school holidays. No idea at all. How could I? 


No, I told myself for the hundredth time. I had not fallen for Marco Donato because he seemed like a lost soul or someone who needed rescuing and I thought it might make me feel better to be that rescuer. I had just fallen for his wit and his charm . . .


And for the face in the old photographs I found online, a small voice reminded me. The model-handsome face that no longer existed. Even alone in my room in Berlin, I blushed with shame as I remembered how excited I had been at the idea that someone as glamorous and good-looking as the man in those pictures might be interested in someone like me. 


But what did that matter any more? After I insisted that he see me, Marco had sent me away in such a determined and final manner that I could do nothing other than believe he sincerely hoped he’d never see me again. I had heard nothing from him since. The crazy fantasies we had shared were fast fading even in my overactive imagination. It was time for me to move on.










Chapter 2


The Adlon Hotel, Berlin


Monday 9th May 1932


 


Dear Mummy,


I am writing to you from Berlin! I’m sure Papa has told you I’m to be cut off altogether after the incident in Munich, but I know you won’t take any notice of him. I feel certain you will want to know how I am getting on, so I’m writing to let you know that I am getting along very well indeed. 


Of course, Cord has been looking after me here in the big city and I’m sure we will be engaged just as soon as he has finished his training. I know that when Papa finally meets Cord in person, he will understand absolutely why I fell for the lovely man. He’s not just tall and handsome, he’s clever and very polite. Papa will be glad I didn’t come back to do the season and end up with some chinless wimp like Eleanor’s husband. I know she is my cousin and I should be more generous, but really, Mummy, I’m sure you agree.


I must go now. Cord has promised to take me to a cultural evening at the Opera and he’s picking me up in ten minutes. Please write soon and if you could send a few quid at the same time, it would be gratefully received. Only on a temporary basis, of course. This hotel is expensive so Cord is going to arrange for me to stay with his relations until we can organise a wedding and get a place of our own. I am also looking for work as a bilingual secretary. I’m sure I’ll have something within the week.


Give my love to the dogs and to Papa, even if he says he doesn’t want it.


Your loving daughter,


Katherine


 


Katherine Hazleton, Kitty to her friends, sealed the envelope and took it to the post office, where she spent far more than she could afford on sending the letter back to England. She prayed that it would yield some kind of return. She was sure it would. Her mother had always been a soft touch compared to her papa. Kitty had no doubt whatsoever that Mrs Hazleton would defy her father’s inevitable furious decree that Kitty should be cut off without a penny.


Her crime? Kitty had fallen in love. His name was Cord Von Cord. Kitty met him in Munich. Cord was visiting his aunt, who ran the boarding house where Kitty was staying while she attended finishing school. Cord was a medical student. He was tall and blond and very, very good-looking in that chiselled German way. Totally swoonsome, is how Kitty described him to her finishing-school room-mate, Miranda. And he was scrupulously well-mannered too. At least, until after dark. 


Kitty and Cord had been caught in her bedroom. Nothing had happened – not even, much to Kitty’s disappointment, a proper tongue-filled kiss – but Cord’s aunt simply would not believe it. A young lady alone in a bedroom with a man! Oh, the scandal! She sent Cord straight back to Berlin with a flea in his ear and telephoned Kitty’s parents the very next morning. Rather than wait around for her father to pick her up and face the long journey home to Surrey, listening to a lecture all the way, Kitty did a bunk, using the last of her cash to catch a train to Berlin where she took a room at the Adlon (the only Berlin hotel Kitty had ever heard of) and waited for Cord to come and justify her impulsive move.


Well, Cord did come to the hotel and he did tell Kitty that he loved her. They went to bed properly this time and did everything Kitty could imagine and quite a few other things beside. Who knew such dreadful acts could be so pleasurable! But then Cord told her that while he loved her passionately, he rather wished she hadn’t followed him to Berlin because, actually, he was already engaged to be married to someone else. He was sorry he’d neglected to mention it. His wedding would take place in two weeks.


How stupid Kitty felt then. She felt even more stupid two days later when her mother still hadn’t written with money and what little cash she had was almost run through. Perhaps it had been a mistake to pretend that Cord was planning to marry her. Perhaps the truth would have elicited a quicker response. The Adlon was terribly expensive and the manager flatly refused to give her credit, no matter who her father was. After three nights, Kitty moved out of the hotel and went to look for cheaper lodgings. She had to look for a very long time; the best parts of Berlin were suddenly closed to her. In the end, after a horrible day, dragging her suitcase for what felt like fifty miles, she checked into an absolute fleapit at the wrong end of the Kurfürstendamm – the legendary Ku’damm spoken of by the finishing school’s more experienced girls. It was awful. The only running water was coming down the inside of the walls. There was no fiancé, no bilingual office job and definitely no cultural evenings at the Opera. Kitty was all alone and absolutely skint.


But she still had her inner fire, is what she told herself as she gingerly lifted a grey blanket to check for bedbugs. Surviving in Berlin should be no problem at all. So what if she wasn’t in the best part of town? She had her street smarts and her savvy and she had just enough German to get by. 


And to get into trouble, as it happened.


When Kitty booked into the Hotel Frankfort in the late afternoon, she found the neighbourhood shabby but otherwise unremarkable. As soon as night fell, however, the street outside was transformed. During the day, the locals shuffled grey-faced about their errands. In the evenings, everybody perked up and the street was transformed into a market, though not a market selling anything that Kitty would have wanted to buy.


But she had to go out. She was hungry and even the food her horrid hotel offered at a discount for residents was way beyond her budget. She put on her boots – the green boots her mother had bought for her on their last trip to London – and strode out onto the street. It was important, she told herself, to convey an air of confidence. When you tried to make yourself inconspicuous, that was when you marked yourself out as a victim. If you walked tall and with a purpose, no one would bother you. That was the theory. Alas, Kitty’s theory was wrong.


It started within a few feet of the hotel door. The catcalling and the whispers. One ruffian even went so far as to grab her arm and ask her, with incredible impudence, ‘How much?’


‘Unhand me,’ she told him, speaking English loudly and slowly, in the way that had won and was losing an empire. She shook him off and continued on her way. He followed her halfway down the street, making terrible kissing noises as he stuck close like a dog at her heels.


At last Kitty spotted a respectable-looking restaurant and quickly slipped inside. But while she was reading the menu, an elderly man came and sat right opposite her and made no bones at all about his desires. He called her ‘mistress’. She told him to leave her in peace. She wasn’t interested in having any company that night.


Perhaps he didn’t understand Kitty’s accent. Far from leaving her alone, the old man reached for her hand and pleaded. She must let him sit with her. He had been waiting his whole life for someone so lovely. He would spend the rest of his days in her service if she’d only say ‘yes’ to him. When should he start?


‘If you want to be of service to me,’ she told him in her best schoolgirl German, ‘you can tell that waiter to come over here and take my order. I’ve been waiting far too long.’


To Kitty’s astonishment, the old man scuttled off and the waiter duly appeared, with the old man right behind him. Kitty gave her order and closed the menu with an irritated snap.


‘I still don’t want any company,’ she told the old man, who was about to sit down opposite her again. She only wanted to fill in her diary. She had kept a daily diary since she was eleven years old and right then she had a lot to catch up with. ‘Will you please leave me alone?’ she asked. ‘Go on. Shoo.’ She waved him off.


With that, he fell to the floor at her feet and begged her not to send him away. He beseeched her. He would do whatever she required of him. She only had to say the word. All he asked was that she let him clean her boots with his tongue and after that he wanted nothing more than to lie prostrate upon the floor while she unleashed the contents of her bowels on to his head.


‘What?’


Kitty stood up. The man was still clinging to her ankles. 


‘Unleash my what?’


Kitty’s German vocabulary was fairly limited but she certainly knew ‘Scheißen’. The old man repeated his fondest wish and added actions to make his meaning even clearer. 


Fearing that the old man was about to pull down his trousers in the middle of the dining room, Kitty flew into a panic. She swatted at him with her napkin. He seemed to think it was all part of the game. The more she whipped him about the head with the dirty white cloth, the harder he clung onto her. And then he started licking her boots. Actually trying to clean the leather with his tongue. It really was too much.


‘Help!’ Kitty screamed. ‘Someone help me! Help! Hilfe! Helft mir!’


On the other side of the room, a young man, tall and smartly dressed, decided it was time to come to Kitty’s aid. He pulled the old man to his feet and, dusting him off quite gently, told him with a smile of wry amusement that he’d got the wrong girl.


‘But she . . .’ The old man gave Kitty’s green leather boots one last longing glance.


‘I know,’ said the young man. ‘But I don’t think that’s their meaning. She isn’t from round here. You heard her accent. Let her get on with her dinner and look for your ideal mistress outside. This lady doesn’t wish to be bothered.’


‘She’s asking for it, the way she’s dressing . . .’


‘How dare you!’ said Kitty. ‘Go away, you vile man.’


‘You’re a prick-tease, you are,’ said Kitty’s aged admirer.


The young man’s face hardened. ‘Come along, Grandpa.’ He nodded towards the door and the old man slunk away. Kitty collapsed back down into her seat and fanned her pink cheeks with her hand.


‘Thank you,’ she said to the young man. ‘I don’t know what I would have done without you. That old chap was quite deranged,’ she continued. ‘Kept calling me “mistress”. He wanted to lick my boots and have me . . .’ Kitty pulled a face in place of the terrible word. ‘You know. On him. Can you imagine?’


‘I’d rather not. But it is what you were advertising,’ said the young man after a pause. He pointed at her footwear. ‘Green boots. Gold laces. Debasement and a bit of defecation.’


That was how Kitty came to be aware of the secret semaphore of footwear in Weimar Berlin.


‘You should stay away from red boots too, if you’re going to frequent this establishment. Red or maroon means you’re into flagellation.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Kitty. ‘These are the only boots I’ve got.’


‘In which case, best buy a longer skirt,’ said Kitty’s hero. ‘Or dine somewhere else. All the old dominas hang out here when they’re not busy.’


‘Dominas? I don’t think I understand you . . .’


‘I have to go to work now,’ he said. ‘But it has been nice to talk to you, Miss . . .’


‘Hazleton.’ She held out her hand. ‘Katherine Hazleton.’


‘Otto Schmidt.’ 


With gentlemanly grace, the young man lifted her hand to his mouth and pretended to kiss it. ‘Pleased to be of service.’


Kitty felt an unexpected tingle as for the first time she got a proper look at the young man’s startlingly blue eyes. He smiled in a way that suggested mutual recognition. This was something more than two strangers making passing acquaintance. Kitty watched Otto Schmidt leave the restaurant and found herself wishing he might have stayed.










Chapter 3


Venice, September last year


The Palazzo Donato was silent as ever. Outside, Venice carried on as it had always done, unchanged for centuries, entertaining all-comers from every country in the world. Late-summer tourists crowded the narrow streets and posed for photographs against the eternally romantic background of crumbling ochre buildings and sleek black gondolas in that perfect mellow light. The cafés of San Marco were doing a roaring trade. Meanwhile, liners as big as tower blocks docked at the Maritime Port and disgorged yet more visitors, keen to lay eyes on the most beautiful city on earth.


Unseen inside the courtyard garden of the Donato house, the roses were putting on one last show. The fountain was turned off; only the persistent drip that provided a shower for the dusty sparrows revealed that it still worked at all. The statues of Orpheus and Eurydice still reached for each other in vain. The gallery from where the palazzo’s original owner, courtesan Ernesta, had once observed the comings and goings of her eminent guests, echoed only to the sound of Silvio the old retainer’s footsteps as he went about his business like a monk.


Marco Donato had retreated to his life of seclusion again. There was one brief moment when it seemed as though Sarah the English girl’s brave decision to burst into his hiding place and confront him might have worked. A couple of days after she left, Marco had spoken to his doctor about the possibility of surgery. Perhaps there was still something that could be done to wipe away the traces of the accident that had changed everything. The doctor confirmed that there had been advances. New techniques might bring a great deal of relief. But then the momentum died away. It had been much too long. That faint flicker of optimism was gone again and Marco turned his face to the wall, just as he had done for real in the private hospital all those years earlier. It was hopeless. The scars were far more than skin-deep.


Silvio knew better than to try to coax his master to talk about the situation. Though Marco had seen no one but Silvio and the doctor in years, Silvio would not dare to presume for himself the privileges of a friend. He just carried on as before. He rose at six to have his master’s breakfast ready for seven. He made lunch at one and dinner at eight. He kept the house clean. He ran errands. He was Marco’s connection with the outside world. But there was an interior world that he could never hope to penetrate.


 


While Silvio walked the corridors with his trusty wooden broom, Marco remained in his office. In the mornings, he dealt with his business interests. The Donato shipping line still reached every corner of the globe and there were many decisions to be made. Much responsibility. Marco hadn’t lied to Sarah when he told her that he often spent what should have been his leisure time at work. When he did have free time, he read. For the most part he read history. The history of his own city, of Paris and of Germany. He used to draw but he hadn’t picked up his sketchbook in months. Couldn’t think of anything he wanted to look at for long enough to make a drawing of it. Not any more.


Marco stared at his last sketch of Sarah as though, if he looked at it hard enough, it might just come to life. It was the picture he had drawn on the afternoon she had made herself vulnerable to him. He had drawn her sitting in the chair at the library desk. She had her legs open. Her long shirt dress was unbuttoned at the bodice. Her hands were hidden in the folds of her skirt. She was leaning back. Her head tipped. Hair streaming behind her. Her mouth was open. Her throat exposed.


As he looked at the drawing, a far clearer picture conjured itself in Marco’s head. In his mind he could hear her as well as see her. He heard her breathing. He heard her whisper to herself as she read his instructions on the laptop screen. She had trusted him so much. But then he had trusted her too.


 


What would have happened if he’d dared to show himself to her that day, as she’d asked? Might they have made love for real? He thought about it often. He’d wanted her so much.


Each evening, after she left the library to go home, he would let himself into the library and take her place at the desk. He would read the pages she had been reading. He would brush them with his fingers, as though touching something she had touched so recently could somehow draw them closer.


Once, she left a glove behind. It had fallen unnoticed from the pocket of her coat as she dressed to go back to her apartment in the Dorsoduro and lay forgotten on the mat by the fire. As soon as he could, Marco went straight to retrieve it. He snatched it up and pressed it to his face as though it still contained Sarah’s hand. There was a faint scent of perfume on the wool at the glove’s wrist. Marco inhaled it. There was something familiar in its echo. He kept the glove, hoping that Sarah would think she had dropped it somewhere other than the palazzo. And when eventually he worked out that the perfume she wore was Iris Nobile by Acqua Di Parma, he had Silvio buy a bottle. It sat wrapped up in a desk drawer. A gift he never gave.


Marco still had the glove. It was in his bedroom, in the bedside cabinet. At one point, he had taken it out every night and held it for a moment before he went to sleep. Such a silly thing. The sort of thing a teenage girl would do, he berated himself, but it was the closest he had come to a woman’s touch in so long. Until that night in February at the Martedì Grasso ball. 


 


Sarah could have had no idea how hard it had been for him to make the decision to meet her at last. While Silvio oversaw arrangements for the party, Marco prepared a thousand opening lines. He was as frightened as any young boy planning to meet his first love. No; more frightened. He had so much to lose and so many reasons to expect that she would not want him. That’s why he had chosen to throw the party. It was easy for him to entice her there and easy for him to disappear if it all went wrong. He’d sent the dress to mark her out – exactly as she had suspected – so that he would not have to risk wasting his confidence and energy on anyone but her. The possibility of rejection was so high. He’d felt sick with anxiety and yet he’d still decided that it was worth taking the risk. Sarah had enchanted him. Before he knew it, she would have finished her research and flown back to London. He wanted to give her a reason to stay. He had to make a move before she left.


If she had known how hard it was for him even to admit to himself that’s what he desired, she would never have allowed what happened to happen.


Marco felt he had been waiting for hours when the girl in the dress arrived. Though she held a mask to her face, he knew at once that something was not right. The mask was not the one he had given her, for a start. And though she was the right height and the dress was the perfect fit, this girl did not move like Sarah. Sarah’s way of moving was elegant but modest. This other girl – her friend Bea, as he would find out – sashayed into the room. She didn’t so much walk as dance.


Marco had no time to evade her. He was too slow to move behind a bookcase and she spotted him as soon as she stepped into the room. She flirted with him. She was the kind of girl who would flirt with anyone, was Marco’s guess. She dared him to take his mask off and when he refused, she made a grab for his hand.


Her face had said it all. 


Marco had not looked in a mirror for a decade and that night was no exception. In order to reveal himself to Sarah, he had had to convince himself that it was not so bad. Bea’s expression – her mouth open in shock when she saw his burnt hand – told him that he was kidding himself. His hand wasn’t even the worst of it. 


Once he had seen how Bea struggled to contain her reaction, there was no chance of him having the courage to meet Sarah that night. Bea was an intelligent woman. She didn’t want to be seen to be horrified, but she was. She dropped his hand as though it was still burning. And then she was embarrassed, fleeing the scene like a child. Why should Sarah be any different? He no longer had the courage to find out.


 


How Marco had wished he could be whole again. Whole and perfect for Sarah. Then he would not have had to worry about rejection. He could have agreed to her early suggestions that they meet. They could have gone for a coffee, like two ordinary people. They would have had so much to talk about; they would have stayed together for the rest of the day. They would have walked back to her flat in the Dorsoduro and she would have invited him inside and offered him some wine.
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