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Part I HAUNTINGS
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Sopron, Hungary

Summer 1943

AS THE BUDAPEST STREETS WITH their clatter of trams and hurried pedestrians began to thin out, Eva César reclined against the cool leather of her father’s town car and let out a long breath. Two hours from now, she would be on her family’s country estate in Sopron with nothing to do but soak in some much-needed sun, bask in Dora’s glorious cooking, and tackle (at last!) the three biology books she’d tucked inside her valise under layers of clothing like boxes of stolen chocolates.

It had been a maddening spring, filled with endless parties and dinner outings, and a steady stream of thank-you notes to write for the gifts arriving in elaborate packages for her upcoming wedding. She’d unwrapped each one nonetheless, feigning delight, filled with an undercurrent of annoyance that with Europe at war, she should be receiving such lavish gifts. Endless bibelots, crystal napkin rings, stained glass vases large enough to fit all the flower bouquets in Budapest combined. All, she imagined, would be stored in a pantry somewhere, collecting dust after the wedding. She wouldn’t have much use for them in her new life with Eduard.

The planning of the wedding itself had felt more like the negotiation of a peace treaty, obliterating any time at all she might have had for reading. Even the dress fittings (all six of them) she’d come to regard as a weekly trip to the dentist. At the last appointment, she did her best not to slouch, or tap her foot, or swat the tiny flies that seemed enthralled with the bursts of tulle and lace on her shoulders. She’d had the overwhelming urge to push past the seamstress hovering at her feet and flee. Didn’t this woman with a mouthful of pins and the concentration of a mathematician understand what was taking place outside the rosewood-paneled walls of her shop? Didn’t she know that while she insisted that every pearl on her five-foot train should be fastened at exact intervals, men were trudging through trenches without proper boots, dying in the Russian snow?

Then she’d spotted a recent newspaper folded in three on the low table near the sofa strewn with patterns and rolls of silk, and she realized, of course this woman knew.

Everyone in her family’s circle knew, yet they all seemed intent on looking the other way. Everyone other than her dear Eduard seemed far more consumed with the fact that chocolate éclairs had vanished from Budapest entirely, or that the Széchenyi Baths had become overcrowded. No one was concerned that tens of thousands of Hungarian soldiers had been killed at Stalingrad, with the new year still in celebration.

Poor Eduard. As her car moved through the streets, Eva pictured him at that very moment, his head bent in concentration, pushing his round wire glasses back on the bridge of his nose as he extracted a piece of shrapnel from a soldier’s shoulder. He’d planned to join her in Sopron until late in the spring, when what remained of the Hungarian Second Army had retreated from the Eastern Front and wounded soldiers began pouring into Budapest hospitals by the thousands.

Of course, she had agreed that he should stay for as long as he was needed. Besides, here, under her father’s nose, their every movement and conversation would be observed, their every word measured. There would be no Sunday strolls on Andrássy út, their arms intertwined, exchanging views on what might come to Hungary if its alliance with Germany was to continue. No coffee and Gauloise cigarettes at the brasserie across from Heroes’ Square, where he would give her a detailed account of the latest tourniquet he’d applied, and how, just as he was preparing grimly for an amputation, it had managed to stop the blood flow and save the doomed limb. Or how a bullet could enter the body in a way that endangered no organs then splay under the skin like a trick flower pulled from a hat.

As the car turned into the main highway and began closing the two hundred kilometers that stretched between Budapest and Sopron, she sparked a cigarette, and thought with some amusement of the day when her fascination with anatomy began. She was eight years old, and on that Christmas Eve, among other gifts, she’d been presented with a brand-new set of pencils and a coloring book. She sat at the kitchen table later that night with her book and a cup of hot chocolate provided by one of the servants. There, among the clattering of pots and pans and plates being scrubbed, she opened it for the first time and wondered in that first instant if her uncle had picked it up from the bookshop by mistake. It was a drawing book, but there were no flowers to fill in, no clouds or castles. There, in all its glorious form, Eva glimpsed the naked human body for the first time.

Not just the body, however, but all it contained in its secret corridors, intricate maps of systems she never knew about. As Eva stared at the illustrations opposite the blank pages she was to fill in, she marveled that her own body contained such complexities. That underneath the quiet smoothness of skin, blood pumped through mazes of veins; that everything from the muscles in her neck to the tendons in her toes was all connected in one perfect constellation. All night she’d spent copying the illustrations—the tendons, the arteries, the organs, shaped like some strange exotic fruit. She hadn’t noticed when the sun had come up nor that her breakfast tray lay untouched on the armoire.

It was only when she met Eduard years later that she was able to confess this obsession to anyone. She went to a friend’s birthday dinner out of obligation as much as boredom. She expected the usual meaningless chatter as she stood around alone smoking a cigarette, then she overheard the conversation taking place just on the other side of the fireplace. She didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but then she saw that the woman in the duo had grown quiet and was looking at her in perplexity. The man, too, noticing the distraction, had glanced over his shoulder. There was a sort of gentility in the premature silvery strands at his temples, an earnestness in his clear blue eyes as he turned to her fully.

“I’m sorry,” Eva found herself explaining. “I’m just waiting for someone. Please don’t mind me. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“You’re not interrupting in the least,” said the man. He held out his hand, and a tiny, amused smile that seemed at odds with his formal gesture appeared at the corners of his lips. “I’m Eduard.”

“Eva,” she replied as she shook his hand, hoping that taking a drag of her cigarette in tandem would convey some mild disinterest. But she was interested, not necessarily in the way he looked, which was not exactly unpleasing, but in what she’d heard him say only moments earlier.

“You’re a doctor with the Red Cross. I’m sorry.” She found herself apologizing again and wished that she hadn’t. “I couldn’t help overhearing. That, and… well, mostly everything else. So it’s true, then. Our regent means to disentangle Hungary from the war. And he’s already promised the Americans and the Brits to hold back fire on their aircraft.” She took another drag of her cigarette, which shivered slightly between her fingers. “Incredible, isn’t it, but is it sustainable? I imagine Herr Hitler will not take this kindly.”

“True,” said Eduard after a long pause. He looked at her as if suddenly observing her from a different angle. “But tell me… Eva. Why would someone as lovely as you be interested in tracking political maneuvers?”

“Why not?” she said, tipping her chin in defiance and tossing back the rest of her champagne. “Even someone like me”—this, she said in clear irony—“does not wish to see the Nazi flag flutter on Castle Hill.”

They ended up leaving the party together, grabbing a late-night drink. In the dim lights of the tavern he insisted on, Eva noticed how alive he was talking about his work, which had begun in earnest even before he finished medical school. It occurred to her that perhaps he couldn’t afford to take her to a place better—he’d earlier mentioned with surprising openness the school debts he’d been struggling to pay for years—and she felt warmed from within with something like enchantment, or perhaps admiration. To her own astonishment, she’d placed her hand on his.

Later, he walked her home in a drizzle of rain, passing the darkened storefronts on Váci utca. The quietness of the night, with its faint sound of streetcars, seemed to embrace them in an intimate way. In front of her home, just just a stone’s throw from the Operaház, he paused on the sidewalk to take in the tall windows and ornate baroque facade, and she squeezed his arm, as if to indicate that this, like anything else, was ordained by something that had nothing to do with them. He’d kissed her cheek and departed in a hurry, his shoulders scrunched against the October wind, shaking the mist from his hair as if to dispel the evening, which might have been no more than a dream.

Four months later, they were engaged. She knew it was rushed, yet ever since his proposal, when he declared that her presence in his life had spurred in him a desire to rise to the highest planes, a similar feeling had awakened in her as well. She was twenty, after all. Twenty, and he, perfect in every way. She couldn’t have hoped for a better match. Besides, in the short time they’d spent together, she never became more certain of one thing: with this man at her side, she could shape her own future. She could make of it what she wished—and that, above all, had filled her with great exhilaration.



The car, Eva realized with a start, had turned from the main highway, and began its upward climb on the smaller road leading up to the villa. She hadn’t noticed the time pass, yet here she was, on a land that belonged to a different world, with its lush trees and the calmness of a simple life, and all the colors of a Cézanne painting. At the end of the long driveway, after they’d gone through the main gates and the villa revealed itself from the shade of oaks, she opened the car door and, before stepping out, she inhaled deeply. The Sopron air always smelled of fresh-cut grass and rain even at the onset of summer, that nostalgic, comforting air of her youth.

Despite the chauffer’s protests she pulled her own valise from the trunk, and as she slammed it shut, a familiar voice greeted her from the top of the stairs. Dora, her summer governess, was hovering under the arched door, breathing heavily as though she’d run a mile from the kitchen.

“Oh, my dearest, you’re here!” she sang in her quivery voice, fanning her plump, ruddy cheek with one hand while balancing a platter of her legendary baked strudel on the other. “Oh, but look at you! Soon to be a madame! Oh, come here, love. Let me see you, my beauty.”

“My dearest Dora, hello!” Eva shouted, laughing, running up the steps. “You’re back! You don’t know how happy this makes me.” Dora lived in town, but every summer while Eva visited, Dora reinstalled herself at the villa even though Eva had long stopped needing a nanny. If anything, they’d become close friends over the past years, and Eva couldn’t wait to see her year-round.

“You know, I think this will be a summer of great adventure for us,” Eva said now, kissing Dora’s flour-dusted cheek even though she couldn’t think of anything at all adventurous between now and early September. Taking a hearty bite of the strudel, she walked into the house with it, letting the powdered sugar scatter into the air like dust dancing in a slant of light.

In the vast windows, the sun had already dipped beyond the hills, bathing the vineyards in shades of amber and gold, and she paused in the living room doorway to take it all in. This peacefulness, this splendor. Would it last? For how long? Sopron, she thought, after this summer, may never quite belong to her in the same way again. She turned and went up the staircase, thankful that at least for now, for two more weeks, while her father was detained in Vienna, the Sopron of her childhood belonged just to her. It was only hers and Dora’s, and she intended to enjoy every languid, unadventurous moment.
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THAT ENTIRE WEEK AFTER HER arrival, the first thing Eva did in the morning was to pull open the shades and let in the sunshine and fresh air. Still in her pajamas, she turned on some soft music, sipped her coffee, walked barefoot through the hillside, picked grapes from the vines. She ate them right there on the spot, not bothering to wash them, relishing in the sweet, tangy taste, then slipped down to the kitchen and helped Dora prepare a meal. The tomato vines in the vegetable patch by the kitchen had exploded in huge, plentiful fruit, and she would bring them inside in a basket along with some fresh thyme, which had sprouted unexpectedly on the side of the wall. Alongside Dora, she would slice the tomatoes and a loaf of dark bread, flatten the glistening cloves of garlic into a paste with the blade of a knife. More often than not, they ate right there at the kitchen table. Such simple pleasures. She had no idea how she’d survived without them an entire year.

Afterward, she lingered, cleaning dishes, even though it was obvious she was just getting in Dora’s way. Back in Budapest, her life was too busy to let her mind wander aimlessly, but here, away from the bustle of her everyday life, memories of her mother would startle her in their vividness. There, on that green sofa facing the fireplace, after the house quieted, they would tell stories sometimes until dawn, making up silly improvisations that had them both bursting with laughter. And out on the veranda, on those same wrought iron lounge chairs facing the valley, she and her mother would stretch out under the sun and listen to opera on the radio while her mother French-braided her hair. It seemed odd to remember such minute details when the larger, more vital moments of their lives were a blank. She didn’t remember, for instance, the sound of her mother’s voice, but she remembered the bright shock of her red fingernails parting her hair in segments and working them into a plait as The Marriage of Figaro drifted into the vastness of the valley.

To keep the melancholy at bay, Eva was happy to drive down into town with Dora in the late afternoon, when the height of the heat broke. In truth, she would have much rather walked, but Dora seemed oddly fragile these days, tiring too easily as she dusted around the house or hauled in flowers from the garden. In the past year, she’d gained weight, and the constant ruddiness in her cheeks concerned Eva, even though she didn’t want to worry her by bringing it up. Instead, she tried observing her with a cool eye, to detach herself from her own alarm, often wondering if poring over those anatomy books more than ever since meeting Eduard was causing her to imagine things.

Regardless of Eva’s objections, Dora insisted that she do the shopping in the market alone, so Eva would install herself at an outdoor café, order a light refreshment, and delve into her books. There was still so much that she didn’t know, so much to learn if she would have a chance at a nursing school. The idea had never become more solid than in the past weeks. She hadn’t told Eduard yet of her plans, but she would soon, after the wedding. Everything began after the wedding, after the war. She did not want to imagine that it would go on beyond this summer, beyond what her new life would be.

On this particular afternoon, a week after her arrival, she was sipping a lemonade when a dark-haired boy, no more than nine or ten, appeared at the side of her table. He stood before her, barefoot and snotty-nosed, swaying on his heels. Eva smiled and held out a chocolate mint, which had come with her drink, but the boy didn’t take it. Before she could reach for her purse to extract a few coins, he was dashing across the square, his feet slapping the cobblestones. It was a moment before she realized her satchel was no longer next to the glass.

“Goodness,” said a stunned Eva to the waitress behind her, who’d witnessed the whole thing and stood there with hands on her hips. “That was swift. Unfortunately, you see, I’ll have to find my companion before I can pay you. Or I can come back tomorrow. I’ll make good on it, I promise.”

“Those goddamn gypsies,” spat the woman in reply. Picking up a few empty plates and glasses from adjoining tables, she walked back inside, shaking her tightly wound curls in disgust.

Eva had almost laughed, wanting to say that he was just a boy. Sopron was full of hungry gypsy boys. She’d seen them all over Budapest, too, sleeping under awnings, selling flowers in the middle of winter—certainly, they could do with a few pengös more than she. Then, with a staggering jolt, the real magnitude of her loss hit her.



Some time later, after looking around the maze of alleys radiating from the square for any semblance of the boy, Eva ambled back in tears and plopped herself down on a bench. For the first time in thirteen years, she wept for her mother and for herself, she wept for her lost satchel, which was the only thing she had to remember her mother by. She felt angry, angry with herself for being so careless with the only object she had been able to salvage from her mother’s boxed possessions in the days after her funeral. Angry, above all, that in all thirteen years since her mother had died, it had taken this absurd act to unleash her tears. She didn’t even have a handkerchief to wipe her nose, so she used the hem of her dress. Then she looked up and, catching a glimpse of the gathering clouds, realized it would begin to rain any minute. She needed to find Dora.

Wearily, Eva stood and scanned the square. There was no sight of her, only a few pedestrians dashing by, a band of musicians packing up their instruments near the Trinity Column, where they gathered to play for change. She shot a look in the direction of the chapel. Often, Dora would go in to light a candle for her husband after she finished her shopping, yet it looked as though the doors had been locked long ago. There was no one nearby, no one other than a tall figure, a man, seated on the ledge of a flower bed at the far end of the chapel.

The first thing she noticed about him was the way he seemed utterly lost in a drawing, the way his hand moved in quick bursts over the large sheet of paper balanced on his knee. He looked like an apparition from another century—his hair a mass of black ringlets grazing his shoulders, his features gathered in such concentration that it almost resembled pain. He seemed not to notice her in the least—then, as if sensing her gaze, he looked up from his drawing and their eyes met. There was nothing unusual about it—strangers’ eyes met all the time—but the way he held her gaze, and smiled as if he knew her, made her breath catch.

As if on cue, he tucked his pad and pencils inside a brown knapsack and picked up the other object at his side—a battered violin case—which he hoisted high onto his shoulder. An instant later, he was making his way in her direction in firm steps, smoothing those dark curls from his forehead. There was a fresh carnation pinned to his vest, his matching trousers perfectly pressed despite being somewhat faded. A fiddler, Eva realized. He was a fiddler, like dozens playing in impromptu ensembles all over the Hungarian countryside—probably belonging to the very troupe by the column.

“Forgive me,” he said in a deep and grainy voice that sounded amused more than apologetic. “I’ve startled you. I didn’t mean to.”

Eva gave a brisk smile. Did she appear startled? Certainly, she wasn’t accustomed to being approached by random strangers—fiddlers, least of all. Up close he looked like no fiddler she’d ever seen but more like a count in a Dutch painting. His face was a play of contrasts, his mouth square yet as full as a peeled plum, those dark eyes soulful but alert, lit from within. She took in the trace of a smile, the playful glint in the walnut eyes, and a mortifying thought crept into her. God. No doubt, he was good-looking in a rough, exotic sort of way, but just glancing in his direction couldn’t have given him the impression that she was interested in him.

“You didn’t startle me in the least,” she said flatly. “I was just going. Can I help you?”

“Nothing would be more pleasing, miss, than to require your help,” he replied, his smile widening to reveal a tiny chip in an otherwise perfect set of teeth, “but I think I might be able to help you.”

“Oh?” Eva glanced at the case on his shoulder. “Well, as much as I’m sure you are wonderful with that violin, I haven’t a single coin, you know. Truly, I wish I did. But you see, it can’t be helped.”

At this he said nothing more, only reached inside his knapsack and extracted an object that he tucked quickly behind his back. Then with a slight flourish, slowly, as if he intended to draw out the moment, his hand extended to her and Eva couldn’t help giving a tiny gasp. There in his hand was her mother’s satchel.

Instantly, she was on her feet, stunned more than confused. “I don’t understand. How did you…?” A heat rose in her cheeks, and before she realized what she was doing she ripped the satchel from his grasp. “What is this? Is this some kind of a game? Did you help that boy steal it? Did you?”

It was his turn to flush, violently, as if she’d slapped him. “Steal? No, miss, I assure you I did nothing of the sort. I don’t steal. I would have returned it to you sooner, except that I didn’t want to disturb you. It seemed like you needed time alone, so I didn’t want to… to interrupt your thoughts. Go on. Check to see if the money’s still in it.”

Eva frowned and bit her lip and looked inside the satchel. The money was there, intact, rolled up in a cylinder precisely as she’d left it. The blood in her cheeks spiked all the way to the tops of her ears as she realized he’d seen her crying, then wiping her nose on her dress. And now she’d managed to insult him. Part of her wanted to run, part of her wanted to explain what this satchel meant to her, to tell him how she’d never been able to weep for her mother and what he’d witnessed had been a monumental break—a cleaving of a shell she’d spun around her grief since she was a girl. But he was a stranger after all—how could she say such things to a stranger—and she’d behaved no better than the waitress at the café. In the end, all she could manage was to withdraw a few bills from her satchel.

“I’m so sorry. Here. For your trouble. Please take it.”

She shook the bills at him, once, twice, but he wouldn’t take them, and eventually her hand dropped away.

“More? Sure, I can give you more. You can take it all. Take all of it.”

Again, she was fumbling with her purse. It was impossible to get it open now; in her fluster she’d knotted the strings too tightly. All of a sudden, his hand was on hers. It was a light, casual touch, meant to calm her, yet she felt it shoot like an electric current from the tendons in her hand through the full length of her arm.

“I was happy to help,” he said, withdrawing quickly, as if he, too, was stunned by his own brazenness. “You looked so distraught back there at the café, and I thought, no one should be so unhappy. Not all of us Cigánz are in it for a few pengös, you know.”

“Of course not. I never meant to imply…”

Now her heart was pounding, but she couldn’t think of what else to say and looked down at the ground, where a line of moss snaked through the cobblestones. The silence stretched. Nothing was happening at all yet something was. She could feel his eyes on her, burning through the space between them. Was it with expectation? Or—judgment? Straightening her spine as if she was pulling herself up to her full height, she met his fixed stare, held it, and a staggering, terrifying thrill coursed through her. Then the moment passed. He took a few steps back, tipping his head to her, and it came to her with some slight panic that he was going.

“Wait! But why… why then would you want to help me?”

A bright, easy smile reignited in his face. “That boy in the market—let’s just say you are not his only victim today. I’m Aleandro, by the way. Your knight in shining armor. Your savior.” His arm swept downward theatrically, as if he was bowing at the end of a performance, just as thunder broke—one long boom, followed by a shorter, more intense one. “Don’t get caught in the storm, miss,” he said, gesturing lightly to the sky; then he turned and departed in the direction of the Fire Tower, the violin case thumping against his back, his head raised to the clouds as if in welcome.

The storm had already come, fat raindrops darkening the cobblestones, which he traversed in quick, long steps, passing the café where the waitress was stripping the oilcloths from the tabletops and farther on, where a side street forked away from the piazza. Just before rounding the corner, he turned and looked straight at her one last time. Then he was gone, and Eva stood there for a long moment fixed in place. Without knowing, she pressed the hand he’d touched to her cheek and held it there, despite the rain, which started falling down in pelting sheets.
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THREE, FOUR DAYS IN A row, Aleandro had been drawing the girl in the square. At times, it felt somehow wrong, as if he were stealing something from her, but what harm was there in it? It was the only hour in his long day when he felt unburdened, free. There were no demands of him here in the cool shade of the church, no brothers to feed, no fiddle to play, no one to answer to. It was only him and his charcoals and this face, this Botticelli face that inspired his hands to move as never before.

When he first set his eyes on her all of five days ago, she stopped him in his tracks. She was beautiful, there was no denying it, but he’d seen plenty of beautiful women before. Unlike girls of her age, there was no flirtatiousness in her walk—she walked straight and powerfully, with purpose, a bit like a man—even though everything about her was feminine, the honey-blond tresses reaching down to her waist, the small feet inside the red sandals, the slender calves.

At the café, she sat at a table under the geranium balcony and took off her sunglasses, and her eyes were yet another enigma. Were they blue or dark? Dark, he thought at first, like ink dropped in a glass of water; blue, he thought as her gaze drifted up to the sky. Definitely blue, the intense aquamarine of a sea where it meets the horizon. In the end, it didn’t matter the color. They were the largest, most luminous, most striking eyes he’d ever seen. Right then and there, he dropped his knapsack at the base of the chapel and reached for his notepad and pencils, forgetting where he was going.

Since Aleandro was a child, drawing and painting had been his everything, his ballast, his joy, his companion. Yet, since his parents had died two years prior, the responsibility for his brothers, the worry to provide for them, had brought with it a lack of inspiration that had persisted like an incurable illness. The summer before, he’d given it up altogether, although he still carried paper and charcoals wherever he went. He could never let go of it entirely, couldn’t accept that perhaps it had been a momentary phase in his life, yet each attempt of late left him more disillusioned than the last. To be able to draw again! To fall back into it with such ease! As he watched his hands move over the parchment, he nearly wanted to weep.

And she kept surprising him. Each day, she came bearing small trinkets for the scampering kids in the square—butterscotch candies, stickers, ribbons for the girls. She would ruffle their hair, laugh with them, then she would continue on to that same café with a book under her arm, her heels striking the cobblestones as if to defy the quietness of the piazza. He couldn’t imagine what she read every day in those massive books of hers, only that it had to be good, very good. A whole hour would pass without her lifting her eyes from the pages, tapping her foot under the table, chewing absentmindedly on her fingernails. Love stories, he decided, and smiled to himself broadly.

On this last day, he was capturing the slope of her shoulder reclined against the wicker café chair when a flurry of movements drew his eye away from the paper. A disruption of sorts. It took him but an instant to grasp what was happening, and then he was on his feet, chasing the little vandal—a boy of about the same age as his brothers he knew from the gypsy town. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen him rob in broad daylight, nor the first time that he’d shaken the life out of him, threatened to take him straight to the police. But never before had he acted with such will, such sheer determination.

Halfway back to the square, finger-brushing his curls, he imagined her surprise when he brandished her purse. To actually have a reason to speak with her! He couldn’t stop smiling. What he didn’t expect was to find her no longer at the café but on a nearby bench under an alcove, weeping quietly into her hands.

For a few moments he stood there like a four-year-old lost in a park, staring at the purse in his hand, and after some contemplation, he tucked it inside his knapsack. Not knowing what else to do, he made his way back to his usual spot, and while he waited, he took out his supplies and began drawing again.

He should have placed the satchel down next to her and gone, but a shard of light broke through the clouds, catching the gold in her hair, and he had to keep drawing. And what happened next—well, what happened next would cause him to spend many nights in bed tossing around.

There had been no words of gratitude, only a feeble attempt to push some money into his hand, and he’d never felt more conscious of the shabbiness of his clothes, of his dirt-caked fingernails and the stench of poverty emanating from his every pore. Yes, it was easy to see himself through the eyes of someone like her, and he’d departed in a hurry, swallowing his humiliation and what he recognized, even though he’d never felt it before, as the cold sting of heartbreak.

And yet, despite the voice in his head that wouldn’t stop mocking him, that night after his brothers were asleep, he took out his sketching supplies and went down by the fishing pond with a lantern and began a new portrait of her. From underneath the strokes of his pencils, her face came to him once more, not perfect, no, not at all, but the eyes! Those eyes were captured in near perfection, and he was there with her again in the square under the clouds. This time he painted in her hair the red carnation he’d envisioned extracting from the buttonhole of his vest and handing to her. It was nearly dawn when he fell asleep in the grass with the etching of her face folded against his chest.






4

IN THE FIVE DAYS SINCE the incident in the town square, it seemed that Eva’s expectation of a quiet summer had gone completely off course. Her father had returned early, and to her dismay, not alone, but with an ensemble of guests. There were two families, one belonging to the director of Creditanstalt Bank in Vienna, whom he hoped to charm enough to fund his latest wine export venture. The other belonged to a distant cousin whom he’d run into by chance during his stay at the Imperial. Six people in all—a boy of ten with skinny legs and glasses who seemed perpetually pinned to his mother’s skirt; two women in their forties who spoke to each other with a polite affection that did not meet their eyes; her uncle, Janos, a quiet man who spent the entire day with his nose in a paper smoking a pipe; and her cousin Isabel. Isabel, who was two years younger but carried herself as though she were twenty-five.

The last thing that Eva had wanted was the company of this girl—not only because the last time she’d seen her was at her mother’s service and couldn’t help being reminded of it whenever she entered a room but also because she seemed entirely incapable of enjoying one silent moment. Not one. Every minute was filled with unabating chatter, about how Vienna had become such an awful bore, how the air-raid sirens wasted everyone’s time since nothing was happening at all, how the latest New York fashions, now with Paris under German rule, were all the rage. She’d practically begged, begged Eva to show her a picture of her dress, unfinished as it was, and gasped, flushing with pleasure and what Eva thought was some envy, tilting the photo against the window and studying it from every angle as if she could somehow conjure it into a three-dimensional existence.

“To marry in this dress.” Isabel swooned while Eva lay on her bed with her nose in a book. “My goodness, Princess Elizabeth herself would be green with jealousy!” She plopped herself down next to Eva and pulled the book away from her face. “So, tell me,” she said, glancing at Eva over the top of the pages, her hair wound up in pink ribbons. “Tell me about him. About your intended.”

“Oh, surely my father has filled you all in during the drive from Vienna. He approves, it would seem, although I’m certain he’d happily marry me off to the highest bidder.” She swallowed back a tinge of bitterness. “At least now he won’t have to worry about me not dressing properly for his associate dinners or blurting the wrong thing, or generally causing gossip among those society ladies he’s always trying to impress. He more than approves.”

“Uhm,” said Isabel, not really listening. She scooted herself up to the top of the bed beside Eva and pulled a pillow behind her. “So I hear: promising doctor, great family; however, I gather only marginally well-off. Oh, yes, and I hear his grandfather was a baron, sometime, oh, I don’t know, during the Napoleonic Wars, or something.”

“The Great War,” Eva corrected. “You know, the war twenty years ago in which a Serbian prince was murdered, which was then blamed on the Germans, which then eventually led to the mess we’re in now. That war.” She looked at Isabel for a nod of understanding, but Isabel’s expression was deadpan. She only wanted to hear about the groom.

“Well, he’s… wonderful,” Eva said finally, because in fact, there was no other way to describe Eduard. Instantly, a thread of anxiety tugged at her. For nearly a week it had been there, simmering in the depths of her stomach. She didn’t allow herself to pay it any attention, although she knew well enough why it was there. That fiddler, with his black eyes, which seemed to pierce through every layer of her. Perhaps, after all, it was good that Isabel had arrived to provide a distraction, for Eva could no longer return to the town square in the afternoons. Not if she had any sense.

“But this calls for a party!” Isabel exploded, making her flinch. “We must celebrate! I know he’s not here, I know, but we can still celebrate! I can help you plan it!” She squeezed Eva’s hand and squealed as if she were to help out in the preparation of the royal wedding. “How else are we going to spend the next two weeks till I go back to Vienna? At least it will pass the time! It will give us something to do!”

“No,” Eva said, shaking her head. “No, no, no. No more parties. I had enough of that before leaving Budapest to last me ten years. And besides, there is plenty to do. I can show you how to garden. There is a lovely vegetable garden that I helped Dora plant two years ago, and you should see it already! Or I can show you some incredible things in my medical books. Did you know, for instance, that if our blood vessels were laid out end to end, they would go around the world four times?”

Isabel was gone from the bed, dashing through the door, her heels clattering through the hallway.

“Papa!” Eva heard her shout. “Papa! Uncle Vladimir! I’ve just had a brilliant idea! Brilliant!”



It was to be a quiet affair. Just the eight of them, eight, yet as Eva watched from her bedroom window all the cars queuing up in the driveway, she knew it wouldn’t be anything of the sort. All day long, Dora had been running around wringing her hands on her apron, fretting that the lawn was still to be mowed, that the chairs had not been placed in the garden in a way that would invite a late-night chat, or a drink, or a smoke, that the oven wasn’t heating to optimal temperature, that the butcher was yet to deliver the ground meat for her stuffed peppers. Behind her agitation, there was a flare of satisfaction to be in charge of a proper affair, to prove that she wasn’t just a cook or a nursemaid, after all. The cake, which had arrived in a huge pink box, was hauled from the delivery car by two men and carried into the house as gingerly as a newly concocted model of the Tour Eiffel. Then her dress was delivered as well, not the wedding dress, but a long, floral lamé number that Isabel had taken upon herself to order.

In her room, where Eva was finishing getting ready, she could hear the voices of arriving guests through the open window, the pop of champagne bottles going off in near tandem and then being propped in ice buckets on the terrace to keep them cold. She finished rouging her mouth in a deep crimson, examined her own image in the mirror, wiped off some of the lipstick with a tissue, blew out a bubble of air through her smeared lips. One more week and the house would be hers again. All she had to do was be patient. Isabel, after this evening, would sleep all day. That thought alone gave her enough motivation to walk downstairs and into the hubbub of activity already in full swing in the foyer.

No more than ten minutes into the dinner, however, Eva lost her patience. She sat staring at the lemon wedges garnishing the roasted fish on her plate, taking small sips of water, waiting for the inevitable. Next to her, her father was frowning into his glass and helping himself to the wine carafe again. Seated on his left, Uncle Janos was addressing him in his usual mild tone though waving his fork around as if directing a small symphony. She was only mildly surprised when her father slammed his fist on the table.

“Vladimir, please, calm down,” Janos said, touching his sleeve at the elbow. Her father pulled away, then refilled his glass again.

“Horthy!” he spat. “Do not speak to me, Janos, about what a nationalistic hero he is! A patriot, ha! He should follow the examples of Mussolini, Kemal—men who are molding their countries, not driving them into ruin by refuting the Reich’s wishes. Those are great men! Those are men to admire for their commitment to a new Europe! Not this excuse for a leader, this utter imbecile.”

Janos stared glumly at his hands. “I was only suggesting, Vladimir, and please hear me out, that his job can’t be an easy one. To balance our national sovereignty with Hitler’s wishes, it can’t be accomplished easily.”

“Don’t you see, my dear Janos,” Vladimir retorted in a somewhat calmer tone, which seemed to suggest that dear meant dim, “our national interest, our Magyar interest, cannot be unaligned with that of Germany. We all want the same things. We all want a world order of racial purity, of—”

“That’s enough,” Eva found herself saying. “Please, Papa. That’s enough. You promised me that you wouldn’t talk like this anymore.” She closed her eyes and breathed out through her nose. “I’m leaving.”

She was halfway up from her chair when his hand descended on her forearm, squeezed it. She didn’t expect it. Not that he wasn’t rough with her once in a while—she’d been accustomed to his terrible moods since she was a child, but never in public. Never at a party where they were the center of attention. She looked at his hand, glared, but he only tightened his grip and forced her back down in her chair. Her face pounded with shame. Everyone had seen it. Even Isabel, suspended as she was in the middle of a sentence, her face still partially turned to the woman with a huge diamond necklace and a beehive of hair seated next to her. Vladimir, too, noticed the looks, the trailing voices, and withdrew his hand.

“Oh, but I nearly forgot! Dora!” he shouted across the room in the direction of the door. “Dora, where’s the entertainment?”

Dora rushed to his side, head bowed, no doubt beet red under her bonnet. “You said after dinner, sir, that they should wait until the dessert was served—”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Vladimir snapped. “Bring them in at once! What do they need, a written invitation?”

“Right, of course,” Dora said and made herself swiftly invisible.



They came in through the door behind Eva, several figures in dark jackets with an array of instruments. If Eva didn’t turn in greeting or pay them any attention, it was because she was somewhere else altogether. She had never been less in the mood for entertainment, for having to continue to smile, for having to be anywhere near her father. Her father, who’d disrespected her, humiliated her, treated her like an errant child.

“Ah, here they are—at last, they’ve appeared!” she heard him say to someone across the table louder than was necessary. “Such an honor! I’m assured they are the best damn band in all of Sopron. You wouldn’t know it from the look of them, right? Surely they could do with a few tips, ladies and gents! Those coats, dear God, were they resurrected from the labor service?”

It was only when she heard that voice—“We are ready when you are, sir”—that she turned in her chair and a swell of heat rolled through her body. She felt self-conscious all of a sudden, of her hair, which had been done up in an exaggerated coil and fastened on one side with a diamanté comb, of the terrible light gold dress, which made her look like an overgrown goldfish. She wished she’d worn something brighter, less makeup. She wished that she’d left her hair loose.

Hello, Eva thought she mouthed. He tipped his head to her, made that same sweeping gesture from the square, smaller, less conspicuous—something only she would understand, which made her laugh. She laughed a little too loudly. She wanted to say something back, but was too stunned to see him, and so she only smiled, too long. It was only when her father stood from his chair that she was forced to redirect her gaze to the length of the table, to the glint of crystal and silver, which seemed too bright in her line of vision.

“Ladies and gentlemen, before we get on with the music,” her father said, tapping his wineglass with his signet ring as he swayed a little at the edge of the table, “I would like to make a toast! To my daughter, Eva, whose happy engagement we have all gathered here to celebrate. As you are all aware, our esteemed groom could not be here with us this evening, busy as he is attending to our brave soldiers and whatnot, but I know I speak on his behalf when I say this is a most joyous occasion. Most joyous! May the two of them live a very long and happy life. To Eduard and Eva! Egészségedre!”

“To Eduard and Eva!” repeated all twenty guests in unison, clinking their glasses and raising them in Eva’s direction. “Egészségedre!”

For a long moment, she couldn’t look at the fiddler, then she did again, and saw the understanding seep into his gaze. It grazed past her, to the terrace door, to the grandfather clock, then to the violin at his side, which he lifted heavily. He placed it under his chin, positioned his bow, still as a statue, his hair slicked back with brilliantine, the hollows in his cheeks like shallow spoons. Serious now, the jaw stern as he motioned toward the others to begin.

“Ready? On three.”

And begin they did, slowly at first, each of the three violins joining the notà in intervals, working around each other in a dance of sound, building their rhythm. She saw him close his eyes, flying with the music, no longer there in the room, no longer in any place where he could be reached. The other violins slowed, dropped off at the next break. Then it was only him, taking it higher, faster still, his face twisting with the sound, with what she imagined was joy, and the love of it.

“My God,” the woman with the diamond choker gasped. “They’re spectacular.” But as she said this, Eva saw that her eyes were only on one fiddler. Her bejeweled, plump fingers came up to the hollow of her neck, where the matching diamonds sparkled, then traveled a little farther down, to the top of her cleavage, where they pressed slightly against the powdered skin, as if to steady the pulse there.

The maestro nudged Aleandro, pointed with his chin in an almost imperceptible way in her general direction. For a moment nothing happened, nothing changed, but then the maestro circled back around and nudged him again, this time with his elbow, whispered something in his ear.

A look was exchanged—sternness on the maestro’s part, protest on Aleandro’s—then he broke from the trio and made his way slowly across the room, working the bow faster, faster still. The woman reached into her purse, extracted something, flashed it in a nondescript way—either for the spectators or perhaps for the fiddler—and he moved closer, so close that she could now touch him. The woman leaned back in her chair so as to enjoy the full performance, her chest rising and falling.

There was a sound, a terrible scrape, which Eva realized with horror was her chair. The music tapered off, and all the eyes in the room fell on her. The room spun. She was trembling, so she stood and stepped away from her chair, nearly tripping on the edge of the rug.

She laughed, something that to her sounded more like a shriek. “Please excuse me, I’m not really in the mood for music tonight. I’ve really got a terrible headache. Please don’t mind me. Enjoy your night.”

Then she walked from the room, fighting the urge to run. On the other side of the door, she leaned on a wall, pressed her fingertips into the hollows of her eyes.
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