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Author’s Note

This is the second book in a planned Austrian trilogy, the first being Human Traces (2005). Each novel can be read on its own, however, without reference to the others.

Lena is pronounced ‘Layna’, rather than ‘Leena’.
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From his height only a hundred feet above the trees, the pilot could see two people running over the ground below – one coming out of a wood, another through a gate in the lane, clinging on to his hat as he ran. Their goal was a long brown tent, set against a hedgerow that marked the border of a field.

Under the canvas, by the light of two kerosene lamps hung from a wooden pole, the surgeon raised a man’s arm above his head. ‘Hold this here.’ A nurse gripped the wrist in position.

‘Name?’

‘Heideck,’ she said, lifting a tag with her free hand. ‘Initial, A.’

The surgeon’s fingers numbered the ribs. ‘Four … Five. If in doubt, go high.’

‘What?’

‘Let’s go in here.’

A scalpel cut downwards, through a thin layer of fat and into the flesh. ‘Where’s the sister? I need someone to hold back the muscle.’

‘She hasn’t come. But I can do it,’ said the nurse. ‘I can tie his arm like this, look. Then my hands are free.’

She attached the wrist to a tent pole with her belt and put her fingers in the intercostal space. ‘Is that all right?’

‘If in doubt, aim posterior,’ the surgeon said.

‘What?’

‘I’m talking to myself. My old instructor in Graz. Don’t pull, don’t pull. Just lift. Keep it out of my way. I’m going to put my finger under here, into the pleural cavity.’

There was a popping of air as the tissue parted. The man on the trestle remained unmoving, his eyes closed, his arm tethered behind his head. Blood came from his chest, first bubbling, then spurting up and falling over the nurse’s shoes and onto the grass round her feet.

In the darkening sky, the biplane banked and turned into the wind, making a long circle over the woods. The pilot could see a vehicle pull up on the farm track. Another man and a woman climbed out and started to run across the field.

‘More light,’ said the surgeon. ‘I must have more light. We need to put a tube in to see if I can drain any fluid.’

He pushed back the left lung with his finger. ‘There’s a fragment of something here. We’re going to have to extend the incision.’

‘What?’

‘Anterior. A long way. I need to get at what’s in there. Is he still out?’

The nurse lifted the man’s eyelid with her bloodied fingers. ‘Yes.’

‘Is there a better scalpel? This one’s not very sharp.”

Breathing in, the surgeon slid the blade through flesh, making an incision round the ribcage, halfway across the back, the skin recoiling either side of the purple wound.

The tent flap banged open and the man and the woman came in, breathing hard.

‘You can wash in that bucket. And there’s disinfectant in the bowl,’ said the surgeon.

While the others got ready, he swept between the ribs with his fingers. ‘Are you all right?’ he said to the nurse. ‘You look pale.’

‘It’s the lamplight. I’m fine.’

‘We need something to spread the ribs. Otherwise—’

‘There’s no equipment like that here. It’s just a tent where—’

‘It’s so dark. I can hardly see …’

With the help of the orderly, he pulled the ribs apart enough to reveal the indifferent heart, twitching in its bony cage.

‘He’s lucky,’ said the surgeon. ‘I can see something now. Move him onto his side. Give me the forceps. Don’t twist his arm. Untie it now. You: hold his elbow up.’

Dusk was falling on the field as the pilot, his observations made, banked his plane one more time, gained height and set his course for home, fifteen minutes over the blackened landscape, along the river, using the spire of the church to guide him back to the raised landing strip.

‘I’ve got it,’ said the surgeon. He dropped a piece of metal into an enamelled tray. ‘Help me close the wound. You, stop this bleeding here. Nurse, give me whatever needles you have.’

‘We haven’t got the kind of thread you need.’

‘Just do the best you can. You do know how to sew?’

‘We used to make our own dresses at home.’

‘Do your best.’

‘Is he going to survive?’

‘Of course he is. Poor soul.’
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Anton Heideck had arrived in Vienna at the age of nineteen in the wet autumn of 1906. The fallen leaves stuck to the pavements of the narrow street in Spittelberg in which, after a demoralising search, he’d found a room to rent. He was one of the few students not to press into the cafés after lectures in the hope of catching a glimpse of some literary hero; what he admired were the newspaper dispatches from Viennese correspondents in Paris and Moscow. This could be a life, he dared to think one day, when he was buying a late edition of Die Presse. Writing reports from a foreign country might be a way of engaging with the world – not as the protagonist, but as the recorder of other men’s actions.

The Styrian town in which he had been brought up was known as a centre of Catholicism and the old ways; to Anton as a boy it had seemed simply disconnected from anything that was urgent, or desirable, or worth striving for. His brother Gerhard was seven years older and did everything that was asked of him by their father: he was the victor ludorum at the school athletics and took his First Communion with shining hair and a pious look; he was the subject of admiring reports from his teachers at the end of the year. His parents hardly seemed to notice Anton, who sometimes wondered if his arrival in the world had come as a surprise to them. Gerhard meanwhile treated him with maddening tolerance, even when Anton brought his best friend Friedrich home from school and used his elder brother’s bedroom for a wrestling match.

Their father ran a sausage business, successful enough for Anton to follow Gerhard in due course to the Gymnasium and sit with the other little scholars, their backs aching, their eyes strained by the dim light. Friedrich’s family was also in trade, but their timber business was a hundred years old and carried the air of noble forests – unlike the sausage factory, with its daily deliveries from the slaughterhouse. Friedrich, who was fair-haired and taller than Anton, seemed to glide over the surface of the world, knowing the right way to greet a friend of his parents in the street or what to tip a porter. Anton hoped that by walking with him, invariably half a step behind, he might catch something of the grace he lacked.

There was not much in the school curriculum to hold their attention. The days were long, the teaching uninspired; there was no understanding of the need for activity or adventure. A ten-minute break in a corridor was all that was on offer before they resumed their places, two by two, on the wooden benches in the schoolroom. In winter, the hours were extended by the blue light of gas jets; in summer the windows were covered so that the sunlit outdoor life could not distract them from learning.

After lessons, Anton and Friedrich would walk home down the Bahnhofstrasse, talking furiously as they looped through the smarter districts where families had lived in the same houses for three generations. They had laughed at the lack of intellectual curiosity they imagined behind the high railings and double front doors, from where they could hear the sound of piano scales, practised by the daughter of the house in the dying light of a winter afternoon. They swore to one another that they would never descend to such an existence.

Throughout the eight years of school, Anton assumed he would go on to the university in Vienna, then make his life there. To settle anywhere else, he and Friedrich agreed, would make it seem as though they were in some way joking; and, as he discovered within a day of his arrival, Vienna was nothing if not serious. Almost every building was a palace or a concert hall or a ministry. He wondered where the poor people lived; there seemed to be no simple lodgings, no slums or tenements to break up the imperial vistas, with the archduke processing each morning between palaces in his horse-drawn carriage.

The city saw itself as the centre of civilisation. From the excitement with which people spoke about them, it was as though they still expected Beethoven or Haydn to show up any day at the Esterhazys’ town house for an impromptu performance. People boasted about how, when the old Burgtheater was to be dismantled and rebuilt, they had been among the audience who refused to leave until they could take away a splinter of the stage in their pockets. Not himself much interested in music, Anton found it hard not to laugh when even the fishmonger offered a critique of the brass band as he strolled in the Prater with his wife on a Sunday afternoon.

After a time, he discovered that there were in fact poor areas of the city, that the grandeur could abruptly stop and the cobbled streets become winding and narrow. His Spittelberg lodging was in a house that belonged to a Polish widow. A commercial traveller and two other students were his fellow lodgers and the house had a distinctive smell, as if hundreds of dead mice had been boiled in strong tea then left to rot behind the plaster. The landlady’s daughter, who was said to be a prostitute, lived with her mother on the ground floor. She came and went through a back door that opened onto a courtyard with a low gallery. In the evening, men would walk through from Sigmundsgasse and buy white wine from a stall.

Gerhard, who had studied medicine at his father’s insistence, told Anton that if he chose philosophy he could avoid all contact with the university until his final year, when he would have to present a thesis and sit a single exam. The rest of the time could be spent in the bars and concert halls, riding horses and chasing women. He warned Anton that he might never have such a chance again and it was his responsibility – his duty, almost – to make the most of it. This uncharacteristic advice made Anton wonder if his brother wanted him out of the way, so that he would not emerge later as some sort of rival. Gerhard needn’t have worried, Anton thought: medicine held no appeal for him.

The main problem for Anton was that he had no money. His mother had wanted him to go straight into the family business; his father could see the advantages of the university, but only if he studied medicine or, at a stretch, law. If he insisted on philosophy, then he would have to fund his own studies – by teaching and whatever odd jobs he could find. Chiefly because he wanted some breathing space after the Gymnasium, Anton agreed; but it was a second-rate experience of the capital. The Opera was beyond his means and he found he was allergic to horses. When it came to women, he was deterred not by shortage of cash but by a lack of confidence. His moustache was an embarrassment; the coarse hairs grew round the rim of his nostrils and out of the lip membrane itself. His eyebrows were thick, his hair wiry and his nose rather hooked. He tried to befriend the landlady’s daughter, but she seemed to have sniffed out his poverty. When he suggested an evening together, she laughed. He told himself that women held no interest for him, but it was not easy when the glance of a dark eye that happened to meet his on the street caused him an ache in some space behind the lungs.

After he had graduated with an unremarkable degree, he continued to live in much the same way. His aim was to make a living as a journalist. His first article had been published in the student paper in his second year at the university and he had gone on to write on politics and foreign affairs with a fluency that seemed almost suspicious – as if he somehow didn’t mean it. His output was checked when he graduated. Student magazines were happy to take long articles on anything from German naval policy to where you could find the best strudel, but established papers were less keen. Anton lacked gravity and age. One or two of them allowed him a filler in the social or financial pages, but he was unable to persuade them to send him to Paris or New York.

His mother wrote to say that Anton’s father despaired of the boy ever making something of himself and she was beginning to feel the same way herself. He put the letter aside.

‘I am a superfluous man,’ he told Friedrich, as they drank white wine at a table in the courtyard.

‘Have you been reading Pushkin again?’

‘No, I came to that conclusion all by myself. I’ve always found it hard to believe that there was any space for me in this world. Anything with my name on it.’

Meanwhile at night in his small room, Anton tried to map out a life that didn’t include blood-sausage or the opposite sex. While he waited for another magazine commission, he paid his rent by tutoring the children of rich families in mathematics, French or English; the work enabled him to leave Spittelberg and travel to more pleasant parts of the city.

Among his pupils was a boy called Erich, whose family occupied the entire first floor of a building in Döbling, a wealthy area that backed onto woods and vineyards. Once a week, long after Anton had graduated from the university, he caught a tram there and was let in by the porter. He ran past the doors of the lift, up the curved stone steps two at a time, his feet soundless on the crimson runner, rang the bell and waited for the maid to open it.

On one visit, in the spring of 1913, Anton was waiting in the drawing room, breathing a little heavily from his sprint upstairs, when he heard a piano. At this time of the afternoon, he would have expected the tinkle of an exercise or bagatelle – something built on a pattern with a little flourish at the end, when the variation was complete. What he heard was a piece in which the chord changes seemed to follow no pattern. It was only after two or three minutes’ listening that they seemed to make sense. He went to the door of the music room and peered in to see who was producing these mournful sounds.

Behind the vase of cut flowers on the piano, he could see the head of a young woman, tilted downwards as she played. The light from the tall windows fell across the lid of the piano, but the player remained in shadow. It was neither Katrin, the elder sister, nor Birgit, the little one. The music gathered speed, then seemed to run out of steam – to drift away and meander. Anton ventured further into the room, but the pianist was concentrating too hard to look up. As he took a pace or two closer, he could see that she was not following a score and wondered if she might be improvising.

It occurred to him that he should avoid giving her a shock; the last thing this woman in her reverie would want was the sight of him staring at her. He began to retreat over the Turkish rug, but when his shoe touched the parquet, the wood let out a small creak and she looked up.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Anton. ‘I was intrigued, and I … I’m sorry to disturb you.’

‘That’s all right. I’d almost finished.’ She spoke with a foreign accent. He crossed the room to shake hands.

‘My name’s Anton Heideck. I’m here to give Erich his lesson.’

He didn’t catch all she said in return, but gathered her first name was Delphine and that she was there as a companion for Katrin.

‘A “companion”?’

‘She’s supposed to learn French from me.’

‘I see. How long have you been here?’

‘Three weeks.’

‘I haven’t seen you before.’

‘I try to keep out of the way.’

‘And … do you like Vienna?’ It was a feeble thing to say.

Delphine was a little older than he was, perhaps thirty-two or three. Her eyes were expressionless, like the surface of a deep pond; a thin shadow of dark hair ran along her upper lip.

‘I do. I have seen very little of it. Katrin’s father likes us to be accompanied when we go out. But, yes. I like it.’

‘It’s … large, isn’t it?’

‘I’ve lived in Paris so I don’t mind that.’

‘You’re a Parisian?’

‘My family come from Rouen. Most of them are still there. Have you been to France?’

‘No,’ said Anton. ‘Not yet,’ he added, as though his ticket was in the post.

‘Are you a teacher by profession?’

‘No. I’m … I don’t have a profession. I studied philosophy at the university, travelled a little and now I’m trying to make my way as a writer. Or a journalist, to be more precise. And you, Mademoiselle? Are you a professional musician?’

‘Good heavens, no. I would … At least only in my daydreams. I’m from a family of four daughters in Normandy. One of us is married, the others wait for husbands. Or so my father thinks.’

‘Have you been to concerts in Vienna?’

‘Only one. A piece by Richard Strauss. I didn’t like it.’

‘Oh. Would you prefer to hear some … Beethoven, perhaps? Or Haydn?’

‘Or perhaps Mussorgsky. Do you know him? But I doubt that Katrin’s father would allow it.’

‘Suppose Katrin came too?’ He had lost control over the words escaping him. He could never afford three tickets.

‘I can ask. Excuse me, I must go and talk some French to her now.’

She left the room with a rustle of silk and Anton heard her footsteps disappear down the corridor, purposefully, as though she couldn’t wait.

The last few minutes had disturbed him. It was partly a matter of surprise, encountering this woman from another country who seemed trapped in the stuffy nineteenth district. How many more people lived in that huge apartment, he wondered – an old nurse, or a blind composer toiling over his great symphony … On the other hand, there seemed something inexplicably familiar about Delphine, as though he had known her as a child, or had seen a photograph of her in someone’s house.

He met Friedrich for dinner in a cheap restaurant in the Landstrasse district where the waiters would bring second helpings to their favourite customers.

‘I’m so tired of being young,’ said Friedrich. ‘No one takes me seriously. I’m going to grow a beard and a large belly.’

‘That’s your fault for working in the ministry.’

‘In my department no one gets his own office till he’s fifty. But don’t tell me it’s not a problem for you, too.’

‘The only two editors who give me any work have no idea how old I am,’ said Anton. ‘I put on a grave voice on the telephone. I make my prose sound like an old man’s.’

‘What about your tutoring?’

‘Erich’s father was reluctant to hire me at first. But I was very cheap. Rich people like a bargain.’

As the waiter brought beer and schnitzel, they agreed that their upbringing had not prepared them for life in the city. Childhood had been enjoyable if dull; then the Gymnasium had crushed them. And while they had laboured in the schoolroom the only virtue praised by their parents at home was ‘solidity’ – a compound, it seemed, of age and decorum. They wondered what they were meant to do with the next two decades, how they were supposed to spend their reserves of energy and humour until society was ready for them.

Friedrich had decided to live a double life. Having studied law, he had not alienated his parents; three years after graduation, he still received an allowance from his father, on top of his salary. He had somehow got to know the sort of people he had been warned against – actresses and painters’ models. Anton wanted to tell Friedrich about the French ‘companion’ he had met that day, but what was there to say? A pianist who seemed original yet familiar … Someone he had asked to a concert he couldn’t afford … It was hardly the sort of drama to detain his old friend.

When Anton was a child, neither his mother nor his father, nor for that matter Gerhard, had ever spoken to him about sex. At the Gymnasium there had been a lecture that explained how amphibians reproduced. There were some suggestions in the Bible – including the story of Potiphar’s wife, which had made him feel sympathy for Joseph, the object of her advances. At the age of sixteen, when he and Friedrich were on their way home from school one afternoon, they were stopped by a man in the park who offered to sell them postcards of naked women with ankle boots and body hair so abundant he thought they must be from a circus.

Anton concluded that something powerful was being withheld from him and his friends. It still felt unresolved when he arrived in Vienna, where women flaunted themselves on the street. At first he wasn’t sure what they were offering; but something in their manner, cooing yet hard, soon made it clear. He discovered they were known as ‘line girls’ because of an agreement with the police that they would stay close to the buildings, behind an imaginary line drawn down the pavement. They were found not only near old plague pits and cemeteries, but in the best streets off the Ringstrasse. Anton was once tempted enough to fall into conversation with a girl, but only because she looked so forlorn. She quickly made it clear that she could look after herself.

In the books he had read, both in medieval poems and in novels set in run-down passages of Paris, the lovers were obsessed yet pure. If there was physical lovemaking between them it must have taken place on some higher plane, where such things were allowed. A part of him aspired to this kind of life, but the trouble was that it seemed entirely literary: he had seen no examples of it in his home town – in the husbands and wives, whose marriages seemed like a business partnership, or among young people, whose schools had kept the sexes apart. At the opposite extreme, the street girls of Vienna seemed to be offering the kind of coupling he had glimpsed only once, when his father had taken him to see a supplier at a pig farm. Some natural arrangement, he felt, was being made elusive by a society that had found no way of accommodating it; and it was puzzling that the capital of the greatest empire in the world should have come up so short on the simplest principle of life – like a horse that had thrown its rider at the first fence and whose subsequent run was therefore of little interest.

Friedrich warned him off the line girls with stories of syphilis and the treatments that followed. ‘They coat your body in mercury and all your teeth fall out. Bits of your nose drop off.’

‘My nose? I wouldn’t mind that.’

‘And in old age you go mad. You imagine you’re the king of Spain.’

The combination of ignorance and fear had crushed Anton’s instincts, but in his second year at the university he had spent three months in Berlin and, on the night he was due to leave, managed a fumbling connection with his landlady’s daughter. He was quite sure there was no chance of disease because Gudrun was a good girl, as her mother often said, though for some months he dreaded a letter informing him that he was the father of a little German. After his return to Vienna he decided that, having at last joined the ranks of authentic men and – unlike everyone else he had ever heard of – without recourse to a prostitute, he would not be bothered by such things again.

Yet at the age of twenty-six, there was still that lung-stabbing ache that could be brought on by a single glance; and there was still Delphine at Erich’s house. In the days after their first meeting, her face seemed to be all he could see. He focused his thoughts on the thin line of hair on her upper lip in the hope that it might put him off; but it seemed to have the opposite effect. He wanted to run his tongue along it. He was fascinated by the fact that she was older, with all the experience that implied – Paris, music and late nights in the Latin Quarter. ‘One of us is married, the others wait for husbands. Or so my father thinks.’ How playful had that remark been? At night he fell asleep to the sound of her chord changes.

Having borrowed money from Friedrich, he left a note for ‘Mlle Delphine’ on his next visit to Döbling. He was anxious about what concert to book because he knew so little about music; he remembered her dismissal of Richard Strauss, whom he personally, until then, had rather admired. There seemed to be nothing on offer by Mussorgsky, but in a small theatre he found a programme that featured works by Mahler and Schoenberg and felt confident she couldn’t dislike both. Mahler was a god of Vienna, once its youngest prodigy, and as for Schoenberg … Anton hadn’t heard his work performed, but in the window of a gallery had seen his self-portrait in green and thought his music must at least be better than his painting.

‘Dear Herr Heideck,’ came the reply to his lodgings, ‘it is kind of you to invite Katrin and me to the concert. Katrin’s father has given his permission and will accompany us to the concert hall, where we can meet in the foyer ten minutes before the performance begins. With kind regards, Delphine Fourmentier.’

Anton scribbled back, ‘Dear Mademoiselle, I should be honoured if you and Katrin would join me for dinner afterwards. I would of course arrange for a cab to take you home immediately afterwards.’ He had sealed and addressed it before it struck him that both sentences ended with the same word.

Delphine replied in French: ‘Cher Monsieur, On serait ravi de diner avec vous après et de profiter du fiacre après … DF’. ‘We would be delighted to dine with you afterwards and to take the cab home afterwards.’

Through gritted teeth, Anton persuaded himself that the teasing was not dismissive but playful – perhaps even flirtatious. When the day arrived he dressed in his best suit, his only suit, and made his way to the concert hall near the hospital in the ninth district. It seated only 300 people, though the stage was large enough to accommodate a full orchestra. The early arrivals in the foyer were different from the crowd he’d seen on the steps of the Opera House; there were not so many furs or top hats and most of them had the look of people who had had to rush from work.

Katrin’s father appeared in the swing doors and delivered his two charges to Anton with a threatening smile. Anton adopted the voice he used to editors on the telephone, blasé yet reliable, as he confirmed the arrangements for ‘afterwards’ and escorted Katrin and Delphine up the carpeted stairs, running his fingers up the dustless handrail.

As he settled himself between the two young women in their cheap seats, it occurred to Anton that he barely knew either of them. Yet here they were, Delphine in a dark green dress with black brocade and black shoes peeping out from underneath, Katrin in a white frock with a yellow ribbon in her hair, their knees an inch or so away from his, their arms sharing a rest with his, their breath warm on his cheek as they chatted about how the orchestra would manage to squeeze onto the stage and what little Erich had said yesterday … Here they all were at his bidding.

Waiting for the auditorium to fill, Anton sat back and gazed up at the rococo ceiling. He was grateful for the women’s talk because it gave him time to calm his nerves. Katrin seemed excited by the new experience, though, as a child of privilege, immediately at ease with it. Delphine was still being a professional companion, prompting responses from Katrin, even slipping into French at one point. And he, Anton, what was he? Alive, he thought: alive, at least. Drenched in the moment. He brought a sort of middle-class wariness. He was confident that he could rely on his good manners, but he was watchful, taking nothing as his due.

Schoenberg came up first. It was a string quartet – a strict form, Anton thought, that it would be hard to turn into an atonal mess. The players assembled downstage, in front of the space set up for the orchestra; the first violin raised his bow and they began. It seemed to Anton that the instruments were all playing a different piece. It was hard to settle into it; there were none of the repetitions of Mozart or Haydn that formed a reassuring progress with a conclusive ripple at the end of each section. In later movements, the cello groaned while the violins plinked and pirouetted; he had an image of a skylark, high up in the clouds, while on the ground beneath some low sounds were prophesying war.

He closed his eyes to concentrate better, but opened them again when to his amazement he heard a woman’s voice. A singer had joined the players and stood with her hands folded at the waist. This was not what he’d expected in a string quartet. Was it allowed? The soprano trilled indignantly, as if someone had made her an indecent proposal. It was hard to distinguish the words. Then she took on a religious air and Anton gathered that her character had been spared from death by some sexual or holy rapture.

The applause in the hall was polite.

Delphine was smiling. ‘At least no one’s walked out,’ she said. ‘That’s what normally happens with Schoenberg.’

‘Is it?’

‘Some places ask in advance if you’re a walker-out by nature, then they seat you in the aisle so as not to put off the performers.’

‘I hated it,’ said Katrin. ‘Especially the singer.’

Trying not to think how much the evening had cost him, Anton said, ‘I’m sure you’ll like the symphony more.’

The players had found their cramped places behind the music stands, whispering and smiling to one another as they shuffled in and sat. The conductor rapped his baton on the rail of the podium, raised his arms … and … well, the symphony was certainly much easier to lose oneself in, Anton thought. Was that a woodwind cuckoo, for instance, calling above the strings? Mahler liked to keep you on your toes, but, unlike Schoenberg, he didn’t try to knock you off your feet. He clearly had in mind a pattern whose shape would be revealed if you were prepared to go along with him. In the final movement, there was a teasing return to earlier themes, which then seemed to be left hanging; but underneath it all there was an architecture, whose grandeur was revealed at last.

Anton dared to look at Delphine as the final notes faded and saw her eyes shining. He felt a sense of vindication, almost as though he himself had had a hand in writing the music.

The applause was unambiguous and the audience left the hall with animated faces.

‘Yes, I liked it,’ said Katrin as they went downstairs, ‘especially the bit that sounded like “Frère Jacques”.’

Anton had reserved a table in a restaurant he had scouted with Friedrich the week before. It was good value for such a solid-looking place, with wooden booths and chandeliers, though the service was erratic and the food tasted as though it had been kept warm. He was not in a mood to care, because he was too fascinated by Mlle Fourmentier. He could hardly bear the wait while she and Katrin were in the powder room; he passed the time by ordering a carafe of Grüner Veltliner and downing the first glass himself.

Katrin settled herself on the plush-covered bench and Delphine slid in beside her, leaving Anton to face them, badly placed to catch the attention of the waiters. Katrin might in other circumstances have interested him, being arguably closer to his own age, with wide eyes and a ready laugh. But he could sense no character in her; she was a page on which no one had yet written and it was possible, he thought, that she might stay like that for ever in her father’s muffled rooms. Delphine was the opposite – shaped by experience, with cloudy contours and jagged, possibly painful, edges. He pressed her for details of her life and every answer suggested five further questions there would be no time to ask.

‘No, I wasn’t classically trained, but I spent some time learning from a soloist who’d fallen on hard times.’ ‘My uncle had lost an arm in the Franco-Prussian War.’ ‘Isabelle was the beauty of the family, then she married a man who … Never mind.’ ‘A financial difficulty meant we had to move in a hurry.’ ‘This dress? It was made for me in Rouen. I knew a seamstress who owed my father money for some reason.’ ‘The convent was strict. But we sometimes found our way into town.’ ‘We used to visit the garden at Giverny, but we never saw the great man.’ ‘She called herself a cook, but she was barely capable of stoking the range.’

When Delphine asked him the odd question in return, Anton answered as briefly as possible so that he could resume his interrogation. To start with, Katrin made the occasional remark, offering opinions in which he could hear the influence of her parents, but after a while she fell silent and began to glance about the restaurant.

The waiters, for some reason, stopped avoiding Anton’s eye and became prompt. The plates were cleared, dessert was brought and a bill was presented in the space of a few minutes. Suggestions of coffee were declined and Delphine consulted her watch.

Outside, on the street, it was raining. Anton found a cab and gestured to Katrin and Delphine to come over from the shelter of the restaurant porch. Before leaving home, he had counted out the money for the fare back to Döbling and put the coins in his waistcoat pocket so he wouldn’t spend them by mistake on a tip at the cloakroom. It had meant no lunch for three days, but it seemed worth it as he pressed the money into the hands of the driver. Delphine had her back to him as she climbed into the cab. He stood in the rain, watching. The cab was already under way when he saw her – as an afterthought it seemed – turn and lift her hand. It was too dark to see if she was smiling.

To pass the idle hours, of which there were many, Anton imagined the life he would have with Delphine. Theirs would be an unconventional ménage, of course. They would live in a hunting lodge, somewhere he pictured at first as a sort of dacha not far from Moscow – before settling on a sleepy part of Bavaria, in a forest clearing with a river nearby. Sometimes he pictured them both naked, children of the woods. At other times, Delphine was dressed in her green dress, at the piano for hours while he chopped logs and prepared dinner – with a previously unsuspected talent that went well beyond ‘stoking the range’. There was sex in his fantasies, though it drew little on his night in Berlin and not at all on the circus postcards. For this, he and Delphine both seemed to be naked again, he asleep on a huge couch at the fireside, she bending over and guiltily waking him with hands and lips, being, against her better judgement, unable to resist. In what happened next, the failure of Viennese society to deal with the passions of its people was quite thrillingly resolved. When they lay together afterwards, under a bearskin rug while she told him more about her sisters and he kissed her upper lip, the shortcomings of the world – unhappiness itself – seemed to exist only as a remote and rather comic hypothesis.

In reality, the lady companion stayed fully dressed in the nineteenth district, while Anton was stuck in the narrow streets of Spittelberg. Although he made enough money to pay the rent and feed himself, his imagined apartment off the Ringstrasse seemed as remote as when he had first arrived in Vienna.

Anton’s career as a journalist was fitful, but not hopeless. It was easier for established newspapers to keep one or two correspondents in the big capitals than to send reporters from Vienna on expensive and time-consuming journeys. One day in 1911, two years before he met Delphine, he read that the Mona Lisa had been stolen from the Louvre. The editors he approached dismissed it as ‘another French scandal’, probably instigated by the government itself. So, in the end, he had borrowed some money from Friedrich and paid for his own train ticket, arriving in Paris just in time to see the poet Guillaume Apollinaire arrested for the theft. To Anton’s delight, Apollinaire tried to palm the blame off on his friend Picasso.

The longer Anton stayed in Paris, the better the story became. More than twenty-four hours, it seemed, had passed before anyone noticed that the painting had gone: the museum was simply too big to police. Glass panels previously erected in front of the Mona Lisa to stop vandals had inspired derision in the public because their reflections obscured the view. Some Parisians thought the Germans had stolen the painting to demoralise them; the German press claimed that the French had staged an act of self-sabotage to distract attention from their disastrous foreign policy. The wounding of French national pride was an easy target for the foreign press and Anton tried to find a better angle. The Spanish name of Pablo Picasso led him to investigate the extraordinary number of artists who had come from abroad to live in Paris and to ask them what made Montmartre, a semi-urban village on a slope, preferable to Málaga or Livorno.

He was able to sell these pieces to magazines in Vienna, where they were well received. As a result, one of them dispatched him later that month to Moscow to report on the assassination of the premier, Peter Stolypin, at the Kiev opera. What the two stories had in common was the gratifying sense of Austria’s enemies in turmoil: in Vienna there was a real hunger to hear how the tsar had been sitting in a box overlooking the stage when a man had walked down the aisle and shot Stolypin at close range with a revolver – a Browning, Anton specified, knowing his editor’s passion for detail. The assassin was a lawyer, a socialist and a police informer. He was also Jewish, and in the days that followed there were rumours of a pogrom against all Jews in retaliation.

The editor was pleased, but Anton remained sceptical about the value of what he did. He found it satisfying to build a picture, piece by piece, of what had happened. At first, he wrote down everything, his hand aching to keep up; but after some days the people he was questioning could tell him nothing new. By then, the flow of information was reversed and he was able to tell them what he’d discovered from previous interviews. If the page in his notebook was still blank at the end of the meeting he knew he had finished his research. The trouble was that when he spoke to painters in Paris or civil servants in Moscow, he imagined their lives and felt something close to envy. However poor the artist, however constrained the official, they seemed to have a purpose and an identity: they would have careers, a life with shape and purpose. Whereas he … As much as he enjoyed his truth-discovering, he felt inessential. No one at home needed to know every nuance or corrugation of a story. It was only entertainment for them, he thought – which in turn made him not much more than a parasite.

He tried not to think about it too much. In the morning, he could spin out a cup of coffee beneath the electric chandeliers of the Griensteidl while he read the French and English newspapers. The play of European current affairs seemed entertainment enough, albeit of a rather menacing kind. Lunch was often sausage and beer from a stand in the Prater before he headed off to do some tutoring in the afternoon. Poverty was relative, he thought. Magazine commissions would come again one day, and the habit of living cheaply didn’t diminish him if the alternative was a return to the family chitterlings.

He always arrived early at Erich’s apartment, exchanging pleasantries with a maid or governess while hoping to catch a glimpse of Delphine. More often than not, he was successful. There was a footstep in the corridor, a rustle of fabric. ‘Ah, Monsieur. I didn’t know you were coming today. I’ll fetch Erich for you.’ Then a non-committal smile and she was gone.

One afternoon, he arrived a full half-hour early and was in time to catch her playing in the music room. He stood in the doorway and watched. She nodded her head when she saw him, but carried on playing.

‘How long will you be staying in Vienna?’ he dared to ask when she had finished.

‘The arrangement is for two more months.’

Anton shifted his weight. ‘Perhaps you could come to another concert one day.’

Delphine looked out of the window, unspeaking.

‘I read an article by you,’ she said eventually. ‘In a magazine. About the diplomacy between London and Paris.’

‘Ah, yes. It was a bit dry, I’m afraid.’

‘It was interesting. I had no idea how much conversation was carried on informally.’

‘It isn’t meant to be. A government has a policy and the foreign department’s supposed to put it into practice.’

‘But if the officials on either side develop things in private, isn’t that against the rules?’

‘It’s … unusual. Because it ignores the will of the government.’

‘I hate to think what the English are plotting with the French.’

‘Yes,’ said Anton. ‘I think they’re making private treaties through the British embassy in Paris. Their Parliament knows nothing of it.’

‘It sounds dangerous. I mean … If there’s a war.’

There was a pause. Anton wondered if he had bored her.

‘Do you play the piano?’ said Delphine.

‘No. I had lessons when I was at the Gymnasium. It was compulsory up to a certain age. But I was never any good. And I was allowed to give up after two years.’

‘Come and sit here.’ She pulled a chair up beside the piano stool. ‘Show me.’

Anton, after a moment’s hesitation, sat down and played a schoolboy exercise, the first that he and Friedrich had been taught.

‘Can you do this?’ She played a variation.

‘Probably.’

‘It’s the same as what you’ve just played, but you use these black notes as well. It sounds better.’

‘Yes.’

‘Keep doing that.’

While he did as he was told, Delphine began to play a melody in a higher register. Anton concentrated on his repetition, trying not to look at Delphine. She struck a chord between his two hands before returning to her end of the keyboard. Eventually, Anton relaxed enough to listen to the sound they were making, her descant on his schoolboy repetition. He began to smile.

Delphine began to laugh. ‘The look on your face!’

‘It’s just that it seems … like magic to me. I’m so bad at it.’

‘Never mind. You like Mahler and you hate Strauss. That’s a start.’

‘Where shall we go next, then? You must choose a concert. Look at the newspaper and tell me the one you would most like to go to. I’ll buy the tickets.’

Delphine stood up. ‘You’re very kind, Monsieur.’

She looked out of the window, in silence again, and Anton felt his life hang on her decision.

At last she turned to him and said, ‘Perhaps we should try the theatre for a change.’

Standing next to her, Anton put his hand on her forearm and kissed her cheek.

Then he turned and made his way quickly to the door. ‘You must let me know,’ he said. ‘On Tuesday, when I come again.’

‘Are you leaving?’

‘Yes. Yes, I have to go now.’

‘What about Erich’s lesson?’

Anton never afterwards remembered the details of the first time he made love to Delphine. He was too startled by the fact it was happening to be able to record each element. In retrospect, years later, he often wished his memory had mentally photographed her skin as it emerged from the layers of clothes. He ought really to have been able to carry a clear picture of the woman he had come to love, naked in front of him for the first time.

After yet another concert – fifth, sixth, seventh – he had spirited her upstairs to his room on the pretext of lending her a book. ‘Rilke,’ he lied. ‘I’ve just bought his New Poems.’

‘Anton, I am rather overwhelmed by you,’ was all she said, standing in his room, her arms spread wide, in stockinged feet, her shoes in one hand so as not to alert the landlady.

‘I can’t find the book.’

She put down the shoes and took the pins from her hair, so it rested on her shoulders. He kissed her upper lip, then licked it. She touched his tongue with hers.

‘Undo these hooks on my dress. That’s the best way.’

He swallowed and took off his jacket.

She ran her hands over the small of his back and pulled him against her.

‘Shall I turn off the light?’

‘No. Stay here.’

She told him then how much she had thought about him. Night and day, apparently. They sat on the edge of the bed. Delphine took his hand while she explained something.

Then she spoke for a long time, patting his hand occasionally, her freed hair falling down over her cheek, like a small girl’s. His presence had surprised her that first day, she said … as if she had been caught swimming naked in a lake. She had been embarrassed, defensive, but in some way – she stumbled on the word – aroused. His sincerity, his lack of money, his politeness to Katrin, which had made her, Delphine, laugh inside … Obviously he had wanted the girl to go home and leave them alone that first evening after the Mahler symphony in that awful restaurant …

She laughed, then grew serious again and squeezed his hand.

‘And then the articles of yours I’ve read. Do you know how remarkable they are?’

‘What?’

‘I’ve read them all. So clear, so calm. And a kind of stubborn fairness that shines through everything.’

Anton couldn’t take in what she said, because he was too confused with thoughts of his fumble in Berlin and the rumours he had heard of how much more was now expected of him.

He tried again to concentrate because he could see that what Delphine was saying was important to her. She was now talking about a man. A different man, not Anton, but a man she had known at home or perhaps in Paris – and then some long and painful disappointment.

‘… So you see why I have to be careful. I have to be sure.’

He was looking at the moles beneath her breasts that he could now see for the first time. He was not concentrating on her story.

‘Of course,’ he said.

She was clearly wanting to lay out some important truth before him. It was as though she wanted him never to have grounds for some future recrimination. He wished now he’d followed what she said more closely. He wanted to ask, ‘And are you sure?’, but was worried it might stall the momentum. He couldn’t believe this woman was about to grant his most passionate wish. Better to be silent.

He was still sitting on the bed when Delphine stepped out of the last of her underclothes and stood in front of him. ‘Anton, you won’t … betray me, will you? For all I’m giving you.’

He knelt down and rested his cheek against her. She stroked his hair.

‘Never.’

‘Now take your clothes off, too.’

When they lay down together on the bed, she began to talk in French to him, whispering instructions in his ear. He liked the change of language, into her own. It was as though she had taken him to her heart.

‘Oui. Comme ça. Doucement. Et je peux? Comme ça? Tu aimes?’

Anton felt the silent disapproval of his parents, the teacher at the Gymnasium looking on in disgust. Then she was touching him in a way that made all thought impossible, and then it was too late.

A few minutes later, Delphine said, ‘You’re an excellent man, Anton. Look at this.’ She touched the part that had disgraced him. ‘Let’s be patient. Swear to me that you’ll be patient with me, too.’

She seemed to be forgiving him. Perhaps she too had fears, he thought – fears of not being what she was supposed to be – but which of us really is? Then he sighed, and sank into the arms of her forgiveness, where she could now take care of everything, including him.

After a short time, he went outside and boiled some water on the landing. With some effort of will, he remained naked as he poured the boiling water and brought the tea back to the room.

‘Won’t they miss you?’ he said.

‘There’s a night porter. And I have an indoor key. The apartment is so huge they hardly know if I’m there or not.’

They talked for hours, but in a different way, as if there could be no pretence. Anton began to feel he had to invent more secrets, to betray confidences he had never taken on, so as not to disappoint Delphine’s curiosity. She was older and more worldly than he was; but she was also like a child who in some way now belonged to him.

He had the sensation of being on a toboggan going down a hill, unstoppably, into the life and being of another. Was it too fast? He found himself smiling. There was no snow in summer, no hill and no sledge. But the sense of hurtling remained.

His top-floor room was hot, even in the small hours of the morning. When Delphine had said all she needed to say and he was making love to her, he remembered a drop of sweat he had seen on her forehead the first day when she was playing, because now her breasts were slippery as they rolled against his chest and a strand of hair stuck to her temple, from which he pushed it back with his finger.

A few days later, Anton returned to his home town in Styria for his father’s funeral. The whitewashed church was full and the coffin handles gleamed. He tried not to look at the box at the head of the nave or to imagine his father inside, because it raised too many questions about washing and fixing and decomposition. The congregation was there to mourn or mark the end of something abstract – a life – and the presence of the body, as matter-of-fact as one of the dead pigs delivered to the door of the sausage factory, seemed an intrusion.

His father when alive had never shown much affection towards Anton, behaving instead as a kind of route supervisor: infant school, Gymnasium, Bible study; social duties, politeness to your mother, the university if you must and, above all, respectability. Anton felt little more for him than he would towards a tram conductor who had pointed out the stops along the way. He cast his mind back to his youngest days and thought he could remember his father playing with him once in the garden of their house when Gerhard had been at school. And there had been a picnic, perhaps, on a hot day, a walk in a wood, when for a moment his father had thrown off his years and himself behaved like a child. It seemed in retrospect to have been an empty game, when the end was written all along: the dead weight on the rickety bier.

At times during the service, for instance when Gerhard was reading from the Bible, he had to force himself to concentrate. If he was not careful, he found himself in a Delphine reverie. It was not that he was picturing anything sacrilegious; it was only that he felt insulated from normal life, because he had discovered something more urgent. At the gathering afterwards in his parents’ house, several old people asked him if he would now come home to run the business. His life in Vienna and his work as a journalist appeared to them a self-indulgence that would last only until the start of the real work, in sausages. He slid out of these conversations, saying that he needed to help Gerhard pour the drinks.

The next day he sat down and talked to his mother. Since Gerhard was now settled at a hospital in Vienna, with a fine salary and every chance of promotion, she said, it would make sense for Anton to come home. He explained that he had no interest in the sausage works or in ever coming back. The obvious solution, surely, was for her to sell her late husband’s interest to his brother, Anton’s uncle, who was the joint owner of the company. They would need an outside valuation, but it wasn’t complicated; the profits were steady and it would provide enough for her to live on.

‘I’ve been asked to go to the United States,’ he said. ‘To report on the opening of the Panama Canal for a magazine. I’m leaving next week on a steamship from Southampton. In England.’

‘Why do you want to go to America?’

‘Every journalist would like to. I’m very lucky to be asked. I’ve been in the cold for more than a year, since I turned down a trip to the Balkans. This is a big chance to get going again. All the great newspapers of the world are sending reporters.’

‘What’s wrong with our country?’

‘Nothing at all. Though I’m fed up with writing about the Treaty of Bucharest. All writers want to visit other places. It’s what first drew me to the idea of newspapers when I was a student. Do you remember when I went to Moscow? And to Paris? They thought I did well. I was mentioned for some state prize. I didn’t win it, of course. But that’s not the point.’

‘Isn’t it time you thought about getting married?’

‘I’m far too young. Who should I marry anyway? And why?’

When he returned to Vienna, he felt that his life was taking shape at last. Delphine had extended her stay with Erich’s family and, with the help of a loan from the bank, Anton took three rooms in a building in the third district. It was a modest area, dominated by gasometers, but he had his own bathroom as well as a small sitting room and no Polish landlady. To his delight, Delphine kept some clothes in a battered Biedermeier chest and helped him to arrange his possessions in a way that made the place seem more habitable. She brought candles and coloured shades for the electric lamps that cast a pleasing glow on the cushions of the sofa and the books on the shelf behind.

Anton saw no suggestion of permanence in these rooms, though he was aware of the happiness they brought him. He valued it and thought he should try to hold on to it, whatever that might mean. How should he keep the days from going by?

And then he had to make his way to Paris, to Calais and across the Channel for a crossing to the New World.
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