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  PROLOGUE




  Vienna has always been a city of myths. Before the First World War there was the ancient Kaiser, Franz Joseph, who slept on an iron bed, never opened a book, and ritually

  washed the feet of twelve old gentlemen on Maundy Thursday.




  ‘Is nothing to be spared me?’ the Emperor had asked – and indeed not very much was. His wandering, neurotic wife was stabbed to death by a mad anarchist on the shores of Lake

  Geneva; his son, the Crown Prince Rudolf, shot himself and (after a larger interval than was suitable) his mistress, in the hunting lodge at Mayerling. Tragic events, all, but the very stuff of

  legend and excellent for the tourist trade.




  This was the Vienna from which thirteen nationalities were governed; the city of parades and pageants where the world’s most dashing soldiers in blue and white and silver could be seen

  each night crowding the standing parterre at the opera, for every serving officer had the right to hear music free. The Vienna of the Lippizaners, the city’s darlings, stabled in an arcaded

  palace, who turned the death-dealing movements of war into an equine ballet and were followed by solemn men with golden shovels who scooped their noble droppings from the perfectly raked sand.




  The carnage and wretchedness of the Great War brought this era to an end. Yet somehow the city survived the death of Franz Joseph, the abdication of his nephew, Austria’s crashing defeat,

  the loss of her empire. And new myths, now, were assembled for the visitors. Professor Freud, on good days, could be pointed out drinking beer on the terrace of the Café Landtmann. Arnold

  Schönberg, the inventor of atonal music, gave concerts which might not be comprehensible but were obviously important, and while no one knew exactly what logical positivism was, it was

  understood that the philosophers who were inventing it were bringing acclaim to the city.




  Leonie Berger’s family had lived in Vienna for a hundred years and her myths were her own.




  ‘Personally I never meet Professor Freud in the Landtmann,’ she said to an enquiring visitor. ‘All I ever meet in the Landtmann is my Cousin Fritzi with those spoilt children

  of hers running between the tables.’




  Her father, descended from prosperous Moravian wool merchants, owned a big department store in the Mariahilferstrasse, but Leonie Berger had married into the intelligentsia. Kurt Berger was

  already in his thirties, a lecturer at the university, when he crossed the Stephansplatz and heard, from underneath a multitude of hungry pigeons, the cries of a desperate young girl. Beating back

  the predatory birds, he discovered a scratched and very pretty blonde who threw herself weeping into his arms.




  ‘I wanted to be like St Francis of Assisi,’ wailed Leonie, who had bought six whole packets of corn from the old man who sold pigeon food.




  Kurt Berger had not expected to marry, but he married now, and could blame no one but himself when he discovered that Leonie, so to speak, would never proffer one bag of corn where six would

  do.




  As for Leonie, she adored her husband, who in turn became Professor of Vertebrate Zoology, a Director of the Natural History Museum and Adviser to the Government. She orchestrated his day with

  the precision of a Toscanini, herself handing him his briefcase and silver-handled umbrella as he left at eight, serving lunch within five minutes of his return, stilling the servants to silence

  while he took his afternoon nap. The amount of starch in his collars, the movements of his intestine, were known to Leonie within millimetres; she guarded him from importunate students and carried

  his favourite mineral water to their box at the opera in a silver flask. None of which prevented her from also attending to the ailments, birthdays and love affairs of innumerable relatives whom

  she entertained, visited and succoured, often more than once a day.




  The Bergers lived in the Inner City, on the first floor of a massive apartment house built round a courtyard with a chestnut tree. The Professor’s aged mother was hived off in two of the

  twelve rooms; his unmarried sister, Hilda, an anthropologist who specialized in the kinship systems of the Mi-Mi in Bechuanaland, had her own suite. Leonie’s Uncle Mishak, a small balding man

  with a romantic past, lived in the mezzanine. But, of course, they wouldn’t have been truly Viennese if they hadn’t, on the last day of the university term, departed for the mountains.

  For the Crownlands of the old Habsburg Empire were left to the Austrians: the Tyrol, Carinthia, Styria . . . and the rain-washed Salzkammergut where, by a deep green lake called the Grundlsee, the

  Bergers owned a wooden house.




  The preparations for the ‘simple life’ they lived there involved Leonie in weeks of planning. Hampers were brought up from the basement and filled with crockery and china, with

  feather beds and linen. City suits were laid up in mothballs; dirndls were washed, loden coats and alpen hats brought out of storage and the maids sent on by train.




  And there, on a verandah overlooking the water, the Professor continued to write his book on The Evolution of the Fossil Brain, Hilda composed her papers for the Anthropological Society

  and Uncle Mishak fished. In the afternoons, however, pleasure erupted. Accompanied by friends, relatives and students who came to stay, they took excursions in rowing boats to uncomfortable islands

  or walked ecstatically across flower-filled meadows exclaiming ‘Alpenrosen!’ or ‘Enzian!’ Since a number of doctors, lawyers, theologians and string

  quartets also had houses along the lake, some extremely high-powered conversations often grew up between one clump of flowers and the next. Midges bit people, splinters from the bathing huts lodged

  in their feet, bilberries stained their teeth – and each evening they gathered to watch the sun set behind the snow-capped mountains and shriek ‘Wunderbar!’




  Then on the last day of August the dirndls were put away, the hampers packed – and everyone returned to Vienna for the first night of the Burg Theatre, the opening of the Opera, and the

  start of the university term.




  It was into this fortunate family that – when the Professor was already approaching his forties and his wife had given up hope of a child – there was born a

  daughter whom they called Ruth.




  Delivered by Vienna’s most eminent obstetrician, her arrival brought a posse of Herr Doktors, Herr Professors, University Chancellors and Nobel Laureates to admire the baby, poke

  at her head with scholarly fingers and, quite frequently, quote from Goethe.




  In spite of this roll call of the intelligentsia, Leonie sent for her old nurse from the Vorarlberg, who arrived with the wooden cradle that had been in the family for generations, and the baby

  lay under the chestnut tree in the courtyard, lulled by the sweet and foolish songs about roses and carnations and shepherds that country children drink in with their mother’s milk. And at

  first it seemed that Ruth might turn into just such an Austrian Wiegenkind. Her hair, when it grew at last, was the colour of sunlight; her button nose attracted freckles, she had a wide,

  sweet smile. But no goose girl ever clasped the sides of her cot with such fierce resolution, nor had such enquiring, life-devouring dark brown eyes.




  ‘A milkmaid with the eyes of Nefertiti,’ said an eminent Egyptologist who came to dinner.




  She adored talking, she needed to know everything; she was an infant fixer convinced she could put the world to rights.




  ‘She shouldn’t know such words,’ said Leonie’s friends, shocked.




  But she had to know words. She had to know everything.




  The Professor, a tall grey-bearded and patriarchal figure accustomed to the adulation of his students, nevertheless took her himself through the Natural History Museum where he had his own

  rooms. At six she was already familiar with the travail and complications that attend the reproductive act.




  ‘Sex is a little bit sad, isn’t it?’ said Ruth, holding her father’s hand, surveying the bottled wind spiders who bit off their partners’ heads to make them mate

  faster. ‘And the poor octopus . . . having to hold on to a female for twenty-four hours to let the eggs go down your tentacles.’




  From her unworldly Aunt Hilda, who was apt to depart for the university with her skirt on back to front, Ruth learnt the value of tolerance.




  ‘One must not judge other cultures by the standards of one’s own,’ said Aunt Hilda, who was writing a monograph on her beloved Mi-Mi – and Ruth quite quickly accepted the

  compulsion of certain tribes to consume, ritually, their grandmothers.




  The research assistants and demonstrators in the university all knew her, as did the taxidermists and preparators in the museum. At eight she was judged fit to help her father sort the teeth of

  the fossil cave bears he had found in the Drachenhöhle caves and it was understood that when she grew up she would be his assistant, type his books and accompany him on his field

  work.




  Her little, bald-headed Uncle Mishak, still grieving for the death of his wife, led her into a different world. Mishak had spent twenty dutiful years in the personnel department of his

  brother’s department store, but he was a countryman at heart and walked the city as he had walked the forests of Bohemia as a child. With Mishak, Ruth was always feeding something: a duck in

  the Stadtpark, a squirrel . . . or stroking something: a tired cab horse at the gates of the Prater, the stone toes of the god Neptune on the fountain in Schönbrunn.




  And, of course, there was her mother, Leonie, endlessly throwing out her arms, hugging her, scolding her . . . being unbearably hurt by an acid remark from a great-aunt, banishing the aunt to

  outer darkness, being noisily reconciled to the same aunt with enormous bunches of flowers . . . Carrying Ruth off to her grandfather’s department store to equip her with sailor suits, with

  buckled patent leather shoes, with pleated silk dresses, then yelling at her when she came in from school.




  ‘Why aren’t you top in English; you let that stupid Inge beat you,’ she would cry – and then take Ruth off for consolation to Demels to eat chocolate eclairs.

  ‘Well, she has a nose like an anteater so why shouldn’t she be top in English,’ Leonie would conclude, but the next year she imported a Scottish governess to make sure that no one

  spoke better English than her Ruth.




  And so the child grew; volatile, passionate and clever, recommending birth control for her grandmother’s cat, yet crying inconsolably when she was cast as an icicle instead of the Snow

  Queen in the Christmas play at school.




  ‘Doesn’t she ever stop talking?’ Leonie’s friends would ask – yet she was easily extinguished. A snub, an unkind remark, silenced her instantly.




  And something else . . . The sound of music.




  Ruth’s need for music was so much a part of her Viennese heritage that no one at first noticed how acute it was. Ever since infancy it had been almost impossible to pull her away from

  music-making and she had her own places, music-places, she called them, to which she gravitated like a thirsty bullock to a water hole.




  There was the ground-floor window of the shabby old Hochschule für Musik where the Ziller Quartet rehearsed, and the concert hall by the fruit market – the Musikverein

  – where, if the janitor had been kind enough to leave the door open, one could hear the Philharmonia play. One blind fiddler of all the beggars that played in the streets would halt her, and

  when she listened she seemed to turn pale with concentration, as children do in sleep. Her parents were sympathetic, she had piano lessons which she enjoyed, she passed her exams, but she had a

  need of excellence which she herself could not provide.




  So for a long time she had listened with wide eyes to the stories about her Cousin Heini in Budapest.




  Heini was a scant year older than Ruth, and he was a boy in a fairy story. His mother, Leonie’s stepsister, had married a Hungarian journalist called Radek and Heini lived in a place

  called the Hill of the Roses high above the Danube in a yellow villa surrounded by apple trees. A Turkish pasha was buried in a tomb further down on the slope of the hill; from Radek’s

  balcony one could see the great river curling away towards the Hungarian plains, the graceful bridges and the spires and pinnacles of the Houses of Parliament like a palace in a dream. For in

  Budapest, unlike Vienna, the Danube flows through the city’s very heart.




  But that wasn’t all. When he was three, Heini climbed onto his father’s piano stool.




  ‘It was like coming home,’ he was to tell reporters afterwards. At the age of six, he gave his first recital in the hall where Franz Liszt had played. Two years later, a professor at

  the Academy invited Bartók to hear him play and the great man nodded.




  But in fairy stories there is always grief. When Heini was eleven, his mother died and the golden Wunderkind became almost an orphan, for his father, who edited a German language

  newspaper, was always working. So it was decided that Heini should continue his studies in Vienna and be prepared there for entrance to the Conservatoire. He would lodge with his teacher, an

  eminent Professor of Piano Studies, but his spare time would be spent with the Bergers.




  Ruth never forgot the first time she saw him. She had come in from school and was hanging up her satchel when she heard the music. A slow piece, and sad, but underneath the sadness so right, so

  . . . consoled.




  Her father and aunt were still at the university; her mother was in the kitchen conferring with the cook. Drawn by the music, she walked slowly through the enfilade of rooms: the dining room,

  the drawing room, the library – and opened the door of the study.




  At first she saw only the great lid of the Bechstein like a dark sail filling the room. Then she peered round it – and saw the boy.




  He had a thin face, black curls which tumbled over his forehead and large grey eyes, and when he saw her, his hands still moving over the keys, he smiled and said, ‘Hello.’




  She smiled too, awed at the delight it gave her to hear this music in her own home, overwhelmed by the authority, the excellence that came from him, young as he was.




  ‘It’s Mozart, isn’t it?’ she said, sighing, for she knew already that there was everything in Mozart; that if you stuck to him you couldn’t go wrong. Two years

  earlier she had begun to attend to him in her daydreams, keeping him alive with her cookery and care long after his thirty-sixth year.




  ‘Yes. The Adagio in B Minor.’




  He finished playing and looked at her and found her entirely pleasing. He liked her fair hair in its old-fashioned heavy plait, her snub nose, the crisp white blouse and pleated pinafore. Above

  all, he liked the admiration reflected in her eyes.




  ‘I musn’t disturb you,’ she said.




  He shook his head. ‘I don’t mind you being here if you’re quiet,’ he said.




  And then he told her about Mozart’s starling.




  ‘Mozart had a starling,’ Heini said. ‘He kept it in a cage in the room where he worked and he didn’t mind it singing. In fact he liked it to be there and he used its song

  in the Finale of the G Major Piano Concerto. Did you know that?’




  ‘No, I didn’t.’




  He watched the thick plait of hair swing to and fro as she shook her head.




  Then: ‘You can be my starling,’ Heini said.




  She nodded. It was an honour he was conferring; a great gift – she understood that at once.




  ‘I would like that,’ said Ruth.




  And from then on, whenever she could, she settled quietly in the room where he practised, sometimes with her homework or a book, mostly just listening. She turned the pages for him when he

  played from a score, her small, square-tipped fingers touching the page as lightly as a moth. She waited for him after lessons, she took his tattered Beethoven sonatas to the bookbinder to be

  rebound.




  ‘She has become a handmaiden,’ said Leonie, not entirely pleased.




  But Ruth did not neglect her school work or her friends, somehow she found time for everything.




  ‘I want to live like music sounds,’ she had said once, coming out of a concert at the Musikverein.




  Serving Heini, loving him, she drew closer to this idea.




  So Heini stayed in Vienna and that summer, preceded by a hired piano, he joined the Bergers on the Grundlsee.




  And that summer, too, the summer of 1930, a young Englishman named Quinton Somerville came to work with the Professor.




  Quin was twenty-three years old at the time of his visit, but he had already spent eighteen months in Tübingen working under the famous palaeontologist Freiherr von Huene, and arrived in

  Vienna not only with a thorough knowledge of German, but with a formidable reputation for so young a man. While still at Cambridge, Quin had managed to get himself on to an expedition to the giant

  reptile beds of Tendaguru in Tanganyika. The following year he travelled to the Cape where the skull of Australopithecus africanus had turned up in a lime quarry, setting off a raging

  controversy about the origin of man, and came under the influence of the brilliant and eccentric Robert Broom who hunted fossils in the nude and fostered Quin’s interest in the hominids. To

  avoid guesswork and flamboyance when Missing Link expeditions were fighting each other for the ‘dragon bones’ of China, and scientists came to blows about the authenticity of Piltdown

  Man, was difficult, but Quin’s doctoral thesis on the mammalian bone accumulations of the Olduvai Gorge was both erudite and sober.




  Professor Berger met him at a conference and invited him to Vienna to give the Annual Lecture to the Palaeontological Society, suggesting he might stay on for a few weeks to help edit a new

  symposium of Vertebrate Zoology.




  Quin came; the lecture was a success. He had just returned from Kenya and spoke with unashamed enthusiasm about the excitement of the excavations and the beauty of the land. It had been his

  intention to book into a hotel, but the Professor wouldn’t hear of it.




  ‘Of course you will stay with us,’ he said, and took him to the Felsengasse where his family found themselves surprised. For it was well known that Englishmen, especially those who

  explored things and hung on the ends of ropes, were tall and fair with piercing blue eyes and braying, confident voices which disposed of natives and underlings. Or at best, if very well bred, they

  looked bleached and chiselled, like crusaders on a tomb, with long, stately noses and lean hands folded over their swords.




  In all these matters, Quin was a disappointment. His face looked as though it needed ironing; the high forehead crumpled at a moment’s notice into alarming furrows, his nose looked

  slightly broken, and the amused, enquiring eyes were a deep, almost a Mediterranean brown. Only the shapely hands with which he filled, poked at and tapped (but seldom lit) an ancient pipe, would

  have passed muster on a tomb.




  ‘But his shoes are handmade,’ declared Miss Kenmore, Ruth’s Scottish governess. ‘So he is definitely upper class.’




  Leonie was inclined to believe this on account of the taxis. Quin, accompanying them to the opera or the theatre, had only to raise the fingers of one hand as they emerged for a taxi to perform

  a U-turn in the Ringstrasse and come to a halt in front of him.




  ‘And there is the shooting,’ said Ruth, for the Englishman, at the funfair in the Prater, had won a cut-glass bowl, a goldfish and an outsize blue rabbit and been requested by the

  irate owner of the booth to take his custom elsewhere. And what could that mean except a background of jolly shooting parties on breezy moors, disposing of pheasants, partridges and grouse?




  The reality was different. Quin’s mother died when he was born; his father, attached to the Embassy in Switzerland, volunteered in 1916 and was killed on the Somme. Sent

  back to the family home in Northumberland, Quin found himself in a house where everyone was old. An irascible, domineering grandfather – the terrifying ‘Basher’ Somerville –

  presided over Quin’s first years at Bowmont and the spinster aunt who came to take over after his death hardly seemed younger. But if there was no one to show the orphaned boy affection, he

  was given something he knew how to value: his freedom.




  ‘Let the boy run wild,’ the family doctor sensibly advised when Quin, soon after his arrival, developed a prolonged and only partly explained fever. ‘There’s time for

  school later; he’s bright enough.’




  So Quin had his reprieve from the monotony of British boarding schools and furnished for himself a secret and entirely satisfactory world. Most children, especially only ones, have an invisible

  playmate who accompanies them through the day. Quin’s, from the age of eight, was not an imaginary brother or understanding boy of his own age; it was a dinosaur. The creature – a

  brontosaurus whom he called Harry – stretched sixty feet; his head, when he put it through the nursery window, filled the room and its heart-warming smile was without menace for he ate only

  the bamboo in the shrubbery or the moist plants in the coppice which edged the lawn.




  An article in The Boy’s Own Paper had introduced him to Harry; Conan Doyle’s The Lost World plunged him deeper into the fabled world of pre-history. He became the

  leader of the dinosaurs, a Mowgli of the Jurassic swamps who learnt to tame even the ghastly tyrannosaurus rex on whose back he rode.




  ‘I must say, you don’t have to spend time amusing him,’ said his nurse, not realizing that nothing could compete with the dramas Quin enacted in his head. From the dinosaurs,

  the boy went backwards and forwards in time. He read of the geological layers of the earth, of lobe-finned fishes and the mammals of the Pleistocene. By the time he was eleven, he was risking his

  life almost daily, scrambling down cliffs and quarries, searching for fossils embedded in the rock, and had started a collection in the old stables grandly labelled ‘The Somerville Museum of

  Natural History’. As he grew older and Harry became dimmer in his mind, the museum was expanded to take in the marine specimens he found everywhere. For Quin’s home looked out over the

  North Sea to the curving, sand-fringed sweep of Bowmont Bay whose rock pools were his nursery; the creatures inside them more interesting than any toy.




  Quin would have been surprised if anyone had told him he was ‘doing science’ or becoming educated, but later, at Cambridge, he was amused by the solemnity with which they taught

  facts which he had learnt before his eleventh year, and the elaborate preparations for field trips to places he had clambered up and down in gym shoes.




  He got a First in the Natural History Tripos with embarrassing ease, but his unfettered childhood made him reluctant to accept a permanent academic post. Financially independent since his

  eighteenth birthday, he had managed to spend the greater part of his time on expeditions to inaccessible parts of the world, yet now he fell in love with Vienna.




  Not with the Vienna of operettas and cream cakes, though he took both politely from the hands of his hostess, but with the austere, arcaded courts of the university with its busts of old alumni

  resounding like a great roll call of the achievements of science. Doppler was there in stone, and Semmelweis who rid women of puerperal fever, and Billroth, the surgeon who befriended Brahms. In

  the library of the Hofburg, Quin spun the great gold-mounted globe which the Emperor Ferdinand had consulted to send his explorers forth. And in the Natural History Museum, he found a tiny, ugly,

  potbellied figurine, the Venus of Willendorf, priceless and guarded, made by man at the time when mammoths and sabre-toothed tigers still roamed the land.




  When the university term ended, the Bergers begged him to join them on the Grundlsee.




  ‘It’s so beautiful,’ said Ruth. ‘The rain and the salamanders – and if you lie on your stomach on the landing stage you can see hundreds of little fishes

  between the boards like in a frame.’




  He was due back in Cambridge, but he came and proved an excellent bilberry picker, an enthusiastic oarsman and a man able to shriek ‘Wunderbar!’ with the best of them. If

  they enjoyed his company, he, in turn, took back treasured memories of Austrian country life: Tante Hilda in striped bathing bloomers performing a violent breaststroke without moving from the spot

  . . . The Professor’s ancient mother running her wheelchair at a trespassing goat . . . And Klaus Biberstein, the second violin of the Ziller quartet, who loved Leonie but had a weak

  digestion, creeping out at midnight to feed his secreted Knödel to the fish.




  Of Ruth he saw relatively little, for in one of those wooden huts so beloved of Austrian musicians, her Cousin Heini practised the piano and she was busy carrying jugs of milk or plates of

  biscuits to and fro. Once he found her sitting by the shore with a somewhat surprising collection of books. Krafft-Ebing’s Sexual Pathology, Little Women and a cowboy story with a

  lurid cover called Jake’s Last Stand.




  It was the Krafft-Ebing she was perusing with a furrowed brow.




  ‘Goodness!’ he said. ‘Are you allowed to read that?’




  She nodded. ‘I’m allowed to read everything,’ she said. ‘Only I have to eat everything too, even semolina.’




  But on the night before he had to leave, Miss Kenmore could no longer be gainsaid and Quin was informed that Ruth would recite Keats’ ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ for him after

  supper.




  ‘She has it entirely by heart, Dr Somerville,’ she said – and Quin, repressing a sigh, joined the family in the drawing room with its long windows open to the lake.




  Ruth’s fair hair had been brushed out; she wore a velvet ribbon – clearly the occasion was important – yet at first Quin was compelled to look at the floor and school his

  expression, for she spoke the famous lines in the unmistakable accent of Aberdeen.




  Only when she came to the penultimate verse, to the part of the poem that belonged personally to her, for it was about her namesake, did he lift his head, caught by something in her voice.




  Perhaps the self-same song that found a path




  Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home,




  She stood in tears among the alien corn . . .




  Hackneyed lines, lines he had grown weary of at school, they still had power to stir him.




  Yet no one there, not one of the people who loved her, not Quin, not Ruth herself, enjoying the poem’s sadness, were touched by a single glimmer of premonition. No hairs lifted on the nape

  of any necks; no ghosts walked over the quiet waters of the lake. That this protected, much-loved child should ever have to leave her native land, was unimaginable.




  The next day, Quin left for England. The family all came to see him off and begged him to come back soon – but it was eight years before he returned to Vienna and then he came to a

  different city and a different world.




  





  1




  On the day that Hitler marched into Vienna, Professor Somerville was leading his not noticeably grateful expedition down a defile so narrow that overshadowing precipices

  blocked out all but a strip of the clear blue sky of Central Asia.




  ‘You can’t possibly get the animals down this way,’ a Belgian geologist he had been compelled to take along had complained.




  But Quin had just said vaguely that he thought it might be all right, by which he meant that if everyone nearly killed themselves and did exactly what he told them, there was a chance –

  and now, sure enough, the chasm widened, they passed the first trees growing wherever roots could take hold, and made their way through forests of pine and cedar to reach, at last, the bottom of

  the valley.




  ‘We’ll camp here,’ said Quin, pointing to a place where the untroubled river, idling past, dragged at the overhanging willows, and drifts of orchids and asphodels studded the

  grass.




  Later, when the mules were grazing and the smoke from the fire curled upwards in the still air, he leant back against a tree and took out the battered pipe which many women had tried to replace.

  He was thirty years old now, lines were etched into the crumpled-looking forehead and the sides of the mouth, and the dark eyes could look hard, but at this moment he was entirely happy. For he had

  been right. In spite of the gloomy prognostications of the Belgian whose spectacles had been stepped on by a yak; in spite of the assurances of his porters that it was impossible to reach the

  remoter valleys of the Siwalik Range in the spring, he had found as rich a collection of Miocene fossils as anyone could hope for. Wrapped now in woodwool and canvas, more valuable than any golden

  treasure from a tomb, was the unmistakable evidence of Ramapithecus, one of the earliest ancestors of man.




  There were three weeks of travelling still along the river valley before they could load their specimens onto lorries for the drive down to Simla, but the problems now would be social: the

  drinking of terrible tea with the villagers, bedbugs, hospitality . . .




  A lammergeier hung like a nail in the sky. The bells of browsing cattle came from a distant meadow, and the wail of a flute.




  Quin closed his eyes.




  News of the outside world when it came at last was brought by an Indian army officer in the rest house above Simla and was delivered in the order of importance. Oxford had won the Boat Race, an

  outsider named Battleship had romped home at Aintree.




  ‘Oh, and Hitler’s annexed Austria. Marched into Vienna without a shot being fired.’




  ‘Will you still go?’ asked Milner, his research assistant and a trusted friend.




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘I suppose it’s a terrific honour. I mean, they don’t give away degrees in a place like that.’




  Quin shrugged. It was not the first honorary degree he had been awarded. Persuaded three years ago to take up a professorship in London, he still managed to pursue his investigations in the more

  exotic corners of the world, and he had been lucky with his finds.




  ‘Berger arranged it. He’s Dean of the Science Faculty now. If it wasn’t for him I doubt if I’d go; I’ve no desire to go anywhere near the Nazis. But I owe him a lot

  and his family were very good to me. I stayed with them one summer.’




  He smiled, remembering the excitable, affectionate Bergers, the massive meals in the Viennese apartment, and the wooden house on the Grundlsee. There’d been an accident-prone

  anthropologist whose monograph on the Mi-Mi had fallen out of a rowing boat, and a pig-tailed little girl with a biblical name he couldn’t now recall. Rachel . . .? Hannah . . .?




  ‘I’ll go,’ he decided. ‘If I jump ship at Izmir I can connect with the Orient Express. It won’t delay me more than a couple of days. I know I can trust you to see

  the stuff through the customs, but if there’s any trouble I’ll sort it out when I come.’




  The pigeons were still there, wheeling as if to music in this absurdly music-minded city; the cobbles, the spire of St Stephan’s glimpsed continually from the narrow

  streets as his taxi took him from the station. The smell of vanilla too, as he pulled down the windows, and the lilacs and laburnums in the park.




  But the swastika banners now hung from the windows, relics of the city’s welcome to the Führer, groups of soldiers with the insignia of the SS stood together on street corners –

  and when the taxi turned into a narrow lane, he saw the hideous daubings on the doors of Jewish shops, the broken windows.




  In Sacher’s Hotel he found that his booking had been honoured. The welcome was friendly, Kaiser Franz Joseph in his mutton chop whiskers still hung in the foyer, not yet replaced by the

  Führer’s banal face. But in the bar three German officers with their peroxided girlfriends were talking loudly in Berlin accents. Even if there had been time to have a drink, Quin would

  not have joined them. In fact there was no time at all for the unthinkable had happened and the fabled Orient Express had developed engine trouble. Changing quickly into a dark suit, he hurried to

  the university. Berger’s secretary had written to him before he left England, explaining that robes would be hired for him, and all degree ceremonies were much the same. It was only necessary

  to follow the person in front in the manner of penguins.




  All the same, it was even later than he had realized. Groups of men in scarlet and gold, in black and purple, with hoods bound in ermine or tasselled caps, stood on the steps; streams of proud

  relatives in their best clothes moved through the imposing doors.




  ‘Ah, Professor Somerville, you are expected, everything is ready.’ The Registrar’s secretary greeted him with relief. ‘I’ll take you straight to the robing room.

  The Dean was hoping to welcome you before the ceremony, but he’s already in the hall so he’ll meet you at the reception.’




  ‘I’m looking forward to seeing him.’




  Quin’s gown of scarlet silk, lined with palatine purple, was laid out on a table beside a card bearing his name. The velvet hat was too big, but he pushed it onto the back of his head and

  went out to join the other candidates waiting in the anteroom.




  The organist launched into a Bach passacaglia, and between a fat lady professor from the Argentine and what seemed to be the oldest entomologist in the world, Quin marched down the aisle of the

  Great Hall towards the Chancellor’s throne.




  As he’d expected in this city, where even the cab horses were caparisoned, the ceremony proceeded with the maximum of pomp. Men rose, doffed their caps, bowed to each other, sat down

  again. The organ pealed. Long-dead alumni in golden frames stared down from the wall.




  Seated to the right of the dais, Quin, looking for Berger in the row of academics opposite, was impeded by the hat of the lady professor from the Argentine who seemed to be wearing an outsize

  academic soup tureen.




  One by one, the graduates to be honoured were called out to have their achievements proclaimed in Latin, to be hit on the shoulder by a silver sausage containing the charter bestowed on the

  university by the Emperor Maximilian, and receive a parchment scroll. Quin, helping the entomologist from his chair, wondered whether the old gentleman would survive being hit by anything at all,

  but he did. The fat lady professor went next. His view now unimpeded, Quin searched the gaudily robed row of senior university members but could see no sign of Berger. It was eight years since they

  had met, but surely he would recognize that wise, dark face?




  His turn now.




  ‘It has been decided to confer the degree of Doctor of Science, Honoris Causa on Quinton Alexander St John Somerville. The public orator will now introduce Professor Somerville to

  you.’




  Quin rose and went to stand facing the Chancellor, one of whose weak blue eyes was partly obscured by the golden tassel hanging from his cap. While the fulsome platitudes in praise of his

  achievements rolled out, Quin grew increasingly uneasy – and suddenly what had seemed to be an archaic but not undignified attempt to maintain the traditions of the past, became a travesty,

  an absurd charade mouthed by puppets.




  The oration ceased, leaving him the youngest professor in the University of Thameside, Fellow of the Royal Society, Gold Medallist of the Geographical Association and the Sherlock Holmes of

  pre-history whose inspired investigations had unlocked the secrets of the past.




  Quin scowled and climbed the dais. The Chancellor raised his sausage – and recoiled.




  ‘The chap looked as though he wanted to kill me,’ he complained afterwards.




  Quin mastered himself, took the scroll, returned to his place.




  And now at last it was over and he could ask the question that had haunted him throughout the tedious ceremony.




  ‘Where is Professor Berger?’




  He had spoken to the Registrar whose pale eyes slid away from him.




  ‘Professor Berger is no longer with us. But the new Dean, Professor Schlesinger, is waiting to greet you.’




  ‘I, however, am not waiting to greet him. Where is Professor Berger? Please answer my question.’




  The Registrar shuffled his feet. ‘He has been relieved of his post.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘The Nuremberg Laws were implemented immediately after the Anschluss. Nobody who is not racially pure can hold high office.’ He took a step backwards. ‘It’s not my fault,

  I’m only –’




  ‘Where is Berger? Is he still in Vienna?’




  The Registrar shook his head. ‘I don’t know. Many Jews have been trying to emigrate.’




  ‘Find me his last address.’




  ‘Yes, Professor, certainly, after the reception.’




  ‘No, not after the reception,’ said Quin. ‘Now.’




  He remembered the street but not, at first, the house. Then a particularly well-nourished pair of caryatids sent him through an archway and into the courtyard. The concierge

  was not in her box; no one impeded him as he made his way up the wide marble staircase to the first floor.




  Professor Berger’s brass plate was still screwed onto the door, but the door itself, surprisingly, was ajar. He pushed it open. Here in the old days he had been met by a maid in a black

  apron, but there was no one there. The Professor’s umbrella and walking sticks were still in the stand, his hat hung on its hook. Making his way down the passage with its thick Turkey carpet,

  he knocked on the door of the study and opened it. He had spent many hours here working on the symposium, awed by Berger’s scholarship and the generosity with which he shared his ideas. The

  Professor’s books lined the wall, the Remington, under its black cover, stood on the desk.




  Yet the silence was eerie. He thought of the Mary Celeste, the boat found abandoned in mid-ocean with the cups still on the table, the uneaten food. A double door led from the study

  into the dining room with its massive table and tall leather-backed chairs. The Meissen plates were still on the dresser; a cup the Professor had won for fencing stood on the sideboard.

  Increasingly puzzled, he moved on into the drawing room. The paintings of alpine landscapes hung undisturbed on the walls; the Professor’s war medals lay in their cases under glass. A palm

  tree in a brass pot had been watered – yet he had never sensed such desolation, such emptiness.




  No, not emptiness after all. In a distant room someone was playing the piano. Hardly playing, though, for one phrase was repeated again and again: an incongruous, chirruping phrase like the song

  of a bird.




  He was in the rooms facing the courtyard now, opening more doors. And now a last door, and the source of the sound. A girl, her head cradled in the curve of her arm as it lay on the piano, the

  other hand touching the keys. In the moment before she noticed him, he saw how weary she was, how bereft of hope. Then she lifted her head and as she looked at him he remembered, suddenly, her

  name.




  ‘You must be Professor Berger’s daughter. You must be Ruth.’




  It was a certain triumph, his recognition, for much had happened to the pretty, prattling child with her flaxen pigtail. A kind of Rapunzel situation had developed with her

  hair; still blonde, but loose to below her shoulders and shot through with colours that were hard to name . . . ash . . . bronze . . . a sort of greenish gold that was almost khaki. Inside its mass

  as she waited, perhaps, for a prince to ascend its tresses, was a pale triangular face with dark smudged eyes.




  ‘What were you playing?’ he asked.




  She looked down at the keys. ‘It’s the theme of the last movement of the G Major Piano Concerto by Mozart. It’s supposed to be based on the song of a starling that

  –’ Her voice broke and she bent her head to vanish, for a moment, into the privacy accorded by her tumbled hair. But now she, too, recalled the past. ‘Of course! You’re

  Professor Somerville! I remember when you came before and we were so disappointed. You were supposed to have sunburnt knees and a voice like Richard the Lionheart’s.’




  ‘What sort of a voice did he have?’




  ‘Oh, loud! Horses used to kneel at his shout, didn’t you know?’




  Quin shook his head, but he was amazed, for she had pushed back her hair and smiled at him – and in an instant the beleaguered captive in her tower vanished and it was summertime on an alp

  with cows. It was not the eyes one noticed now, but the snub nose, the wide mouth, the freckles. ‘Of course, it was the degree ceremony today, wasn’t it? My father tried to contact you

  while he was still allowed to telephone. Did it go all right?’




  Quin shrugged. ‘Where is your father?’




  ‘He’s in England. In London. My mother too, and my aunt . . . and Uncle Mishak. They went a week ago. And Heini as well – he’s gone to Budapest to pick up his visa and

  then he’s joining them.’




  ‘And left you behind?’




  It didn’t seem possible. He remembered her as, if anything, over-protected, too much indulged.




  She shook her head. ‘They sent me ahead. But it all went wrong.’ It was over now, the pastoral time on the alp with cows. Her eyes filled with tears; one hand clenched itself into a

  fist which she pressed against her cheek as though to hold in grief. ‘It went completely wrong. And I’m trapped here now. There is nobody left.’




  ‘Tell me,’ said Quin. ‘I’ve plenty of time. Tell me exactly what happened. And come away from the piano so that we can be comfortable.’ For he had understood that

  the piano was some special source of grief.




  ‘No.’ She was still the good university child who knew the ritual. ‘It’s the Chancellor’s Banquet. There’s always a dinner after the honorary degrees.

  You’ll be expected.’




  ‘You can’t imagine I would dine with those people,’ he said quietly. ‘Now start.’




  Her father had begun even before the Anschluss, trying to get her a student visa.




  ‘We still hoped the Austrians would stand out against Hitler, but he’d always wanted me to study in England – that’s why he sent me to the English School here after my

  governess left. I was in my second year, reading Natural Sciences. I was going to help my father till Heini and I could . . .’




  ‘Who’s Heini?’




  ‘He’s my cousin. Well, sort of . . . He and I . . .’




  Sentences about Heini did not seem to be the kind she finished. But Quin now had recalled the prodigy in his wooden hut. He could attach no face to Heini, only the endless sound of the piano,

  but now there came the image of the pigtailed child carrying wild strawberries in her cupped hands to where he played. It had lasted then, her love for the gifted boy.




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘It wasn’t too difficult. If you don’t want to emigrate for good, the British don’t mind. I didn’t even have to have a J on my passport because I’m only

  partly Jewish. The Quakers were marvellous. They arranged for me to go on a student transport from Graz.’




  As soon as her departure was settled, her parents had sent her to Graz to wait.




  ‘They wanted me out of the way because I’d kicked a Brown Shirt and –’




  ‘Good God!’




  She made a gesture of dismissal. ‘Anyway, after I went, my father was suddenly arrested. They took him to that hell hole by the Danube Canal – the Gestapo House. He was held there

  for days and no one told me. Then they released him and told him he had to leave the country within a week with his family or be taken to a camp. They were allowed to take just one suitcase each

  and ten German marks – you can’t live for a day on that, but of course nothing mattered as long as they could get away. I’d gone ahead on the student transport two days

  before.’




  ‘So what happened?’




  ‘We got to the border and then a whole lot of SS people got on. They were looking for our Certificates of Harmlessness.’




  ‘Your what?’




  She passed a hand over her forehead and he thought he’d never seen anyone so young look so tired. ‘It’s some new piece of paper – they invent them all the time.

  It’s to show you haven’t been politically active. They don’t want to send people abroad who are going to make trouble for the regime.’




  ‘And you hadn’t got one?’




  She shook her head. ‘At the university there was a boy who’d been to Russia. I’d read Dostoevsky, of course, and I thought one should be on the side of the proletariat and go

  to Siberia with people in exile and all that. I’d always worried because we seemed to have so much. I mean, it can’t be right that some people should have everything and others

  nothing.’




  ‘No, it can’t be right. But what to do about it isn’t always simple.’




  ‘Anyway, I didn’t become a Communist like he was because they kept on calling each other “Comrade” and then quarrelling, but I joined the Social Democrats and we marched

  in processions and had fights with the Brown Shirts. It seems childish now – we thought we were so fierce. And, of course, all the time the authorities had me down as a dangerous

  radical!’




  ‘So by the time they took you off the student train your parents had gone?’




  ‘No, they hadn’t actually. I phoned a friend of theirs because they’d cut off our telephone and she said they were off the next day. I knew that if they realized I was still in

  Austria they wouldn’t go, so I went to stay with our old cook in Grinzing till they left.’




  ‘That was brave,’ said Quin quietly.




  She shrugged. ‘It was very difficult, I must say. The most difficult thing I’ve ever done.’




  ‘And with luck the most difficult thing you’ll ever have to do.’




  She shook her head. ‘I think not.’ The words were almost inaudible. ‘I think that for my people, night has come.’




  ‘Nonsense.’ He spoke with deliberate briskness. ‘There’ll be a way of helping you. I’ll go to the British Consulate in the morning.’




  Again that shake of the head, sending the blonde, absurdly abundant hair swinging on her shoulders. ‘I’ve tried everything. There’s a man called Eichmann who runs something

  called the Department of Emigration. He’s supposed to help people to leave, but what he really does is make sure they’re stripped of everything they own. You don’t know what

  it’s like – people weeping and shouting . . .’




  He had risen and begun to walk up and down, needing to think. ‘What a huge place this is!’




  She nodded. ‘Twelve rooms. My grandmother had two of them, but she died last year. When I was small I used to ride round and round the corridors on my tricycle.’ She followed him.

  ‘That’s my father in the uniform of the 14th Uhlans. He was decorated twice for bravery – he couldn’t believe that none of that counted.’




  ‘Is he completely Jewish?’




  ‘By birth, yes. I don’t think he ever thought about it. His religion was to do with people . . . with everyone trying to make themselves into the best sort of person they could be.

  He believed in a God that belonged to everyone . . . you had to guard the spark that was in you and make it into a flame. And my mother was brought up as a Catholic so it’s doubly hard for

  her. She’s only half-Jewish, or maybe a quarter, we’re not quite sure. She had a very Aryan mother – a sort of goat-herding lady.’




  ‘So that makes you . . . what? Three-quarters? Five-eighths? It’s hard to believe.’




  She smiled. ‘My snub nose, you mean – and being fair? My grandmother came from the country – the goat-herding one. My grandfather really found her tending goats – well,

  almost. She came from a farm. We used to laugh at her a bit and call her Heidi; she never opened a book in her life, but I’m grateful to her now because I look like her and no one ever

  molests me.’




  They had reached a glassed-in verandah overlooking the courtyard. In the corner beside an oleander in a tub, was a painted cradle adorned with roses and lilies. Over the headboard, painstakingly

  scrolled, were the words Ruthie’s cradle.




  Quin set it rocking with the toe of his shoe. Beside him, Ruth had fallen silent. Down in the courtyard a single tree – a chestnut in full blossom – stretched out its arms. A swing

  was suspended from one branch; on a washing line strung between two posts hung a row of red-and-white checked tea towels, and a baby’s shirt no bigger than a handkerchief.




  ‘I used to play down there,’ she said. ‘All through my childhood. It seemed so safe to me. The safest place in the world.’




  He had made no sound, yet something made her turn to look at him. She had thought of the Englishman as kind and civilized. Now the crumpled face looked devilish: the mouth twisted, the skin

  stretched tight over the bones. It lasted only a moment, his transformation into someone to fear. Then he laid a hand lightly on her arm.




  ‘You’ll see. There will be something we can do.’




  Ruth had not exaggerated. There were no words to describe the chaos and despair the Anschluss had caused. He had arrived early at the British Consulate but already there were

  queues. People begged for pieces of paper – visas, passports, permits – as the starving begged for bread.




  ‘I’m sorry, sir, I can’t do anything about this,’ said the clerk, looking at Ruth’s documents. ‘It’s not the British refusing to let her in, it’s

  the Austrians refusing to let her out. She’d have to re-apply for emigration and that could take months or years. The quota’s full, as you know.’




  ‘If I was willing to sponsor her – to guarantee she wouldn’t be a burden on the state? Or get her a domestic work permit? My family would offer her employment.’




  ‘You’d have to do that from England, sir. Everything’s at sixes and sevens here with Austria no longer being an independent state. The Embassy’s going to close and

  they’re sending staff home all the time.’




  ‘Look, the girl’s twenty years old. Her entire family’s in England – she’s alone in the world.’




  ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ the young man repeated wearily. ‘Believe me, the things I’ve seen here . . . but there’s nothing that can be done at this end. At least

  nothing you’d consider.’




  ‘And what wouldn’t I consider?’




  The young man told him.




  Oh, bother the girl, thought Quin. He had a sleeper booked on the evening train; the exams began in less than a week. When he took his sabbatical, he’d promised to be

  back for the end of term. Letting his deputy mark his papers was no part of his plan.




  He turned into the Felsengasse and went up to the first floor. The door was wide open. In the hallway, the mirror was smashed, the umbrella stand lay on its side. The word Jude had been

  smeared in yellow paint across the photograph of the Professor shaking hands with the Kaiser. In the drawing room, pictures had been ripped off the walls; the palm tree, tipped out of its pot, lay

  sprawled on the carpet. The silver ornaments were missing, the Afghan rug . . . In the dining room, the doors were torn from the dresser, the Meissen porcelain was gone.




  On the verandah, Ruth’s painted cradle had been kicked into splintered wood.




  He had forgotten the physical effects of rage. He had to draw several deep breaths before the giddiness passed and he could turn and go downstairs.




  This time the concierge was in her box.




  ‘What happened to Professor Berger’s apartment?’




  She looked nervously at the open door, behind which he could see an old man with his legs stretched out, reading a paper.




  ‘They came . . . some Brown Shirts . . . just a gang of thugs. They do that when an apartment is abandoned. It’s not official, but no one stops them.’ She sniffed. ‘I

  don’t know what to do. The Professor asked me to look after his flat, but how can I? A German diplomat is moving in next week.’




  ‘And Fräulein Berger? What happened to her?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ Another uneasy glance through the open door. ‘I can’t tell you anything.’




  He was halfway down the street when he heard her cracked old voice calling him – and as he turned she came hurrying up, still in her foulard apron.




  ‘She gave me this to give you. But you won’t say anything, will you, Herr Doktor? My husband’s been a Nazi for years and he’d never forgive me. I could get into

  awful trouble.’




  She handed him a white envelope from which, when he opened it, there fell two keys.
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  Ruth had always loved the statue of the Empress Maria Theresia on her marble plinth. Flanked by her generals, a number of horses and some box hedges, she gazed at the strolling

  Viennese with the self-satisfied look of a good hausfrau who has left her larder full and her cupboards tidy. Every school child knew that it was she who had made Austria great, that the

  six-year-old Mozart had sat on her knee, that her daughter, Marie Antoinette, had married the King of France and lost her head.




  But for Ruth the plump and homely Empress was something more: she was the guardian of the two great museums which flanked the square that bore her name. To the south was the Museum of Art

  – a gigantic, mock Renaissance palace which housed the famous Titians, the Rembrandts, the finest Brueghels in the world. To the north – its replica down to the last carved pillar and

  ornamented dome – was the Museum of Natural History. As a child she had loved both museums. The Art Museum belonged to her mother and it was filled with uplift and suffering and love –

  rather a lot of love. The Madonnas loved their babies, Jesus loved the poor sinners, and St Francis loved the birds.




  In the Natural History Museum there wasn’t any love, only sex – but there were stories and imagined journeys – and there was work. This was her father’s world

  and Ruth, when she went there, was a child set apart. For when she had had her fill of the cassowary on his nest and the elephant seal with his enormous, rearing chest, and the glinting ribbons of

  the snakes, each in its jar of coloured fluid, she could go through a magic door and enter, like Alice, a secret, labyrinthine world.




  For here, behind the gilded, silent galleries with their grey-uniformed attendants, was a warren of preparation rooms and laboratories, of workshops and sculleries and offices. It was here that

  the real work of the museum was done: here was the nerve centre of scholarship and expertise which reached out to every country in the world. Since she was tiny, Ruth had been allowed to watch and

  help. Sometimes there was a dinosaur being assembled on a stand; sometimes she was allowed to sprinkle preservative on a stretched-out skin or polish glass slides for a histologist drawing the

  mauve and scarlet tissues of a cell, and her father’s room was as familiar to her as his study in the Felsengasse.




  In earlier times, Ruth might have sought sanctuary in a temple or a church. Now, homeless and desolate, she came to this place.




  It was Tuesday, the day the museum was closed to the public. Silently, she opened the side door and made her way up the stairs.




  Her father’s room was exactly as he had left it. His lab coat was behind the door; his notes, beside a pile of reprints, were on the desk. On a work bench by the window was the tray of

  fossil bones he had been sorting before he left. No one yet had unscrewed his name from the door, nor confiscated the two sets of keys, one of which she had left with the concierge.




  She put her suitcase down by the filing cabinet and wandered through into the cloakroom with its gas ring and kettle. Leading out of it was a preparation room with shelves of bottles and a camp

  bed on which scientists or technicians working long hours sometimes slept for a while.




  ‘Oh God, let him come,’ prayed Ruth.




  But why should he come, this Englishman who owed her nothing? Why should he even have got the keys she had left with the concierge? Hardly aware of what she was doing, she pulled a stool towards

  the tray of jumbled bones and began, with practised fingers, to separate out the vertebrae, brushing them free of earth and fragments of rock. As she bent forward, her hair fell on the tray and she

  gathered it together and twisted it into a coil, jamming a long-handled paintbrush through its mass. Heini liked her hair long and she’d learnt that trick from a Japanese girl at the

  university.




  The silence was palpable. It was early evening now; everyone had gone home. Not even the water pipes, not even the lift, made their usual sounds. Painstakingly, pointlessly, Ruth went on sorting

  the ancient cave bear bones and waited without hope for the arrival of the Englishman.




  Yet when she heard the key turn in the door, she did not dare to turn her head. Then came footsteps which, surprisingly, were already familiar, and an arm stretched over her shoulder so that for

  a moment she felt the cloth of his jacket against her cheek.




  ‘No, not that one,’ said a quiet voice. ‘I think you’ll find that doesn’t match the type. Look at the size of the neural canal.’




  She leant back in her chair, feeling suddenly safe, remembering the hands of her piano teacher coming down over her own to help her with an errant chord.




  Quin, meanwhile, was registering a number of features revealed by Ruth’s skewered hair: ears . . . the curve of her jaw . . . and those vulnerable hollows at the back of the neck which

  prevent the parents of young children from murdering them.




  ‘How quick you are,’ she said, watching his long fingers move among the fragmented bones. And then: ‘You had no luck at the Consulate?’




  ‘No, I had no luck. But we’ll get you out of Vienna. What happened back at the flat? Did you save anything?’




  She pointed to her suitcase. ‘Frau Hautermanns warned me that they were coming.’




  ‘The concierge?’




  ‘Yes. I packed some things and went down the fire escape. They weren’t after me. Not this time.’




  He was silent, still automatically sorting the specimens. Then he pushed away the tray.




  ‘Have you eaten anything today?’




  She shook her head.




  ‘Good. I’ve brought a picnic. Rather a special one. Where shall we have it?’




  ‘I suppose it ought to be in here. I can clear the table and there’s another chair next door.’




  ‘I said a picnic,’ said Quin sternly. ‘In Britain a picnic means sitting on the ground and being uncomfortable, preferably in the rain. Now where shall we go? Africa?

  You have a fine collection of lions, I see; a little moth-eaten perhaps, but very nicely mounted. Or there’s the Amazon – I’m partial to anacondas, aren’t you? No, wait;

  what about the Arctic? I’ve brought rather a special Chablis and it’s best served chilled.’




  Ruth shook her head. ‘The polar bear was almost my favourite when I was small, but I don’t want to get chilblains – I might drop my sandwiches. You don’t want to go back

  in time? To the Dinosaur Hall?’




  ‘No. Too much like work. And frankly I’m not too happy about that ichthyosaurus. Whoever assembled that skeleton had a lot of imagination.’




  Ruth flushed. ‘It was old Schumacher. He was very ill and he so much wanted to get it finished before he died.’ And then: ‘I know! Let’s go to Madagascar! The Ancient

  Continent of Lemuria! There’s an aye-aye there, a baby – such a sad-looking little thing. You’ll really like the aye-aye.’




  Quin nodded. ‘Madagascar it shall be. Perhaps you can find us a towel or some newspaper; that’s all we need. I’m sure eating here’s against the regulations but we

  won’t let that trouble us.’




  She disappeared into the cloakroom and came back with a folded towel, and with her hair released from its skewer. There could be doubts about her face thought Quin, with its contrasting motifs,

  but none about her impossible, unruly, unfashionable hair. Touched now by the last rays of the sinking sun, it gave off a tawny, golden warmth that lifted the heart.




  It was a strange walk they took through the enormous, shadowy rooms, watched by creatures preserved for ever in their moment of time. Antelopes no bigger than cats raised one leg, ready to flee

  across the sandy veld. The monkeys of the New World hung, huddled and melancholy, from branches – and by a window a dodo, idiotic-looking and extinct, sat on a nest of reconstructed eggs.




  Madagascar was all that Ruth had promised. Ring-tailed lemurs with piebald faces held nuts in their amazingly human hands. A pair of indris, cosy and fluffy like children’s toys, groomed

  each other’s fur. Tiny mouse lemurs clustered round a coconut.




  And alone, close to the glass, the aye-aye . . . Only half-grown, hideous and melancholy, with huge despairing eyes, naked ears and one uncannily extended finger, like the finger of a witch.




  ‘I don’t know why I like it so much,’ said Ruth. ‘I suppose because it’s a sort of outcast – so ugly and lonely and sad.’




  ‘It has every reason to be sad,’ said Quin. ‘The natives are terrified of them – they run off shrieking when they see one. Though I did find one tribe who believe they

  have the power to carry the souls of the dead to heaven.’




  She turned to him eagerly. ‘Of course, you’ve been there, haven’t you? With the French expedition? It must be so beautiful!’




  Quin nodded. ‘It’s like nowhere else on earth. The trees are so tangled with vines and orchids – you can’t believe the scent. And the sunbirds, and the chameleons . .

  .’




  ‘You’re so lucky. I was going to travel with my father as soon as I was old enough, but now . . .’ She groped for her handkerchief and tried again. ‘I’m sure that

  tribe was right,’ she said, turning back to the aye-aye. ‘I’m sure they can carry the souls of the dead to heaven.’ She was silent for a moment, looking at the pathetic

  embalmed creature behind the glass. ‘You can have my soul,’ she said under her breath. ‘You can have it any time you like.’




  Quin glanced at her but said nothing. Instead, he took the towel and spread it on the parquet. Then he began to unpack the hamper.




  There was a jar of pâté and another of pheasant breasts. There were fresh rolls wrapped in a snowy napkin and pats of butter in a tiny covered dish. He had brought the first Morello

  cherries and grapes and two chocolate soufflés in fluted pots. The plates were of real china; the long-stemmed goblets of real glass.




  ‘I think you’ll like the wine,’ said Quin, lifting a bottle out of its wooden coffin. ‘And I haven’t forgotten the corkscrew!’




  ‘How did you do it all? How could you get all that? How did you have the time?’




  ‘I just went into a shop and told them what I wanted. It only took ten minutes. All I had to do was pay.’




  She watched him lay out the picnic, amazed that he was thus willing to serve her. Was it British to be like this, or was it something about him personally? Her father – all the men she

  knew – would have sat back and waited for their wives.




  When it was finished it was like a banquet in a fairy story, yet like playing houses when one was a child. But when she began to eat, there were no more thoughts; she was famished; it was all

  she could do to remember her manners.




  ‘Oh, it’s so good! And the wine is absolutely lovely. It’s not strong, is it?’




  ‘Well . . .’ He was about to advise caution but decided against it. Tonight she was entitled to repose however it was brought about.




  ‘Where have your parents gone to?’ he said presently, as they sat side by side, leaning their backs against a radiator. ‘I mean, what part of London?’




  ‘Belsize Park. It’s in the north-west, do you know it?’




  ‘Yes.’ The dreary streets with their dilapidated Victorian terraces, the cat-infested gardens of what had once been a prosperous suburb, passed before his mind. ‘A lot of

  refugees live there,’ he said cheerfully. ‘And it’s very near Hampstead Heath, which is beautiful.’ (Near, but not very near . . . Hampstead, at the top of the hill, was a

  different world with its pretty cottages, its magnolia trees, and the blue plaques announcing that Keats had lived there, and Robert Louis Stevenson, and a famous Admiral of the Fleet.) ‘And

  Heini will go there too?’




  ‘Yes; very soon. He’s in Budapest getting his emigration papers and saying goodbye to his father, but there won’t be any trouble. He’s Hungarian and the Nazis don’t

  have anything to say there. He had to go quickly because he’s completely Jewish. After the goat-herding lady died, my grandfather married the daughter of a rabbi who already had a little girl

  – she was a widow – and that was Heini’s mother, so we’re not blood relations.’ She turned to him, cupping her glass. ‘He’s a marvellous pianist. A real

  one. He was going to have his debut with the Philharmonic . . . three days after Hitler marched in.’




  ‘That’s rough.’




  ‘Yes. He was absolutely frantic. I didn’t know how to comfort him; not properly.’




  She retreated momentarily into her hair.




  ‘And you’re going to get married?’




  ‘Yes . . . Well, Heini doesn’t talk a lot about getting married because he’s a musician . . . an artist . . . and they don’t talk much about bourgeois things like

  marriage – but we’re going to be together. Properly, I mean. We were going to go away together after the concert, to Italy. I’d have gone earlier but my parents are very

  old-fashioned . . . also there was the thing about Chopin and the études.’




  The fork which Quin had been conveying to his mouth stayed arrested in his hand. ‘I’m sorry, I’m afraid you’ve lost me. How do Chopin études come into

  this?’




  Too late, Ruth realized where she was heading and looked with horror at her empty glass, experiencing the painful moment when it becomes clear that what has been drunk cannot be undrunk. It had

  been so lovely, the wine, like drinking fermented hope or happiness, and now she was babbling and being indiscreet and would end up in the gutter, a confirmed absinthe drinker destined for a

  pauper’s grave.




  But Quin was waiting and she plunged.




  ‘Heini had a professor who told him that Chopin thought that every time he made love he was depriving the world of an étude. I mean that . . . you know . . . the same energy goes

  into composing and . . . the other thing. A sort of vital force. And this professor thought it was good for Heini to wait. But then Heini found out that the professor was wrong about the way to

  finger the Appassionata, so then he thought maybe he was wrong about Chopin too. Because there was George Sand, wasn’t there?’




  ‘There was indeed,’ said Quin, deeply entertained by this gibberish. It wasn’t till they had finished the meal and Ruth, moving nimbly in the gathering darkness, had cleared

  away and packed up the hamper, that he said: ‘I’ve been thinking what to do. I think we must get you out of Vienna to somewhere quiet and safe in the country. Then we can start again

  from England. I know a couple of people in the Foreign Office; I’ll be able to pull strings. I doubt if anyone will bother you away from the town and I shall make sure that you have plenty of

  money to see you through. With your father and all of us working away at the other end we’ll be able to get you across before too long. But you must get away from here. Is there anyone you

  could go to?’




  ‘There’s my old nurse. She lives by the Swiss border, in the Vorarlberg. She’d have me, but I don’t know if I ought to inflict myself on anyone. If I’m unclean

  –’




  ‘Don’t talk like that,’ he said harshly. ‘And don’t insult people who love you and will want to help you. Now tell me exactly where she lives and I’ll see to

  everything. What about tonight?’




  ‘I’m going to stay here. There’s a camp bed.’




  He was about to protest, suggesting that she come back to Sacher’s, but the memory of the German officers crowding the bar prevented him.




  ‘Take care then. What about the night watchman?’




  ‘He won’t come into my father’s room. And if he does, he’s known me since I was a baby.’




  ‘You can’t trust anyone,’ he said.




  ‘If I can’t trust Essler, I’ll die,’ said Ruth.




  At two in the morning, Quin got out of bed and wondered what had made him leave a girl hardly out of the schoolroom to spend a night alone in a deserted building full of

  shadows and ghosts. Dressing quickly, he made his way down the Ringstrasse, crossed the Theresienplatz, and let himself in by the side entrance.




  Ruth was asleep on the camp bed in the preparation room. Her hair streamed onto the floor and she was holding something in her arms as a child holds a well-loved toy. Professor Berger’s

  master key unlocked also the exhibition cases. It was the huge-eyed aye-aye that Ruth held to her breast. Its long tail curved up stiffly over her hand and its muzzle lay against her shoulder.




  Quin, looking down at her, could only pray that, as she slept, the creature that she cradled was carrying her soul to the rain-washed streets of Belsize Park, and the country which now sheltered

  all those that she loved.
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  Leonie Berger got carefully out of bed and turned over the pillow so that her husband, who was pretending to be asleep on the other side of the narrow, lumpy mattress, would

  not notice the damp patch made by her tears. Then she washed and dressed very attentively, putting on high-heeled court shoes, silk stockings, a black skirt and crisply ironed white blouse, because

  she was Viennese and one dressed properly even when one’s world had ended.




  Then she started being good.




  Leonie had been brave when they left Vienna, secreting a diamond brooch in her corset which was foolhardy in the extreme. She had been sensible and loving, for that was her nature, making sure

  that the one suitcase her husband was allowed to take contained all the existing notes for his book on Mammals of the Pleistocene, his stomach pills and the special nail clippers which

  alone enabled him to manicure his toes. She had been patient with her sister-in-law, Hilda, who was emigrating on a domestic work permit, but had fallen over her untied shoelaces as they made their

  way onto the Channel steamer, and she had cradled the infant of a fellow refugee while his mother was sick over the rails. Even when she saw the accommodation rented for them by their sponsor, a

  distantly related dentist who had emigrated years earlier and built up a successful practice in the West End, Leonie only grumbled a little. The rooms on the top floor of a dilapidated lodging

  house in Belsize Close were cold and dingy, the furniture hideous, the cooking facilities horrific, but they were cheap.
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