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Chapter 1

The Belgard girls did not admire their mother. They disapproved of her card-playing and the cigars she smoked when her husband was away from home. But their brother Emanuel they all adored. The following week he was to be twenty-one and the family were united for once in planning a party to span an entire weekend. The guests had been invited, the caterers informed and flowers were to be collected from the gardens and conservatories and arranged in monumental bouquets throughout the house. The party was to be held at Gaglow, and not at their Berlin apartment which, although large, was not large enough to hold the guests they expected to attend.

It was the summer of 1914 and it was also Eva’s birthday. No one seemed to remember in the flurry of activity that, on the same day as her brother would be twenty-one, Eva was to be eleven. She held her head up high and defied them to remember. Marianna Belgard had arranged for new dresses to be made for each of her three daughters. Bina was to have a pale peach satin, ruched and tucked along the front, Martha a blue with a sash bow at the back, and Eva, really still a child, would wear white. Bina, at fifteen, considered herself excessively ladylike, with or without the new dress. She intended behaving at the party with incomparably perfect manners, and enjoyed the prospect of showing up her mother. ‘She’s so vulgar,’ she protested, when after dinner Marianna continued to sit at table with the men, drinking beer and beating them at cards. Bina, Martha and Eva, their old nanny comfortably asleep, would often slip out of bed to spy on her through the thick drapes that led into the dining room. ‘It’s no way to behave,’ Bina hissed, and the others nodded in vigorous agreement, adding solemnly, ‘Poor Papa, poor, poor Papa.’



Eva sat in a large armchair, looking out through the french windows to where the grass was being clipped and mown, and thought with longing of the moment when Emanuel would come home. She thought how she would climb into his lap and tease him while he read. She would pull at the little hairs that grew singly on his chin and whisper the names of girls Mama had planned for him to marry. Eva shivered as she thought of the people her mother had invited to the party. Smart brash women with loud voices and thick necks. Emanuel would have nothing to do with them, she knew that, and, besides, he had made a promise to her. It was a promise secured on their shared birthday, the year that she’d turned seven, and she’d insisted that he swear to it, pricking his finger with a pin and blotting it against her thumb.

Emanuel’s arrival was overshadowed by the talk of war that came with him from Hamburg. ‘It’s only rumour,’ he consoled his mother. ‘The consensus at my university is that there will not be a war,’ and he repeated his theory to various groups of guests clustered around the piano in the drawing room or strolling on the upper lawn.

Emanuel also arrived with a birthday present for Eva. ‘Did you think you were forgotten?’ he teased, and she thanked him nonchalantly, gulping back relief. It was an inlaid Turkish box that shone in shades of rose and amber wood. Set in the centre was a pattern of mother-of-pearl uncurling like a flower. ‘It has a key,’ he told her, and when she twisted it, the box opened to reveal a lining of green felt and her name carved at the back between the hinges.

Eva had embroidered her brother five white handkerchiefs with his initials and a scattering of pink-eyed flowers in one corner. ‘He’ll never use them,’ Bina teased, and Martha laughed that he would most likely hide them at the bottom of a drawer. Eva glared in triumph when Emanuel shook one out and tucked it into the top pocket of his waistcoat, the flowers bursting out against the cloth. He kept it there throughout the afternoon, transferring it to his evening suit when, with the guests, he retired to change for supper.

Of the three girls it was only Bina who was allowed to stay up for the night-time celebrations. Places had been laid for a hundred people at a long gallery of tables that spiralled round the dining room. Bina came up to the nursery where both Nanny and the governess, Fräulein Schulze, burst into praise over her dress and the way in which her hair had been arranged. Eva stared furiously into her green baize box and cursed that she was years too young. ‘It’s even worse luck for me,’ Martha said, and it cheered Eva up a little to see that she was right.

Their mother came up to wish them both goodnight. ‘You have been more than perfect today.’ She smiled, glittering in the doorway of their double room, while Martha and Eva sat at twin dressing tables and stared sulkily back at her through the glass. ‘Sleep well.’ She blew them each a kiss and left them to rejoin the party.

‘Did you see the earrings she had on?’ Martha gasped, and Eva agreed that they were hideous. Great red rubies that dragged down the lobes of her ears. ‘And such skinny arms.’ She winced, continuing to give her hair the one hundred obligatory strokes insisted upon by Nanny.

‘Well, at least we have Bina to report back.’ Eva brushed vigorously. ‘Not to mention,’ she lowered her voice, ‘our own dear Schu.’

‘Now, now, children.’ It was Nanny standing behind them with their nightdresses, freshly pressed and aired. ‘I’m sure Fräulein Schulze will be too busy enjoying herself to have time for such nonsense.’

‘Oh, Omi, Omi Lise,’ they both protested. They caught each other’s eye and grinned. This was exactly what their governess had time for and what, above anything, she enjoyed. It was her wicked bedtime stories that had won them over at the very start, and the way she poked fun at strangers, livening up the walks they took even on the most dreary days, and filling her charges, each one, with a small, warm well of spite.



Eva lay in bed, listening to the distant strains of the music and running over in her mind the various eligible girls invited by her mother. Who would Emanuel be dancing with, she wondered, and she smiled at the off-hand way in which he had accepted their attentions.

‘Martha?’ she whispered. ‘Martha, are you asleep?’

Martha answered drowsily that she was.

Eva let her lie in silence, and then, unable to contain her question, she hissed across the room, ‘Martha, tell me something. Do you imagine, one day, that you’ll get married?’

Martha turned grumpily under her quilt. ‘What? Of course I will.’ And she turned again, and burrowed her head down under the covers.

If Bina had been there, tucked into bed in the adjoining room, she would not have allowed her sisters to go to sleep but would have organized a spying party to outwit Nanny and slip down to the next landing where it might have been possible to see the people milling about in the tiled hall as they passed through from supper to dancing. They could have peered through the twist of the stairs, doubling back on themselves if anyone were to start ascending. ‘Martha?’ Eva called, feeling that they were possibly giving in too easily to their imposed curfew, but Martha lay rigid, insisting she had drifted off to sleep.

Eva forced herself out of bed. She felt honour bound to attempt at least one glimpse of the proceedings. She knotted her long hair on the nape of her neck and, with slow fingers, inched the door until it was wide enough to slip through. Once safely out in the corridor she ran along the wooden floorboards, hanging for a second over the stairwell to check for adult hands circling the banisters and skipping down the first flight of stairs, keeping to the curve of the outside wall. At the next landing, she peered quickly over into the hall. A surge of talk and tinkling musicians floated up at her, and seeing nothing but the edges of dresses and the black elbows of men she craned further, holding on to the slippery wood and stretching her head and shoulders out into the scented air. At that moment a red-faced woman began to climb the stairs, looking short of breath in her tightened waistband. Eva flung herself back on to the landing and ran along a corridor, hiding in the deep doorway to a guest bedroom.

When it was safe to venture out again, she scaled the crook of the stairs, clasping the wooden railings with her knees and arching her back, imitating Bina on a dozen past occasions. She had to restrain herself from calling out and waving, and wondered that until now she had put up with so many second-hand reports. Eva hung there, waiting for someone to come into her view, and then she was rewarded by the sight of the two Samson girls exchanging flushed confidences at the foot of the stairs.

The Samson sisters were famous for their beauty, and their attendance at the party had been much discussed. Eva gazed down on their identical chestnut heads as they swayed towards each other in shared laughter. Her knees were starting to tremble with the effort of clinging, head down like a bat, when the girls, flushed and golden as French apples, were joined by her brother. Emanuel stood between them, his back against the carved post of the stairs, and lowering his voice, so that both sisters leant towards him, he began to tell them something. A story. A secret. Eva, her fingers whitening on the wood, strained impossibly for his whispery voice to rise above the music. And then as she watched, guessing at nothing, they all laughed, their three open mouths tilting upwards in the same split second to make crescents in their faces. They were still laughing, more softly and in interrupted chuckles, when Emanuel, a hand hovering around each sloping shoulder, led them away.

Eva, cold and furious, untangled her knees and slid down to the floor. She swung round, half expecting to see Nanny scowling in her stiff white nightdress, waiting crossly to escort her back to bed, but Nanny was sitting by the nursery fire, eating a plate of marzipan roses that had been sent up to her by Fräulein Schulze. Not caring now who saw her, Eva stamped up the last flight of stairs. She trailed along the low, polished corridor, and on reaching her own room, flung herself into bed. ‘Martha?’ she called, but Martha refused to be woken, and with the absent Schu-Schu’s vengeful name on her lips, she cried herself to sleep.



Marianna Belgard had wanted all three of her daughters to be included in the night-time celebrations. She mentioned this to her husband in the hope of enlisting his support, but he made it clear that she would come in for too much criticism, and not least from their eldest girl. Wolf Belgard smiled when he said this, softening on Bina’s name, and he caught his wife around the waist and kissed her. Marianna pulled angrily away. It was easy for him to make light of these hostilities. He was well loved by his children, and he either could or would not see how from an early age his daughters had turned their backs, poking fun and scheming up between themselves to undermine her. Marianna had tried several times to explain this to him, forcing back her tears as she spoke, but he refused to believe her, only laughed and teased and attempted to draw her back into the state of cheerfulness he relied on for himself. It was only Emanuel who understood, Emanuel who took her hand and pressed it when the girls refused to let themselves be kissed goodnight, when they ran away from her in the park, or called out for their governess in small plaintive voices when they were sick.

Marianna insisted that a place be set for Fräulein Schulze at Emanuel’s birthday dinner. She still held out the hope of winning her round, and even offered up one of her own last season’s dresses. But when Gabrielle Schulze entered the dining room, the dull red of the dress transformed by rosebuds stitched in satin and nestling voluptuously against the whiteness of her skin, Marianna found herself regretting it. The woman seemed to hold her head too high and Marianna noticed how, with cleverly exacting fingers, she had managed to disguise the necessary insertion of an extra panel across and under the wide sweep of her bust.



The party continued the following day with a lunch of cold meats, pickled vegetables and fruit, to be eaten in the garden. Eva woke early, her eyes swollen with tears trapped under her lids during the night. It made her skin look thick and out of focus. No one noticed. Bina was too busy telling anyone who’d listen about the dancing, and how admired she’d been by certain young men. Martha hung on every one of Bina’s words. ‘If you were so interested, why didn’t you come and see for yourself?’ Eva wanted to say, but she stopped herself, instead folding a piece of bitter bread around some cheese and chewing at the ends of it.

By mid-morning Marianna Belgard stood, in ivory taffeta, surveying her three daughters. Bina’s bright face, she noticed, held a new ferocity, while Martha as ever was vague and shy. Eva had dark childish rings under her eyes. ‘Are you quite well?’ She put a hand under Eva’s chin, and raised the girl’s face to her own.

Eva scowled. Typical, she thought. Discovered by my enemy. And then, realizing how far she’d allowed herself to go in spite, she blushed up at her mother. The silly girl’s in love. Marianna smiled, remembering herself as a child, and her heart lurched to think that they could not be friends.

It was only the overnight guests who had been invited to the picnic lunch. Tables had been set up, draped in white, on the flagstones behind the house that caught the early-morning sun. By lunchtime the stones had warmed and the sun had settled high above the house so that chairs could be arranged in or out of the shade. Eva knelt down and placed the back of one hand on a warm flag. Without intending it, and against all orders, she had come to love this house. She walked round to the front and looked down the straight drive to where the red roofs and the church spire of the village nestled in the valley. Apple orchards spread away to each side and the fields at the back were dotted with creamy, brown-faced cows. A carriage was hurtling, its black hood up, along the drive towards her. Four horses, harnessed in leather, trotted against the hill. Eva walked forward to see who it could be. She could make out Gruber, their own coachman, sitting high up on his box, holding the reins, and as the carriage swung into the drive it began to slow. A door flew open and Emanuel jumped down. ‘Manu,’ Eva called, picking up her skirt to race towards him, but from nowhere her mother had appeared, beaming and chastizing, and striding, with her arms outstretched, towards him.

Eva snorted and, just as they saw and waved to her, she took off to run round the side of the house and down to the stables where Gruber would be returning the horses to their stalls.



Eva watched her brother as he sat between the Samson girls, helping them to wine and sweet slices of frangipane, and sharing in the continuing joke of the night before.

‘Which one do you think?’ Bina nudged her.

‘Which one what?’ Eva scowled.

‘Is he most likely to propose to?’

Eva put her elbows on the table and stared at the perfect smiling ovals of their faces, lit up and turned towards Emanuel. Angelika and Julika. Julika and Angelika. ‘Neither,’ she said, and she felt a chill like a water spider run over her hand.

‘You’re useless.’ Bina pinched her, snorting and moving to where Martha sat at the other end of the table. Eva watched her lips as she muttered, ‘Utterly useless, what a waste,’ into Martha’s ear.

Eva leant forward to catch what her brother was saying. ‘Oh, yes,’ Angelika interrupted him, ‘of course Paris is the only place there is.’

‘For a honeymoon,’ Julika added, and both sisters blushed a golden shade of pink.

‘What rubbish people talk.’ Eva swore under her breath. She stood up and ran into the house, stopping only to peer into the high hall mirror to inspect her scowl and the sticky lashes of her eyes.

The drawing room was filled with flowers and scattered with chairs and sofas, arranged in groups for the comfort of last night’s guests. Eva stepped over the plum-coloured rugs, holding her nose against the cloying scent of lilies until she reached the grand piano. She let her hands fall heavily on the keys. They clashed and chimed, and her heart raced with the uneven notes. Omi Lise appeared in the door, her mouth puckered disapprovingly and a silk-fringed shawl draped over her arm. Eva caught her eye and ran.

She skipped past the high windows, catching at the curtains and not looking back until she reached a small door covered by a tapestry. She felt behind it and found the handle. The door opened and she slipped through into a long, vaulted passageway. This corridor was cold and lined with flowering pots of marguerites. Her feet echoed on the stone floor as she walked, more slowly now, straining her eyes into damp, half-empty rooms in which, not so many years before, the previous owner, Hans Dieter, had housed his collection of ivory-handled whips and guns. The sun fell onto white stone in harsh triangular patterns, and Eva trod as softly as she could to keep the echo to a minimum.

Through a last narrow door the corridor widened out into a circular hall. This was Eva’s favourite room. It had a slanting pattern of black and white tiles over its octagonal floor and the curve of the walls made her want to spin. Through a side entrance off this hall Marianna Belgard had her own private study. It was where she talked things over with the gardeners and discussed the hiring of men and the upkeep of the stables, regretting regularly that her husband, against her good advice, had thought it safest to sell off all the land. There was a large, leather-topped desk in the centre of the room, on which lay a book of paper, ragged at the edges like raw silk, and so heavy it was hardly worth the effort it took to close it. Stone-edged windows looked out onto the flower garden, and each deep window-seat had a rug arranged on it, especially plumped and folded for Marianna’s dogs. Marianna had a fleet of whippets, fawn and blue, who trotted daintily after her along the corridors, slipping occasionally and clipping the polish on the parquet floors. They stood, their eyes, like oil, popping out with sorrow when she stepped into her carriage, and when she returned to the house, even after an absence of a day, they greeted her with swirls and yelps and frantic, scampering circus twirls of joy.

Eva heard a noise. She stopped, still on tiptoe, her eyes on the circular ceiling, and looked across the hall into her mother’s study. Marianna was standing, leaning with one hand on her desk and deep in conversation with the sturdy red-faced woman with whom Eva had nearly collided the night before as she hovered on the stairs. ‘Frau Samson,’ Eva muttered to herself, and she raised an eyebrow. You see, she thought, our mother has no qualms about marrying off poor Manu, even when she has the plain, hard evidence of how those girls are likely to turn out! And she hunched her shoulders in exasperation.

Eva kept an eye on her mother’s profile, smiling and nodding to stout Frau Samson sitting in the window-seat, until they readied themselves to leave the room. Eva pressed herself into the curve of the wall and held her breath as her mother passed by, a whippet in tow, and walked with her companion back along the corridor, still talking lightly about troublesome cooks, suppressing a smile for the splintery patch of dog hair that had attached itself to the older woman’s behind.

Eva escaped through the back door. She ran directly ahead, up the stretch of lawn to where the ice-house stood at the end of its own short drive. This tiny house was the one part of the estate Hans Dieter had taken the trouble to maintain, and the lawn that led to it was smooth and dense with years of careful tending. It had a roof like a dove-cote with rounded sloping tiles, and the pillars that supported it were freshly painted in a creamy white. Eva stepped into the cool shade of its interior and was startled by the sight of her governess standing with her eyes half closed against the door that led down to the cellar.

‘Schu-Schu,’ she said, laying a hand softly on her arm. Fräulein Schulze blinked and looked at her, and without a word picked up a long tin bucket. She felt with her hands for the hidden catch and swung the door open onto the freezing store of ice.

Eva lay down on the bench that curved into the wall and shouted down to where Fräulein Schulze rummaged underground. ‘This isn’t your job, collecting ice. Do you have gloves?’

Fräulein Schulze’s laugh echoed up at her through the half-closed door. ‘It’s not a job. I wanted ice myself.’ And she reappeared with a collection of shards lining the bottom of her bucket. Eva reached in and chose a flaking tentacle which she dripped over her forehead, her nose and into her mouth. ‘I’ve asked Cook to prepare some redcurrant ice for you. I haven’t forgotten it’s your birthday too.’ And before Eva had a chance to pull her down on to the bench and hug her, she strode off across the lawn and disappeared into the house.

Eva wandered back towards the terrace. She could see that the lunch party had reorganized itself into small groups clustering thickly round the table ends, while long sections of starched white linen, heavy with unfinished food, lay abandoned in between. The light legs of chairs knocked together, and girls’ heads bent against the strengthening sun.

Eva saw her brother talking to a man in uniform. They were strolling away from the rest of the party, setting out across the lawn, the toes of their shoes kicking as if they were not entirely in agreement. Several of Emanuel’s friends had arrived for the party in their National Service uniforms. Thick wool jackets the colour of dung with long, scalloped pockets across their chests. The soft hats on their heads were puckered at the front with buttons and, in some cases, a badge.

Eva took a handful of black chocolates from a bowl and followed the two men, trailing a little way behind, her eyes on the ground as if searching the lawn for stray spring flowers. Emanuel was talking in low, alarmed tones about the murder in Sarajevo of Franz Ferdinand. He put his arm on the thick cloth of his friend’s jacket and wondered aloud if it would be an enforced conscription, were war to break out. ‘But no one would need to be forced.’ The other man shook him off, and Eva thought she saw her brother shiver in a long ripple down his back.

‘Of course, of course,’ he agreed quickly, ‘I myself will sign up like a shot,’ and they laughed, swapping stories of military adventures, tales of bravery and daring until Eva, distracted by a clump of golden celandines growing at the edge of the fountain, let them trail out of hearing.




Chapter 2

Sometimes while my father painted I stared up at the huge beast of my body, my gargantuan breasts, my widened thighs, and tried to find the charcoal outline of my former self. I hadn’t known about the baby when I’d come for my first sitting, arriving smooth and pale and full of hope for how I was likely to turn out. I arranged myself in elegant profile, one arm limp across my stomach, my eyes fixed, half shut, on the corner of the room.

‘When exactly are you due?’ My father squinted as my painted body grew, masking the damask roses of the sofa, and at thirty weeks the canvas was sent away to be enlarged. Nine months had seemed such a never-ending stretch of time, and at first I’d put in extra hours, imagining the picture might be finished before I even started to show, but now with only six weeks left we had entered into a race. I moved my hand and laid it high under my ribs where the hard butt of the baby’s head was pressing. ‘Turn round,’ I whispered, and I tried to catch the underwater fingers as they fluttered back and forth below the skin.

‘Something rather extraordinary has happened.’ My father had his back to me, scanning the canvas where the paint was piling up on my left breast.

‘What extraordinary?’ I asked, the high dome of my stomach tightening as I twisted round. He moved his eyes from one breast to the other and then peered back at his work.

‘Well, some rather dubious-sounding man has written to say that the descendants of Marianna Belgard, my maternal grandmother, are entitled to some property, now that the Wall’s come down. There are some warehouses, apparently, and a theatre in East Berlin.’

‘A theatre?’ I struggled to sit up. ‘Do you know what it’s called? Where it is exactly?’ And for a moment I imagined inheriting the Berliner Ensemble, pirouetting on the stage where Brecht had stood, employing myself, an out-of-work actress, single mother, and giving jobs to all my friends.

The baby hiccuped just below my navel.

My father didn’t answer. I could see that he was waiting for me to settle down. I rubbed my hip and dropped back into position.

‘There is a catch, of course.’ He was widening (unnecessarily, I thought) a deep blue vein that ran in from my shoulder.

‘Oh?’

‘Yes, this man, Herr Gottfried something or other, insists he’ll only tell us where the property is if we promise to give him sixty per cent of its value. It’s a racket apparently, springing up all over East Germany.’ And he stabbed his paintbrush hard against his leg. ‘My feeling is,’ he said at last, ‘the whole thing’s to be avoided.’ I frowned in disappointment, already in my dreams having sold on the warehouse at enormous profit and, with my share, moved out of my tiny top-floor flat in Camden Town.

My father made a plate of salad for me, shaking olive oil on to mâche and cutting two thick slices of ham. ‘Mustard?’ he offered, but the baby was still hiccuping.

‘You know what I would be interested in hearing about?’ He reached over and whipped delicate leaves off my plate. ‘Gaglow.’

‘Gaglow?’ I was eating too fast, hoarding the plate childishly against me, wishing he’d leave my food alone.

‘It was my grandmother’s estate. Very grand, somewhere in the country. Or it had been very grand.’ A leaf curled over his lip. ‘I used to go there in the holidays, although my mother never stayed for long. And the awful aunt Bina refused to go at all.’

‘Why? I mean, why awful, and why refuse to go?’ I mopped up the oil with bread.

‘Oh, you know, they disapproved of their mother. Thought she was vulgar.’ He spiked some of my ham. ‘Actually, I did ask once why they disliked her, and all they could come up with was that she drank beer. Beer, instead of wine. Although I do remember as a boy it was my mother’s companion they disliked. A great big woman with huge feet like a man.’

And just as I was searching round for something more to eat, he clapped his hands and ordered us both back to work.



My father didn’t usually talk about his family. He’d escaped from them early on, feuding and bristling to keep them out. But almost by chance he’d made a family of his own. Me and my two sisters. We had a mother each and separate lives, but looked unusually alike, with his high shoulders, and the same pale eyes. He never introduced us to his parents. I’d met a woman once who knew his mother, ‘your grandmother,’ she’d called her, and the blood caught up inside my chest. They’d talked over a garden hedge, somewhere in the country, by the sea, and I imagined them, hanging out their washing, pinning sheets, and not knowing how much I’d like to have been there.

I closed my eyes, breathing air into my hip. Why was it that even the most comfortable position became unbearable within the space of half an hour? Once I’d been under the misconception that the more difficult the pose the better the painting was likely to turn out, and I’d stiffened and twisted into strange contortions, priding myself on an ability to stall a blink. But now I lay stretched sideways, with a pillow below my ear, as close to sleep as I could get. I sighed, hoping for a response, and then to take my mind off numbness I asked what had happened to Marianna Belgard. ‘At the end I mean.’

My father didn’t answer, and I held my breath to hear the worst. ‘She came to live with us in London.’ He was darkening the shadow of my jaw. ‘And, now I think of it, it must have been very difficult for her.’ He stopped and screwed up his eyes, gripping the sheaf of paintbrushes in one hand. ‘You see, she didn’t leave Germany until it was too late. She arrived with nothing, wasn’t allowed to bring anything out, and so she lived in the small back room of my parents’ house.’ He had found the thing that worried him and was rubbing at it furiously with turps. ‘She had to rely on my parents for everything, after once having been so grand, but I don’t remember her complaining.’

‘I suppose she was lucky to get out at all, so late?’

‘Yes, she was lucky.’ And we worked on, thinking of the endless others, until both my feet went to sleep and I had to beg him for a break.




Chapter 3

The day after Emanuel’s party, Bina, Martha and Eva travelled back with the Samsons to spend a day and a night with them at what they called the Castle. It wasn’t a castle but only a large square house with balconies below the first-floor windows and a row of small turrets above the eaves. There was no room in the brand new Samson motorcar for either their governess or Omi Lise to accompany them and, after much discussion, the decision was made that they should go alone. ‘Gruber will drive over to fetch them tomorrow afternoon,’ Marianna decided, and she waved after the receding vehicle, calling out how they must have a lovely time, unaware that her voice was drowned completely by the engine.

Marianna sighed deeply as she walked towards the house. Empty, she loved Gaglow more than at any other time. Today, with its rooms so recently vacated, the spaciousness that filled it was still warm. Each window hummed with talk and music, and the garden had a fleeting look as if a crowd of people had simply moved inside. As soon as the car was out of sight, her whippets, cowering in the porch, ran out to greet her. They spun round, stretching their front legs, growling and looking up at her with lovesick eyes. Marianna let them lead her through the garden. The eldest two, one blue, one fawn, had been brought over from England, a present to her from Wolf, and she’d never had the heart to part them from their litter. They trotted in a troupe, their tails jaunty as they swayed from side to side, and Marianna bent down to throw a stick for the pure pleasure of watching them fly. She followed them until they reached the parade Hans Dieter had so carefully preserved. The grass here was as short and warm as the blue coat of her favourite dog, cropped so close you could feel the earth humming underneath. She knelt to lay one hand against it, and saw the whippets standing, their noses raised, their ears arched in the direction of the ice-house.

Marianna straightened silently. She bit her lip and, without warning, loudly clapped her hands, laughing as all five animals sprang away, leaping and twisting, released by magic from a spell. They swarmed around her, smiling like a shoal of eels, and using both her hands she attempted to stroke them all at the same time, feeling their backs wriggling delightedly away. And then once again they froze, their noses twitching and their ears poised. Marianna listened with them. And then she heard a laugh. A woman’s laugh, low and confidential. She shook herself and looked around. No one was there. ‘Come on,’ she called. ‘Home,’ and walked away down the gradual slope to the back door of the house. The dogs, their tails curving down in disappointment, trotted dutifully behind.

Marianna had an early supper with her husband and Emanuel. She smiled happily across at them, and asked how they thought the girls would be getting on that evening at the Castle. ‘They’ll be having a wonderful time,’ Wolf laughed, ‘and we shall be hearing about it for the rest of the summer. “Julika and Angelika, Angelika and Julika,”’ he mimicked, and Marianna glanced over at Emanuel, catching his eye as he was about to raise a spoon of chilled soup to his mouth. He blushed, and a green stain smudged against his teeth.

‘They’re lovely girls, both of them.’ Marianna turned a little sharply on her husband, and Wolf, missing her tone, agreed with a wink that lovely they most certainly were.

Eva sat on a low cane chair and listened to the conversation of the older girls. She had attempted to add to it, joining in with stories of her own, but found her interruptions frowned at and frozen out by Bina. When she persevered, looking to the Samson sisters for support, she simply met their patient, gentle stare, and with embarrassment she realized that the urgent, brilliant tales she was attempting were ones they’d probably heard before.

Frau Samson sat a little way away, her head bent over fine embroidery. She had placed herself carefully just far enough away to give the impression of not being able to overhear while still catching quite easily at each new strand of conversation. Eva felt inclined to join her. Today she liked the look of her large lumpy shoulders and the folds of her neck as she bent over her work. There was no sign in her of her daughters’ delicacy and she wondered what had happened to the husband, and if he were the one from whom they’d inherited the tiny wrists and the heart-shaped apricot chins.

Angelika’s voice lowered and she began to tell the others about a proposal of marriage she’d received while on holiday in St Moritz. He was a small, bald man of almost thirty who had failed to understand her when she said she couldn’t marry him as she was still at school. ‘I am quite prepared to wait,’ he replied, and when she’d avoided him for the rest of that day, he proved that he was not in fact prepared to wait at all. In the middle of the night he’d begun hammering on the hotel door of an uncle who was travelling with them, and had demanded to know what was going on. The uncle was so annoyed at being woken that he told him quite plainly that nothing was going on or ever would be, and when they went down to breakfast the next morning Angelika found, to her relief, that he had changed hotels.

Bina and Martha laughed so hard that streaks of red appeared on their necks, and Eva had to close her eyes to force away the image of the little angry man hammering and hammering, in love. Julika burst in with a much more glamorous proposition from a mountain climber. He swore that to win her love would be more marvellous than ascending the world’s highest peak. Marriage to her, he insisted, could be the great adventure of his life. Eva found herself biting her lip for the end of this story, and it was with an uncomfortable sense of loss that she listened to Julika confide how it had been the sight of his frizzy red hair squirrelling out from under his hat that had decided her against him.

‘A narrow escape.’ Bina sighed, and Martha added tremblingly that she didn’t know what she’d have done in a similar situation.

Eva closed her eyes and let the sun wash over her. She was waiting, as the others were, to hear what Bina might come up with. She was only a year younger than the Samsons and it was necessary that she offer up something against their dazzling display. The silence lasted fractionally too long and Martha began a dry, unconvincing cough. Eva opened her eyes, and saw her sister struggling. ‘Binschen,’ she smiled, ‘it’s not like you to be so shy,’ and kicked her just above the ankle. Bina only glared at her, and to save the family name Eva added, ‘So what about that doctor in Heligoland who had flowers specially brought over from the mainland?’ The others turned to her, their faces brightening. ‘Bina likes to keep him to herself,’ she whispered, happy to have found a part to play at last. Bina looked modestly at her hands. ‘Yes,’ Eva took a breath, ‘from one day to the next this young man would note down the colour of her dresses, and then order bouquets of flowers especially to match them. We don’t know whether or not he ever got the opportunity of proposing.’ Bina sat up a little straighter and the eyes of the others rested on her now mysterious face. ‘But she certainly never gave him much encouragement.’ And Eva added, rather too solemnly, ‘Poor man.

‘The day we left,’ she continued quickly, ‘the young doctor stood miserably on the pier and watched our boat pull out. He didn’t wave or shout, and then suddenly from behind his back he produced a bunch of red and purple flowers, anemones, and waved them at us. I suppose he chose anemones because they were the most colourful flowers he could find and would be bound to match something Bina was wearing. Well, as we pulled away he began to throw them, petal by petal into the sea. Everyone on the ferry clapped and cheered and Bina . . .’ she looked at her sister for inspiration ‘. . . Bina, who was dressed from head to toe in white, turned bright red, her ears went purple, and her black eyes glared, so that her whole face suddenly looked exactly –’ Eva caught herself and stopped in time from running in the wrong direction. ‘But the most terrible part of it was, Bina wouldn’t even wave to the poor man. She took one look at him and ran inside to hide until he was completely out of sight.’

‘Bina!’ The Samson sisters exclaimed in one accusing breath. ‘How cruel.’ But their faces opened up with admiration.

Eva lay back comfortably in her chair. She screwed up one eye to glance sideways at her sister and was surprised to catch the dark fury of her scowl as she patted and smoothed the blush out of her cheeks.



‘Manu,’ Eva called, as soon as the Samson motorcar had set them down at Gaglow, and she ran through the house, along the downstairs corridor and out on to the back lawn to find him. Instead she found her mother, bent over a rose bush, surreptitiously plucking at the dead heads of the flowers. ‘He hasn’t gone away again?’ she gasped, and Marianna, without looking up, said she needn’t worry, they’d got him until the autumn.

‘Emanuel,’ Eva shouted, running down towards the orchard, but she could see between the rows of stunted trees that he wasn’t there. The door to the walled garden was shut, and dragging her feet, she walked in a wide arc of the upper lawn, wading through a spray of wild raspberry and re-emerging on the sloping mound into which the ice-house had been built. The wall rose up out of the earth, only feet below the tiles, and as Eva scrambled round it, huffing and preparing to give up, she heard her brother’s voice. He was talking softly, with a laugh between each word, and she could almost hear his slanting smile.

‘I’m back, Manu, I’m back,’ she announced, shrieking round a pillar, and her brother, as if she’d given him a fright, sprang out towards her.

‘Manu?’

But there was her governess, leaning into the curved wall. ‘Evschen, you’re back already.’ And she stretched out a hand. Her face was milky white and dense, as if she’d just woken from a sleep. ‘We didn’t hear you.’ She laughed, and Emanuel dropped his shoulders and stepped towards them both.

‘How was the Castle?’ He put his arm around her, his face opening up especially for her, and Eva lolled blissfully between them, Schu-Schu and her brother, retelling every detail of each hour, until it was time to go into the house.



Emanuel had never been one of Fräulein Schulze’s charges. She had come to them when Eva was still a baby and Emanuel, already quite grown up at eleven, was studying with a private tutor.

At first Marianna did not realize the effect the governess was having on her daughters. In the space of a few months, Bina, always wayward and given to fits of temper, became distant and cold, and the other two, ruled as they were by their elder sister, followed suit with their behaviour. It was only after returning home from a month-long visit to a spa town that Marianna clearly saw how they had changed towards her. Instead of rushing, their little arms outstretched and groping for the presents she had hidden in her cape, they lined up stiffly and curtsied, one by one. ‘My darlings,’ Marianna gasped, horrified at this cold reception. ‘What manners!’ But the children just looked glumly down, as if they longed for nothing more than to return to the private world of their nursery. She’d kept them with her for as long as she could bear it, and then when their formality showed no sign of easing she gave up miserably and sent them away. She imagined them prancing freely out of their regulation finery and throwing feather pillows at each other under the treacherous freckled eye of Fräulein Schulze.

Marianna became determined to find some ground on which to dismiss the governess. She watched her closely day after day, stinging with the sight of her children’s growing adoration and unable to find the clue to her methods of seduction. She began to curse the bridge parties she had to arrange and the dresses that must be ordered and the three afternoons a week spent with a cloth over her shoulders while Herr Baum heated and rolled her hair. There were her piano lessons and her son’s education and the health of her husband, which was not always good. All these things stopped her, month after month, from finding any cause for complaint, and she shrank from dismissing the girl without some specific reason. She had almost given up when an excuse was sent to her in the form of Eva. She was just rushing out to Wertheim’s to buy stockings and new gloves when she noticed that the drawing-room door had been left open. Glancing in, she saw her youngest daughter standing with a marble in her hand. She was holding it up to the light, and as Marianna watched she popped it, like a sweet, into her mouth.

‘Eva!’ Marianna shrieked, seizing her by the shoulders, and Eva, who was relishing the smooth feel of glass rolling round her tongue, jumped so that the marble lodged hard into her throat. ‘Spit it out!’ Marianna ordered, pulling her round, and with her fingers she attempted to prise open her mouth. Eva choked and spluttered and began to turn a deep, dark red. ‘Help, for God’s sake!’ Marianna shouted, panic rising, and before she’d had a chance to peel away her gloves, Fräulein Schulze was pushing her aside. She grabbed hold of the girl and with a quick twist of her arm flipped her upside down, thumping her sharply on the back so that the marble flew out and rolled away across the floor.

Marianna found that she was shaking. ‘Whatever were you thinking of, leaving the child in here alone?’ And when Fräulein Schulze didn’t answer, she seized her opportunity and ordered that she pack
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