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Synopsis:

Cool. Balanced. Modern. The precisions of science, the wild variance of
lust, the catharsis of confession and the fear of failure? these are things
that happen in the Glass Room. High on a Czechoslovak hill, the
Landauer House shines as a wonder of steel and glass and onyx built
specially for newlyweds Viktor and Liesel Landauer, a Jew married to a
gentile. But the radiant honesty of 1930 that the house, with its unique
Glass Room, seems to engender quickly tarnishes as the storm clouds of
WW?2 gather, and eventually the family must flee, accompanied by
Viktor’s lover and her child. But the house’s story is far from over, and as
it passes from hand to hand, from Czech to Russian, both the best and
the worst of the history of Eastern Europe becomes somehow embodied
and perhaps emboldened within the beautiful and austere surfaces and
planes so carefully designed, until events become full-circle.
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Note on Pronunciation

Most of the Czech letters are pronounced more or less as in English. A
major exception is the letter ¢, which is pronounced ‘ts’. Thus inovace,
innovation, is pronounced ‘innovatsuh’ and turecka, Turkish, as in Turkish
coffee, is ‘turetskah’. Ch is always the ‘ch’ in the Scottish ‘loch’. J is
pronounced as the 'y’ in ‘yes’, so pokoj is ‘pokoy’.

Vowels are lengthened by the diacritical mark “, a dash above. Thus
Landauerova is ‘Landauero-vah’, not ‘Landauerover’. Pani, Mrs, is
‘panee’.

The hacek or ‘hook’ diacritical mark peppers the language, modifying a
number of vowels and consonants. Hacek itself contains its own example
— it is pronounced ‘hah-chek’. Thus ¢ is sounded as ‘ch’ in ‘church’. With
a hacek, € becomes ‘ye’ (thus dévka, whore, is ‘d'yev-ka’); Z becomes



‘zh’, the sound of the ‘s’ in ‘pleasure’ (thus zid, Jew, is ‘Zhid’); and $
becomes ‘sh’, so the Spilas fortress is ‘Sh-pilas’. The consonant that
gives the most trouble to English speakers is f. This is the ‘rzh’ sound in
the name of the composer Dvorak, pronounced ‘D’vorzh-ahk’. Finally, |
have used Mésto for the name of the city in the book; this is simply the
Czech word for town or city, and is pronounced ‘Mnyesto’, the ‘m’ and ‘n’
sounds being elided together.

Author’s Note

Although The Glass Room is a work of fiction, the house and its setting
are not fictional. | have disguised both with name changes, but that will
not fool anyone who knows the building on which the Landauer House is
modelled or the city that hides behind the name Meésto. However,
penetrating those thin disguises will not lead to any further revelations:
Liesel, Viktor, Hana and all the rest are creatures of my own imagination
and their story has no basis in fact. A few non-fictional characters do
make brief appearances. One such is the talented composer Vitézslava
Kapralova, whose tragically short life seems emblematic of the brilliant
but doomed First Republic of Czechoslovakia. | urge the reader to find
out more about her, and her country.

To Matthew and Julia

Return



Oh yes, we're here.

She knew, even after all these years. Something about the slope of the
road, the way the trajectory of the car began to curve upwards, a
perception of shape and motion that, despite being unused for thirty
years, was still engraved on her mind, to be reawakened by the subtle
coincidence of movement and inclination.

‘We're here,’” she said out loud. She grabbed her daughter's hand and
squeezed. Their escort in the back of the car shifted on the shiny plastic
seat, perhaps in relief at the prospect of imminent escape. She could
smell him. Damp cloth (it was raining) and cheap aftershave and old
sweat.

The car — a Tatra, she had been told — drew in to the kerb and stopped.
Someone opened the door. She could hear that, and sense the change in
the air. Faint flecks of water on the wind and someone opening an
umbrella — like the sail of a boat snapping open in the breeze. She
recalled Viktor on the Zirichsee, the little dinghy pitching out into the
waves, black trees rising from the blacker water beyond their fragile cratft.
‘Like riding a bike,” he had cried, bringing the dinghy up into the wind,
deliberately letting the little craft heel over. ‘You get the sense of
balance.’

‘It's not a bit like riding a bike,” she had replied, feeling sick.

Viktor should be here. Physically here, she meant, for in some way he
was here, of course. His taste, his vision enshrined. She slid across the
seat towards the blur of light that was the open door of the car. A hand
gripped her arm and helped her out onto the pavement. There was a
brush of rain across her face and the rattle of drops on the umbrella
above her head. She straightened up, feeling the light around her, feeling
the space, feeling the low mass of the house just there across the
forecourt. Viktor should be here. But Ottilie was, coming to her left side.

‘It's all right, darling. I'll manage on my own.’

A strange hand grasped her elbow and she shook it off. ‘Do you think |



don't know my own house? She spoke sharply, and immediately
regretted the comment for its brusqueness and its pure factual
inaccuracy. It wasn’t her house, not any longer, not in any legal terms,
whatever Martin might say. Stolen, with all the solemnity of legal
procedures, at least twice and by two different authorities. But it was her
house in other, less clearly defined terms. Hers and Viktor’'s. The vision.
And it still bore their name, didn’t it? Any amount of juridical theft had not
managed to expunge that: Das Landauer Haus. The Landauer House.
Vila Landauer. Say it how you will. And Rainer’s too, of course.

Tapping with her cane she walked forward across the space, across the
forecourt, while footsteps fell in beside her and tactfully kept pace, like
mourners at a funeral walking along with the brave widow. ‘The paving is
the same,’ she said.

‘Remarkable how it has survived.’

The answering voice was that of the man from the city architect’s office.
‘But it is a work of art,” he added, as though works of art of necessity
survive, whereas in fact they often don’'t. A fire here, some damp
infiltrating a wall there, the random falling of a bomb, pure neglect. ‘See
the manner in which von Abt framed the view of the castle,” he said, and
then fell silent, embarrassed by his lack of tact.

‘I remember exactly,” she reassured him. And it was true, she could recall
exactly how it was: the space between the main house and the servants’
apartment, Lanik’'s apartment, framing the hill on the far side of the city.
‘The future frames the past,’ Rainer had said. She could see it in the only
eye she possessed now, her mind’s eye, so much a cliché but so vividly
a fact, all of it projected within the intricate jelly of her brain to give her an
image that was almost as real as seeing: the wooded hill — the Spilas
fortress — and the cathedral with its hunched shoulders and its black
spires exactly, Rainer said, like hypodermic needles.

She walked on. The bulk of the house cut out the light around her as she
came nearer. There was a freestanding pillar at that point, supporting the
overhanging roof. She remembered the children swinging on it, and Liba
calling them to stop. She reached out with her cane and touched the



pillar just to make sure, just to locate herself in the open sweep of the
forecourt, just to delight in the small intake of breath from the man at her
right elbow that told her how amazed he was at the way she could
orientate herself. But of course she could. She knew this place like ... like
the inside of her own mind. She knew exactly how to walk around the
curve of glassed wall and discover, tucked behind it, the front door.

‘A photograph,’ a voice called. The small procession halted. There was a
shuffling and manoeuvring around her, contact with heavy, male figures.
‘Ottilie, where are you?’

‘I'm here, Maminko.’

‘Smile, please,” said the voice and there came an instant of bright light,
as though lightning had flashed briefly behind the even milk of an
enveloping cloud. Then the group broke apart and hands guided her back
towards the house while someone opened the front door, and invited her
forward — ‘This way, this way’ — into the soft, familiar silence of the
entrance hall. A quiet blanket of fog all around her, the opalescent light
that was all she would ever see now, that had become her own universal
vision. ‘The light,” Rainer had said when showing her the milk-white glass
panes, ‘the soft light of detachment and reason. The future. Pure
sensation.’ Touching her.

She was aware of others — shapes, presences — crowding in behind
her. The door closed. Home. She was home. Thirty years. A generation.
She knew the walls around her, the rosewood panels facing her, to her
left the stairs turning down into the living room. Sounds, the mere whisper
of hearing, gave her the dimensions of the space. She put out her left
hand and found the balustrade that guarded the stairwell. People were
talking — the architect fellow extolling and exclaiming — but she declined
to listen. Unaided she made her way to the top of the stairs and walked
down carefully, knowing the moves but having to lift them out of memory,
like someone being able to play the piano without looking at the
keyboard, recalling a tune that she had last played many years ago.
Twelve steps to the curve, and then round and down nine more and the
space opened out around her, visible even in the blankness. The lower



level of the house. The Glass Space, der Glasraum.

‘Ah.” A faint sigh, organic, almost sexual, came from somewhere deep
within her. She could feel the volume as though it had physical
substance, as though her face were immersed in it. Space made
manifest. She could feel the light from the expanse of plate glass that
made up the south wall, smell the Macassar wood, sense the people
standing there between the glass and the onyx wall, between the plain
white ceiling and the ivory white floor, people she knew and people she
didn’t know. The children of course, running across the carpets towards
her, Viktor looking up from the chair where he sat reading the newspaper,
her brother there, although he had never known the place, her friends,
her parents, all of them there.

‘Are you feeling all right, Frau Landauer?’

‘Quite all right, thank you. Just the ...” she cast around for the right word
‘... pictures.’

‘Pictures, Frau Landauer?’ There were no pictures. Never had been, not
in this room. She knew that.

‘In my mind.’
‘Of course, of course. There must be many.’

Many. For example, when it was dark and Viktor left the curtains open so
that the windows became mirrors casting the whole room in duplicate, the
chairs, the table, the onyx wall, reflected out there in the night. And his
mirrored image walking back and forth, back and forth, suspended over
the lawn that had itself become ghostly and insubstantial in the reflection.
Refraction of the daytime become reflection of the night. That was how
Rainer himself put it. He had even used the English words, for the
euphony. Euphony was a quality he loved: der Wohlklang.

Snow. Why did she think of snow? That peculiar bath of light, the sky’s
light reflected upwards from the blanched lawn to light the ceiling as
brightly as the clouded sun lit the floor. Light become substance, soft,
transparent milk. Birds picking hopefully at the ice, and Viktor pressing
the button to lower the windows, like fading memories, down into the



basement.
‘We'll freeze!’
‘Don’t be silly.’

The slow slide of the pane downwards as though to remove the barrier
that exists between reality and fiction, the fabricated world of the living
room and the hard fact of snow and vegetation. There is a pause during
which the two airs stand fragile and separate, the warmth within shivering
like a jelly against the wall of cold outside. And then this temporary
equilibrium collapses so that winter with a cold sigh intrudes, and,
presumably, their carefully constructed, carefully warmed interior air is
dispersed into the outside world.

Someone was coming towards her. She could sense the form as much
as see it, perceive the nucleus of shadow against the light. She knew.
What was it? A sense of motion, that particular movement, the sway of
her hips as she walked? Perhaps even the perception of her scent. Or
the sound of her breathing. Somehow, she knew. She said the name
before anyone spoke, said it as a statement more than a question:

‘Hana.’
‘Liesi! God, you recognised me. How the hell did you do that?’

‘You don't forget things,” she said. ‘You store them up.” She felt arms
around her, a smooth cheek against hers. Tears? Perhaps there were
tears.
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Honeymoon

They left the city immediately after the wedding and drove to Vienna, to
the Sacher Hotel, where the manager met them on the steps. Minions
scurried round to the back of their car for suitcases. There was much
bowing and scraping, much bestowing of compliments. They were
gndadiger Herr, gnédige Frau, and were to make themselves completely
at home. It was the first time that Liesel had heard herself addressed like
that, gnddige Frau Landauer, tied for life in one way or another to this
man at her side, who seemed, for that moment when he was
acknowledging the welcome, no longer her beloved Viktor but a stranger,
someone she had encountered only a short while before and now saw as
calm and detached and somehow admirable. This was how he would be
at the factory, she guessed; how he would be with the workers’
delegations, with the foremen and the managers. A kind of detached
graciousness, as though dealing with a tiresome but respected relative.

The suite they were shown to was elaborate and ornate, the walls silk
and the plaster mouldings gilt, the sort of thing Viktor loathed. ‘It is
exactly the kind of nonsense that we need to throw off, all this
romanticism, all this ... this clinging to the past. This is everything our
new house will not be?’’

Liesel laughed at him. When he got onto the subject of the new house he
spoke with exclamation marks — that was how she put it to herself. She



could picture them punctuating the air, small pulses of energy. Often
talked about, this new house did not yet have shape or form. It merely
existed as an abstract, written with capitals and punctuated by
exclamation marks: The New House! Liesel's parents had given them a
plot of land on which to build, and that was to be Wenzel's wedding
present to his daughter and son-in-law: a house of their own. ‘Something
good and solid,” the old man had said, while his future son-in-law had
smiled. ‘Good, yes, but solid? No! We don’'t want a house that looks like a
fortress, all turrets and towers and Gothic windows, nor one that looks
like a church. Good God, we're living in the twentieth century, not the
fourteenth. The world is moving on.’

And once the porters and the maid had left them alone in their suite in the
Sacher Hotel the world certainly did move on, for Viktor went up to Liesel
and carefully removed her spectacles, and then the silk jacket she was
wearing, and then the dress she had on under that. Removal of her
spectacles had rendered the world around her a mellow haze of colour,
as though she had been plunged into a foggy day. ‘What are you doing,
Viktor?’ she asked, rather nervously. Standing there in her underwear, in
the fog, she felt defenceless.

‘My darling EliSka, what do you think | am doing?’ Viktor replied.

So it was that, rather to her surprise — she had expected to wait until
evening — they made love for the first time at four o’clock in the
afternoon, on a heavy Biedermeier bed, with the light flooding in through
the tall windows and their clothes strewn on the carpet. The experience
was curiously dispiriting but it was, she supposed, rather a modern thing
to do.

The plan was to spend two days in Vienna, before setting off south. They
were to motor through Austria to northern Italy. Alone. Viktor had resisted
all pleas that they take a driver, or send a maid or a valet ahead on the
train. What happens if you have a breakdown? people had asked. Which
only brought laughter. ‘We will be driving a Landauer, won't we? Don’t
they have the greatest reliability of all the cars of Europe? Isn’t that the
boast on all our advertisements? And’ — the final blow this — ‘don’t /



make them?’

So they drove alone, in a Landauer 80 cabriolet, the very latest in the
range of cars produced by Landauerovy Zavody (formerly Landauer
Autofabrik), a touring convertible that advertised itself as the Mount of
Princes despite the fact that princes and Kaisers had been cast aside
with the ending of the Great War. The car was painted cream and
powered by a V8 engine that delivered, as Viktor was proud of
explaining, the power of eighty horses. They drove through Carinthia and
crossed the mountains into Italy near Villach, where he had been
stationed during the war. There was much waiting around at the customs
house while Viktor argued over whether he should pay an import duty on
the car, and much frustration when he had to change to the left-hand side
of the road to proceed. And then they were out of the Teutonic world and
into the Latin, and the sun was brighter and the breeze softer and there
was a quality to the light that Liesel had never seen before — as though it
was denser than the same thing north of the Alps. “Kennst du das Land
wo die Zitronen bltihn?™ Viktor quoted. Do you know the land where the
lemon trees bloom? And Liesel continued the poem, and then they
completed it together so that they laughed delightedly at their unity of
mind and body.

The only small blight on their happiness during this journey was a self-
imposed one: after Udine they made a short detour to the war cemetery
on the Tagliamento river, and after searching among the graves found a
cement tablet with Benno’s name on it. His body was not there of course,
but muddled up with his comrades in the ossuary nearby. Thinking of her
own happiness, a happiness that Benno had not lived to witness, Liesel
wept. Viktor, who by one of those coincidences of fate had been the last
person from home to see her brother alive, put his arm round her
shoulder and hugged her to him. ‘He is surely with you in spirit,” he said,
which she knew to be a great concession to sentiment on his part, for he
believed in nothing like the spirit and certainly not the continuation of the
spirit after death. Then he kissed her on the cheek and told her she was
the most wonderful woman in the world and she laughed and said, no
she wasn’t. But still the thought pleased her that he might at least



consider that possibility, and by the time they had climbed back into the
car and driven on, happiness and light-heartedness had been restored.

In Venice they stayed at the Royal Danieli. For three days they were on
their own — visiting churches and palaces, exploring the calle and the
canals, with Viktor snapping pictures of Liesel with his sleek new Leica —
but on the third evening they were invited by an acquaintance of Viktor to
a party in an ancient palazzo on the Canal Grande. Beneath faded
frescoes by pupils of Tiepolo, ancient Venetian nobility mixed uneasily
with young men and women of sleek and dangerous good looks. One of
these creatures trapped Liesel in a window seat and, in English as
broken as her own, extolled the virtues of Fascism and the merits of
modernity. ‘One day all this will be swept away.” He sounded like a
parody of what Viktor said when he was in one of his political moods.
Sweep everything away! Out with the old, in with the new! But Liesel
realised with some amazement that this Italian was referring to the whole
city, and more than the city: the whole country in fact, this treasure house
of art and history. Anything that wasn’t a product of the twentieth century,
in fact.

‘That’s absurd.’

He shrugged, as though her opinion meant nothing. ‘For example, the
Grand Canal drained and turned into a motor road. That is the future.’

‘Then the future is peopled with barbarians.’
‘Are you suggesting that | am a barbarian, signora?’
‘I'm suggesting that you sound very like one.’

It was then that someone interrupted them, a voice speaking English with
a German accent, but speaking it far better than either she or the Italian.
‘Is this person filling your head with nonsense about how wonderful I
Duce is, and how the forces of modernity are being unleashed by Italian
Fascism?’

She looked round. He was smoking, holding two glasses of champagne
in one hand and his cigarette in the other. He seemed older than the
Italian, as old as Viktor maybe, with the look of a boxer in the early part of



his career, before he has begun to suffer much damage — a bluntness to
his nose, a heaviness to his brow. Putting his cigarette between his lips
he held out one of the glasses towards Liesel. ‘Have a sip of French
tradition. Even the Fascists will not be able to improve on it.’

There was a swift juggling of champagne flutes. Curiously the Italian was
no longer there. The newcomer raised Liesel's hand to within a few
millimetres of his lips. ‘My name is Rainer, I'm afraid. Someone has to be

‘Someone has to be? You mean, someone in your family? It is another
tradition?’

The man made a disparaging face. His hair was parted in the middle and
rather long; as though, despite the well-cut suit, he wished to convey a
certain bohemian look. ‘It was a joke. American style.’

‘But you are not American.’

‘| practise at their humour. One day that is all there will be to laugh at.” He
sipped and looked at Liesel thoughtfully. He was shorter than her by two
or three inches and his eyes had an unashamed frankness about them.
He examined her quite openly: her mouth (red, quaintly curved, she
knew), her bosom (rather flat, she feared), her hands (rather long and
strong for a woman). Had he been standing a few paces back she
imagined he would have examined the line of her hips (broad) and her
ankles (she was proud of her ankles). Perhaps he had already done all
this before his approach. Somehow — why should she be concerned? —
she wished that she was not wearing her spectacles. ‘And whose
company do | have the pleasure of keeping?’ he asked.

‘Liesel Landauer’s.’

Eyebrows rose. ‘Landauer? You are Jewish then?’
‘Not exactly.’

‘Apostate?’

‘My husband’s family—"

He drew on his cigarette and blew a thin stream of smoke towards the



painted ceiling. ‘Ah, | see. You are Frau Landauer and you have trapped
a Hebrew into renouncing his religion for love’s sake.’

She wasn't sure if she quite liked this conversation, the word Hebrew
pronounced with just a hint of contempt. ‘My husband’'s family are
Jewish, but they are not observant.’

‘And the beautiful Frau Liesel Landauer and her fortunate husband are
from ...?’

‘We are Czechish. These are our — she hesitated, the English word
escaping her — ‘our Flitterwochen?’

‘Honeymoon, they say. Czechish? You are not that Landauer, are you?
Motor cars?’

‘Well, yes—'

The man’s face lit up. There was something comic about his expression,
a sudden childish delight painted over mock seriousness. ‘I used to own
a Landauer. A Model 50 — what they called the Torpedo. Unfortunately |
aimed it at a bus and sank it.’

She laughed. ‘The bus or the Torpedo?’

‘Both, actually.” He raised his glass. ‘To all Landauers, and those who
ride them.” They drank, although Liesel wasn’t quite sure about the toast.
Landauer cars or Landauer people? And was there something vaguely
suggestive about the word ‘ride’ which surely meant riding a horse as
well as a vehicle? Shouldn’t it be ride in them? But her English (they were
still speaking English) was not good enough to be certain, and thankfully,
just when she felt a warmth in her face and the insidious discomfort of
perspiration beneath her arms, Viktor appeared beside her and the
conversation slipped into German. There were formal introductions, a
sharp shaking of hands, a bowing, and the faintest clicking of the
stranger’s heels. ‘Herr Landauer,’ he said, smiling in that knowing way he
had, ‘may | congratulate you on your wonderful motor cars? And your
wonderful wife.’

It might have come to nothing, a mere curiosity, a passing acquaintance,



like drivers of Landauer cars who meet on the open road and
acknowledge each other’s passing presence with a comradely wave. But
they agreed to meet again. Rainer von Abt had something to show them.
He smiled mysteriously when they asked, but declined to explain. ‘A
special treat for the two honeymooners.” He would meet them at the
landing stage outside their hotel at nine o’clock the next morning.

The next day was one of beaten silver, like the plate you could buy in the
shops near the Rialto bridge — the shimmering silver of the water turning
this way and that to catch the light and fracture it in a thousand different
directions. Above that the sleek zinc of a high layer of cloud and between
the two, like a layer of decorative enamel, the buildings of the city — pink
and gold and ochre and orange. At the appointed time von Abt arrived in
the stern of a water taxi. He was dressed in white — white flannels, white
linen jacket — and looked as though he might be headed for a tennis
game. ‘Buon giorno! he exclaimed. He handed Liesel and Viktor down
into the boat while giving commands to the pilot in what seemed to be
expert Italian. The engine bubbled and spluttered and edged the boat —
all gleaming wood and brass — out into the stream. ‘Avanti" their host
cried, and they turned and headed out into the basin of St Mark’s, the
narrow hull sliding past mooring posts and rocking gondolas and evading
the stuttering vaporetti like a sheep dog running past cows. There was a
sensation of floating in light, of being gently buoyed up by the breeze and
the luminescence of the water. Liesel felt the wind of their motion flatten
her dress against her.

‘No wonder the great colourists came from here,” von Abt observed,
noticing her expression of delight. ‘Imagine spending your whole life
bathed in light like this. If you were bathed in ultra-violet all that time,
you'd come out black like a nigger. Here you come out white and pure,
with colour in your heart.’

Viktor put his arm around her waist, as though defending her against
such poetic thoughts. ‘Where are we going, von Abt?’ he called above
the engine noise.

‘My secret! But like all secrets in Venice, it cannot be kept for long.’



The boat headed along the great curve of the Riva degli Schiavoni, away
from the pink confection of the Doge’s Palace and towards the red-brick
buildings of the Arsenale. It slowed and finally moored at a public garden
beside the mouth of a small canal. Von Abt climbed ashore and led the
way into the gardens as though there was no time to be lost, while Viktor
and Liesel strolled after him, holding hands and laughing at the absurd
adventure and at the urgent enthusiasm of this strange man with the
boxer's face and the poet’'s vision of the city. ‘A homosexual,” Viktor
whispered in her ear.

She was outraged by the idea. ‘Surely not!
‘You can tell. At least / can tell.’

‘Tell what?’ asked von Abt over his shoulder.
Viktor grinned at Liesel. ‘That you are a poet.’

‘Ah!l"” The man raised an imperious finger. ‘A poet, yes; but not a poet of
words. | am a poet of form.’

‘A dancer then?’

‘No.’

‘A sculptor?’

‘A poet of space and structure. That is what | wish to show you.’

Their footsteps crunched over gravel. There were buildings among the
trees, a strange mixture of styles, not at all ornate and ancient like the
rest of the city, but newly built pavilions that might have housed cafés or
restaurants, perhaps an orangery or greenhouse. In the furthest corner of
the garden was a ponderous neo-classical building. Von Abt strode up
the steps and led them into the echoing hallway. There were groups of
people walking round and talking in hushed voices as though they were
in church. Footsteps clipped beneath the high vault. There were framed
designs mounted on display boards, and glass-topped tables with models
made of balsa wood and celluloid. People peered and pointed, shifting
their viewpoints like billiard players preparing a shot.

‘Why are you being so mysterious, Herr von Abt?’ Liesel asked.



‘You must call me Rainer, for | am certainly not going to call you Frau
Landauer. And | am not mysterious. | am showing you everything | do, in
the pure and unremitting light of day.” He had stopped before one of the
displays. The label was in Italian and English: Progetto per una
Padiglione Austriaca; Project for an Austrian Pavilion, Rainer von Abt,
1928. ‘There! he said. ‘Ecco! Voila! Siehe da"

Viktor made a small noise — ‘Ah!" — just as though something had bitten
him. ‘So!” he exclaimed, crouching down to bring his eyes level with the
model. He was looking across a green baize lawn, past miniature trees
carved from cork, towards a low-lying box with transparent celluloid
sides. There were small chairs inside the box, like the furniture made for
dollshouses, and narrow pillars of chrome wire and a reflecting pool
made out of the kind of mirror that a woman — that Liesel herself —
carries in her handbag. The colours of the model were those that von Abt
had extolled in their voyage down from Saint Mark’s: ethereal white,
glaucous pearl, glistening chrome.

Viktor straightened up with an expansive smile. ‘You are an architect!’

‘| repeat,’ replied Rainer von Abt, ‘I am a poet of space and form. Of light’
— it seemed to be no difficulty at all to drag another quality into his
aesthetic — ‘of light and space and form. Architects are people who build
walls and floors and roofs. | capture and enclose the space within.’

For lunch — ‘You must be our guest,” Viktor insisted — they found a
restaurant that boasted a courtyard where they could eat beneath the
luminous leaves of a vine. They ordered moleche, soft-shelled crabs, and
a white wine called Soave. They toasted each other, glasses clinking
together across the table and catching the sunlight. They talked, of art
and architecture, of painting and sculpture, of the nonsense of the
Dadaists and the absurd found objects of Duchamp, of Cubism and
Fauvism and a group of little-known Dutch artists whom von Abt admired.
‘De Stijl, they call themselves. Do you know them? Van Doesburg,
Mondrian? Purity of line, focus on shape and proportion.” The



honeymooners did not know this latest group. They knew the word clearly
enough — de stijl, the style — but the idea of a group of stylish, modern
Dutchmen almost seemed a contradiction in terms. Liesel expressed her
liking for the Jugendstil, the Young Style, and the artists of the Viennese
Secession. ‘Klimt painted my mother when she was young,’ she told von
Abt. “The portrait hangs in the dining room of my parents’ house.’

Von Abt smiled at her. ‘If the daughter is anything to go by she must be a
beautiful woman. | am sure that Klimt did her justice.’

‘It is a wonderful painting ...’

‘All gilt and tinsel, no doubt. But ..." There was always a but. It seemed
that von Abt moved round the world butting into obstacles placed in his
way by the less intelligent, less gifted, less imaginative. ‘But as a style,
what is the Secession? Wagner? Olbrich? Do you know their building in
Vienna? Of course you do.’

‘| think it very fine. Bold lines, a statement of intent.’

‘But it looks like a mausoleum! Or a railway station! A building should not
look like something! It should just be, a shape without references, defined
only by the material it is built of and the conception of the architect. As
abstract as a painting by De Stijl.’

Viktor was nodding in approval but Liesel protested, ‘What building is
abstract? An abstract building would let the rain in.’

Von Abt's laughter was loud and forthright, so that people at nearby
tables looked round to see the source of the noise. ‘I am, you see, a
disciple of the great Adolf Loos. You know Loos? He hails, | believe, from
your home city.’

‘I have met the man,’ Viktor said. ‘Il admire his work. It is a shame he felt
the need to flee Mésto. But things are different now. The place is looking
to the future.’

This seemed to please von Abt. He praised the virtues of his master, the
intelligence, the sense of pure uncluttered form. He drew spaces and
constructions before them on the table cloth to illustrate his ideas; he cast



towers into the sky and — as Viktor later put it — castles into the air. He
extolled the virtues of glass and steel and concrete, and decried the
millstones of brick and stone that hung about peoples’ necks. ‘Ever since
Man came out of the cave he has been building caves around him,” he
cried. ‘Building caves! But | wish to take Man out of the cave and float
him in the air. | wish to give him a glass space to inhabit.’

Glass Space, Glasraum. 1t was the first time Liesel had heard the
expression.

‘Perhaps,’ said Viktor, glancing thoughtfully at his wife and then back to
the architect, ‘perhaps you could design a Glass Space for us.’

Commitment

That evening they dined by candlelight on the balcony of their room,
watching the glimmering boats, the gondolas and the sandalos, pass
below. There was the slap of the water against wooden piles, not the
rhythmic sound of the sea but a hurried noise, like cats lapping in the
darkness. ‘What do you think of our friend?’ Viktor asked.

‘A curiosity. He’s very full of energy.’

‘Almost too full. You find him attractive?’

‘He would attract a certain type of woman.’

‘But not my Liesel?’

She smiled. ‘“Your Liesel is attracted only by you,’ she said comfortingly.

He took her hand across the table. ‘When you say things like that, | would
happily take you immediately, right here at the table.’

‘How outrageous. People would complain and we would both be arrested
by handsome carabinieri and carried away to that awful gaol that we saw
in the Doge’s Palace.” They had invented this kind of talk over the few



days they had been together. It was something new, something slippery,
daring. Schliipfrig. Previously such banter had been about strangers; this
was the first time that the subject of their amusement was someone
known to them, and whereas previous jokes had appeared harmless
enough, this seemed more dangerous.

‘What do you think of my suggestion that he might build us our house?’

‘Is he to be trusted with something so precious?’ she asked. ‘We must
see his work, mustn't we? Get references, that kind of thing.’

They had already spoken with architects about the new house. They had
discussed proposals, shaken their heads over gables and towers,
guestioned ornate and mullioned windows, even marched round a balsa
wood and celluloid model of something that one studio had suggested.
But nothing had seemed right for Viktor’'s vision of the future, his desire
not to be pinned down by race or creed, his determination to speak
Czech as well as German, his insistence on reading Lidové Noviny, his
talk of inovace and pokrok, innovation and progress. ‘Let the world move
on,” he would say. ‘We’ — he meant those newly created political beings,
the Czechoslovaks — ‘have a new direction to take, a new world to
make. We are neither German nor Slav. We can choose our history,
that’s the point. It's up to us, don’t you see? People like us.’

And now there was this fortuitous encounter with a young architect in the
amphibious city of Venice, a man whose architectural ideals seemed to
be of the future rather than the past.

‘I can send a telegram to Adolf Loos. Von Abt claims to have studied
under him.’

‘Claims? Do you doubt his word?’
‘Do you?’
‘I don’t know.’

‘Well, we will see. We must arrange to meet him again. Interview him.” He
was suddenly businesslike, a disconcerting manner that he could put on
at a moment’s notice. One expected him to gather papers up from the



table in front of him and tap them into some kind of order and slip them
away inside a leather briefcase, then call for a car to whisk him away to
another meeting. ‘We must find out for ourselves what his ideas might be.
He gave me his card. | will give him a ring.’

‘Can’t we leave that kind of thing until we’re back home?’
‘Why wait? Why not strike while the iron is hot?’

The meeting with Rainer von Abt took place the next day. He was
summoned to their suite at six o’clock in the evening, ostensibly for
cocktails but actually to be grilled about the possibility of his designing
their house. It was a fine evening, with the windows open and the slop
and stir of the water outside like the presence of some large feline
animal. Liesel stayed out on the balcony, smoking and sipping her drink
and looking out over the basin of St Mark’s towards the lIsola San
Giorgio, while the two men remained inside the room to talk. She was
conscious that von Abt glanced towards her from time to time. She told
herself that she was unmoved by his attentions. He was short, dark,
bouncing in that boxing manner of his, whereas what she admired was
tall and angular and almost stooped when standing or sitting, as though
making a concession to people of lesser height than he. Viktor. A man of
gualities, a man who was altogether admirable.

‘It is quite a proposition,” von Abt remarked when Viktor had finished what
he had to say. ‘Quite a difficult proposition.’

‘Why difficult? Build a house.” Viktor held his hands open as though to
show the simplicity of things. ‘Difficult for me, perhaps, but surely
straightforward for an architect. If you asked me to build you a motor car

‘Ah, but you build a motor car for a market, don’t you? You might wish to
build a motor car to your taste, but actually you build a motor car for a
market.’

‘Precisely,” Viktor agreed. ‘The same with a house. Only the market is me
alone. And my wife.’

‘That is exactly the problem with such a commission. You, your wife.’



‘We are a problem?’

‘The situation creates a problem. You want someone to build a house,
four walls—'

‘Maybe more, maybe more than four.’

‘—and a roof. Doors, windows, upstairs, downstairs, the whole rigmarole.
Servants’ quarters, | imagine ...’

‘They must go somewhere.’
‘Quite so. But it'll be working to order.’
‘Rooms for the children,’ Liesel called from the balcony.

Von Abt smiled and inclined his head towards her. ‘Rooms for the
children, indeed. However, | wish to do different things than mere
construction. | wish to create a work of art. A work that is the very reverse
of sculpture: | wish to enclose a space.” And he made a gesture, using
both his hands, the space between them as fluid and shifting as the air
out of which he modelled it. ‘So. It is not like a client making demands
and the artisan or the factory worker listening to those demands and
doing what he is told. It is me making my vision in concrete and glass.’

Viktor glanced towards Liesel and smiled. She didn't know how to read
him in this kind of encounter. She was learning how to read him in
matters of love and companionship, but she had never seen him in
negotiation with a client or a workers’ representative or a supplier. He
was smiling, sitting back to consider the matter, with his elbows on the
arms of his chair and his hands in front of his face, his long fingers
steepled together like the groins of a Gothic vault and his mouth
composed in a quiet and confident smile. ‘Show me,’ he said.

‘Show you?’

‘Yes. Prepare some drawings. The kind of thing you would wish to do.
The kind of — he paused — ‘space you would wish to enclose. Just
sketches.” AImost as an afterthought, he added, ‘The site is sloping, quite
steeply sloping. Overlooking the whole city. Do you know Mésto?
Perhaps you don’t. Below the hill is a park — the Luzanky Park. It used to



be known as the Augarten but of course the name has been changed.
Where we live, everything has two names. Austrian. Czech. It is the way
of our world. So, you must imagine a house at the top of a hill, quite a
steep hill, and below it a sloping field, and then laid out before it the
whole of the city. A magnificent prospect. Make some drawings.’

Von Abt held out his hands helplessly. ‘But how large? | have no
information, no idea of what you want.’

‘A family home. | have made that clear. A home for my wife and me and
our eventual children. Say’ — he smiled at Liesel — ‘a maximum of three.
What area? Say three hundred square metres. Just sketch something
out.’

‘I will bring you photographs of some of my work. That will suffice.’
‘I would like to see some ideas.’
‘You will see ideas. | work with nothing but ideas.’

Viktor laughed. Liesel had somehow expected that he would be angry,
but instead he laughed. ‘Show me your ideas, then. Convince me that
you are the man for our house.’

Two days later they met again, by appointment, at Café Florian in the
Piazza. St Mark’s stood like a fantasy of Arabian tents at the end of the
great space and the orchestra, camped outside the café like a band of
nomads, played selections from Verdi's operas. Rainer von Abt
approached their table with all the panache of an opera singer making his
entrance. ‘Ecco! he announced, and placed a portfolio on their table. ‘I
have laboured day and night, to the disadvantage of my current work. But
the demands of true love are more powerful than mere artistic
patronage.’

The tapes were untied and the portfolio was opened and Viktor and
Liesel put their heads together to look. There were photographs, large
glossy prints with studio stamps on the back: an apartment block with
white, featureless walls; a square, banded villa set in an anonymous
garden; an office block of some kind, all plate glass and white plaster.



‘This is all your work?’

‘Of course it is.” He leaned forward and pulled out another photograph,
one showing a long, low apartment block receding down the perspective
lines of a street. ‘Weissenhofsiedlung in Stuttgart. Have you seen the
place? Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, Behrens, Schneck. Do you
know these people?’

‘Of course,’ said Viktor. ‘Le Corbusier, of course. And Behrens.’

Von Abt made a small sound that may have been amusement. ‘And von
Abt,’ he said, putting the photographs aside. ‘Those are some of the
things | have done. Now, the things that | have imagined.” He spread out
some drawings. These were all architect’s sketches, rectilinear, sharp of
line, devoid of any kind of embellishment. He pointed with a thick,
artisan’s finger. ‘That one | am working on for people in Berlin. An
industrialist and his third wife. They wanted columns and capitals and
statues and | told them that if they were looking for ornament, they could
look elsewhere. Perhaps you know the essay by Loos, “Ornament and
Crime™?’

Viktor smiled. ‘Certainly | do.’

‘Well then, that is our manifesto. The Communists have theirs and we of
the Modern Movement have ours. You ask me to design you a house? |
will design you a house. But form without ornament is all | can give you.’
He looked round at the long colonnades of the Piazza, at a couple of
children immersed in a fluttering cloud of pigeons and being
photographed by a commercial photographer with a massive mahogany
box camera. Beyond them were the ornate domes of the Basilica with its
mosaics and prancing horses. He gestured towards the scene, as though
somehow it had been laid on for his own purposes. ‘Here, in the most
ornamental city in the whole world, | am offering you the very opposite.’

And at his gesture things began to happen. At least that was the
impression Liesel had: the café orchestra set off on a lugubrious traipse
round the ‘Lament of the Hebrew Slaves’; the photographer bent his head
beneath his black cape; and the children, focused through the lens of his



machine, shrieked with laughter as though being captured in the box,
being inverted and diminished, gave them a physical sensation like being
tickled or being frightened. Viktor sipped champagne and considered von
Abt’'s drawings.

‘It all seems rather cold.’

‘Cold?’ For once von Abt appeared lost for words. ‘Cold! All my work, all
my art is based on this.” He took a pencil from an inner pocket and
leaned forward to draw a line as sharp as a razor cut on the nearest
sheet of paper. ‘This is the first work of art: the woman who lies down.’
He looked from Viktor to Liesel, holding her gaze for moment longer than
seemed polite. Then he went back to the sheet of paper and drew
another line, a vertical cutting at right angles through the horizontal. ‘And
this. This is the man who penetrates her. The result is the rectangular
cross that underpins all my art. What could be warmer than that?’

Liesel took a cigarette and lit it, hoping it would distract her from von
Abt’s look, hoping she would not blush beneath his gaze. ‘Yes, Herr von
Abt seems a most uncold person. Don’t you agree, Viktor?’

Conception

When the Landauer couple returned home they moved into a furnished
villa in the Masaryk quarter of the city. Overlooking the river Svratka and
the wooded hills beyond, this was a turreted, crenellated monster of a
villa, the very antithesis of their plans for their own house. ‘How can | live
and breathe in such surroundings?’ Viktor had exclaimed when they had
first looked round the place. Yet it was in this rented fortress, among the
ormolu lamps and velvet drapes, beneath ornate plastered ceilings and
chandeliers of Murano glass, that they pursued their ideal of a modern
house that would be adapted to the future rather than the past, to the
openness of modern living rather than the secretive and stultified life of



the previous century.
The Glass Space.

For the moment it was without form or substance, yet it existed, diffuse,
diverse, in their minds and in the mind of Rainer von Abt. It existed in the
manner that ideas and ideals, shifting and insubstantial, may exist.
Space, light, glass; some spare furniture; windows looking out on a
garden; a sweep of shining floor, travertine, perhaps; white and ivory and
the gleam of chrome. The elements moved, evolved, transformed,
metamorphosed in the way that they do in dreams, changing shape and
form and yet, to the dreamer, remaining what they always were: der
Glasraum, der Glastraum, a single letter change metamorphosing one
into the other, the Glass Space becoming the Glass Dream, a dream that
went with the spirit of the brand new country in which they found
themselves, a state in which being Czech or German or Jew would not
matter, in which democracy would prevail and art and science would
combine to bring happiness to all people.

Towards the end of summer Rainer von Abt came to inspect the site.
How, Liesel wondered, would he appear out of the only context she had
for him, that fantasy world of Venice in the spring? There he had seemed
a character as unreal as the city itself, a creature of imagination and
fantasy, capable of conjuring quaint palazzi or overwrought churches or
melancholy squares out of the mists of the lagoon as though by some
kind of innate magic. How would he seem now, coming off the Vienna
train into the literal world of Mésto?

‘Just another smug Viennese, | expect,’ Viktor suggested as they waited
on the platform amongst the milling crowds and the idle porters.

‘Why should he be smug?’

‘All Viennese are smug. It comes from having lorded it over the Empire
for so long.’

She felt indignant on behalf of the man. ‘He’s not that kind of Viennese at
all' How cynical you are, Viktor.’

‘I'm realistic.’



Amidst apocalyptic clouds of steam the Vienna train drew in. Doors
slammed open and passengers stepped down. She saw von Abt
standing at the door of his carriage before he caught sight of them. In a
grey homburg hat and black coat he did indeed have the look of a smug
businessman. ‘There he is!" Liesel waved. Von Abt was peering over the
people on the platform with an expression that was almost disdainful, as
though he despised both the seething crowd below him and the explosive
rattle of the Czech language all around. Then he saw her waving and an
expression of relief passed across his face. ‘My friends!” he cried,
climbing down from the carriage and flinging out his arms. ‘My friends!’
For a moment he seemed about to hug them, but in the event he merely
clasped Viktor's hand in both of his own and raised Liesel's to within
breathing distance of his lips. How enchanted he was to see them once
more. Enchanté, he said. If it were possible, they were looking even
happier than they had been in Venice; and Frau Liesel even lovelier.

She laughed at the absurd compliments. He was not a smug
businessman, he was a performer, an artist of verve and flair. She took
his arm and led him along the platform, addressing him as du rather than
Sie, the familiar rather than the formal. ‘How is Vienna?’ she asked. ‘Do
you miss Venice? Wasn't it wonderful there? Don’t you love the place?’

Von Abt made a disparaging face. ‘As always Vienna is stimulating and
depressing in almost equal measure. Over wrought and undercooked,
like its cuisine.’

‘And did you have a good journey?’

‘Certainly, because of the anticipation of seeing you both again. But
passport control at the border was ridiculous. It seems ironical that,
though the world is moving forward, it has created a new border control
where before none existed.’

‘I suppose that's the price of change. It's a small loss of freedom
compared with other freedoms we have gained.’

He looked at her with that disturbing smile. ‘And are you free, Frau
Liesel?’



Viktor was striding ahead, past signs saying Ausgang and Vychod. She
tried to read the meaning of von Abt’'s question. ‘Of course I'm free.’

They reached the approximate sunshine of the station forecourt. The
scene outside the station seemed the epitome of that freedom — the
bustle of people coming and going, the taxi cabs stuttering past, the
trams clanging and grinding along the Bahnring, the whole energy and
enthusiasm of the new republic. There was a small crowd round a
newsstand where the newspapers were announcing the latest
technological marvel, the first flight of Germany’s new airship, the Graf
Zeppelin. Photographs showed the great beast floating like a huge
marine animal over the seabed while bottom-dwelling creatures scurried
around in its shadow. ‘One day soon,” von Abt suggested, ‘we’ll be able
to fly across the Atlantic as easily as taking a train from here to Paris.’

Would it really be possible? Liesel felt all the possibilities of the future.
How remarkable this century, which had started so disastrously, might
yet prove to be.

Viktor ushered them across the road. ‘The Grand Hotel isn’t the Sacher,’
he said apologetically, ‘but it's convenient. Perhaps we can have lunch
there before going on to see the site?’

So they ate together in the hotel, in the winter garden, among the palms
and the cacti. ‘Like old times,” von Abt observed, as though those Venice
days were a generation ago and had lasted for years. And Liesel would
have been happy to indulge him, to talk about the canals and the
churches, about Titian and Tiepolo; but Viktor was impatient with the
conversation and eager to talk about the house.

‘Ah, the house.” Von Abt nodded. ‘Of course, the house. The Landauer
House.’

The Landauer House! Waiters cruised among the palm fronds. The room
was filled with the sound of diners, the murmur of their conversation and
the ringing of cutlery on porcelain, and Rainer von Abt was looking from
one to the other of his hosts with that expression of mixed amusement
and thoughtfulness, as though to assess the impact of those words: das



Landauer Haus! It was the first time that Liesel had heard the house, the
fictitious house, the fantasy house, the house of dream and imagination,
referred to in terms so concrete.

‘I wish,” he was telling them, ‘not just to design a house but to create a
whole world. | want to work from the foundations to the interior, the
windows, the doorways, the furnishings, the fabric of the place as well as
the structure. | will design you a life. Not a mere house to live in, but a
whole way of life.” He opened his hands as though the life were there
within his grasp. ‘“Your abode will be a work of art at which people will
wonder.’

He reached into his briefcase and took out a block of cartridge paper and
some pencils. ‘Look.” His pencil swept lines across the page. ‘You said
five bedrooms as well as servants’ quarters? | have thought that the two
should be apart, with room for the motor cars between. Something like
this ...” A shape appeared on his pad, a silver rectangle that, filled with
pillars and a triangular pediment, might have become the facade of a
classical temple, but cross-hatched with window frames and doorways
became, as they watched, a suburban house of geometrical simplicity
emerging as though from the white fog of paper.

Viktor frowned. ‘A flat roof? Is that suitable for our climate?’

‘Modern materials. With modern materials we can fight the elements.’
The pencil moved again and mere lines took on substance, solidity. He
stroked some shading across the ground and blurred it into shadow with
his thumb. With that gesture, that touch of a god-like hand, the sun
shone. The pencil moved again and the small, elfin figure of an infant ran
along the terrace in front of the house, the future there before them. ‘Your
child,” he said, looking up. ‘Your first child.” He noticed Liesel's blush.
‘Have | guessed something?’

She looked from von Abt to her husband and back, wondering whether to
disclose this confidence that hadn’t yet been conveyed to either of their
parents. Viktor nodded faintly. ‘Yes, you have,” she confirmed. ‘Not many
people know yet — just my doctor really — but we're going to have a
baby. The news is ... new. What else can news be? Just a few days old.



The baby is due in March.’
Von Abt looked from one to the other. ‘I must congratulate you both.’

‘The achievement is all Liesel’s,’” Viktor said with that dry smile. ‘I played
but a brief role.” There was laughter between the three of them, a
moment of shared intimacy such as old friends may have. That was what
Liesel felt. Something intense and intimate, as though her pregnancy, the
organic fact of it, had created a small, tight circle of special knowledge
around these two men. Uncertain exactly how to address him — Herr von
Abt? Herr Rainer? — she grabbed the moment. ‘Rainer, | wish to choose
the interior of the house — the fabrics, the flooring, the furnishings.’

He reached out across the table and laid a comforting hand on hers. ‘It
will be a collaborative effort. | will build nothing that Frau Liesel will not
adore. Nothing?’

After lunch they drove up Cernopolni, Blackfield Hill, to see the plot. Viktor
drew the car to a halt in a gravel lay-by that overlooked the whole city. It
was a wet and blustery day, a foretaste of autumn, and smoke from a
thousand chimneys smudged the air. The roofs stretched away like a
choppy sea to the distant shore of the Spilas fortress.

‘Here we are,” Viktor said. ‘This is where you must work. This is your
canvas.’

Beyond a gate a meadow sloped down, gently at first, then steeply
towards trees at the bottom. Down there the bulk of a large house could
be vaguely seen among trees; beyond that was Parkstrasse and then
Luzanky park itself. Raindrops blurred the view through Liesel's
spectacles. ‘Don’t you think the position is fine?’ she said.

‘Very fine,” von Abt agreed. ‘Magnificent.’

She pulled on waterproof overshoes and followed the two men. In the
meadow there were apple trees and a single silver birch. Windfalls rotted
amongst the grass. Try as she might, she could not picture anything built
in this place. There was nothing but this empty hillside and this view of
the city. Breathtaking, literally, the wind snatching her breath away.



‘| used to come up here with my brother,” she said. ‘When we were just
children. The birch tree was our god. We’d sit with the sun on our faces
and look at the tree and the whole city beyond seemed almost our
plaything, a toy town.” Had they heard her? The wind battered her head
and snatched her words away. ‘Benno used to tell me that there were
prisoners in the Spilas castle, chained to the wall so that they had to
stand on tiptoe. If they relaxed the chains would cut their hands off. |
never knew whether to believe him.” The wind blew a smattering of
drizzle in her face. She removed her glasses to wipe them. Von Abt was
a blurred figure in the rain, examining every detail of the site from the
ground at his feet to the slope of the meadow. ‘Here?’ he asked, pointing.
‘Right here?’

‘Wherever you like,” Viktor replied. ‘Wherever you think best. I'd say here
at the top, wouldn’t you? The whole field is ours of course. Down there;’
he pointed down the hill, ‘is Liesel's family home. The land is all in the
family.’

Von Abt had produced a camera from the pocket of his coat, a Leica just
like Viktor's. He snapped the lens out and raised the device to his eye,
holding himself steady while he shot a series of photographs of the road,
the meadow, the slope. ‘You have a plan of the place?’

‘I've had my surveyors draw one up.’

The architect nodded. He walked down through the wet grass as far as
the silver birch and looked back up the hillside.

‘Will there be any problem with the slope?’ Viktor asked.

‘We’ll have to excavate. Dig deep and create sure foundations. Gravity is
your enemy, but then gravity is always the enemy of the building. If it
weren't for gravity we'd build castles in the air.’” He looked up to where
Liesel stood at the top of the slope, then raised the camera, framing her
as she stood there in the long grass with the hem of her coat stained with
damp. She felt self-conscious beneath the Cyclops gaze of the little
camera, as though it was seeing more than the surface of her, the tall,
slightly awkward body, the smooth and expensive clothes, the pale



makeup and scarlet arabesque of her mouth, the shining discs of her
spectacles. Perhaps, in some mysterious way, it was seeing the occult
fact of her pregnancy.

‘I like your silver birch,” he called up to her. ‘I love your silver birch. It will
be the axis of your garden, the feature round which the whole design will
circle. House and garden as one. Will your brother approve?’

He had heard. The fact made her feel absurdly happy, as though Benno
himself had just smiled at her. ‘I am sure he would have approved. But
I’'m afraid he’s dead. He died in the war.’

‘I'm sorry.” He made his way back up to her side.

‘Do you know what they did?’ she told him as he joined her. ‘When he
was seventeen and about to go off to join the army, do you know what
they did?’

‘Who did what?’

‘My parents. | was only twelve. | caught spala. That's what we call it.
Scarlet fever. And when the rash started they banished me to the chata
down there in the garden.’

‘Chata? What's a chata?’

‘A sort of country cottage that people build. | think it must come from the
German, don’t you? Hitte? This one’s really just a summerhouse but
that's what we call it, the chata. It's down there amongst the trees.” She
pointed. ‘Papi had a bathroom put in — double quick, you can imagine —
and | had to live there with the nurse. And why did they do this? All to
ensure that Benno didn't catch the disease and maybe develop
rheumatic fever and therefore not be able to join the army.” She looked at
von Abt. Suddenly the blurring of her sight wasn’'t caused by rain on her
spectacles: suddenly there were tears in her eyes. ‘Isn’'t that stupid? They
didn’t want Benno to catch scarlet fever in case it would prevent him from
joining the army. They should have put us together in the hope that he'd
catch it, and then maybe he’d be alive today.’

‘I'm sorry.’



She smiled, as though to console him. ‘You weren’t to know.’

As they climbed back up to the road something shifted in the
atmosphere, some coincidence of wind and light and vapour that brought
a rupture in the cloud and let the sun break through. She turned and
looked back. The grey clouds were grazed with red. The whole orb of the
sun was hanging low to the right of the Spilas hill, its light slanting directly
across the city to pick them out there on the hillside in a sudden warm
amber glow. Beside her, von Abt raised the camera again and captured
the moment of illumination with a small, decisive click of the shutter, a
measure of milliseconds. ‘You know what?’ There was something in his
expression, a suppressed excitement, the thrill of a secret that, for the
moment, he alone possessed. ‘You know what?’

His enthusiasm reminded her of Benno, all those plans he used to have.
Viktor was standing impatiently by the car. ‘What? What should | know?’

‘I'll build your house upside down.’

‘Upside down? What do you mean, upside down?’
‘Just what | say.’

‘You must explain.’

But he wouldn’t explain, wouldn’t tell her. ‘Just an idea,’ he said as they
climbed back into the car. ‘Just an idea.’

That evening Liesel's parents held a dinner in honour of the guest. A
hopeful from the architectural world of the city had been invited, and the
pianist Miroslav Némec. Conversation stumbled occasionally between
Czech and German. The architect clearly regarded Rainer von Abt as an
interloper and Viktor Landauer as something of a traitor by suggesting
that he might employ this Viennese to build his house. Entirely German
and quite oblivious to such tensions, Liesel's mother sat at the end of the
table with the Klimt portrait looking over her shoulder. Nowadays the face
in the painting bore more resemblance to the daughter than it did to the
woman who had sat for it two decades earlier: there was the same oval
face, the same pursed and thoughtful mouth, the same dark, considerate
eyes, the same aquiline nose. But no one, mother or daughter or anyone



else, could ever have worn the dress that the artist had created for his
subject, a garment that was a vortex of snow and ice, of diamonds and
peacock tail feathers.

‘Very decorative,” von Abt said as he admired the painting.

‘I was the toast of Vienna,’ Liesel's mother told him. ‘Those were the
days, Herr von Abt. When the Monarchy was still alive.’

But Liesel knew the code: ‘decorative’ was not good. Ornament was
Crime. ‘Mother, the Monarchy was moribund long before Herr Klimt
painted you. It just took a long time dying.’

‘It was socialism that killed it,” her mother retorted. ‘Had the Socialists not
killed it, it would still be there. And now we are left living in a state
dreamed up by foreigners.’

There was an awkward pause. At the head of the table, her father smiled
enigmatically from behind his moustaches. ‘The war is what killed the
Monarchy,’ Liesel insisted. ‘The war killed the Monarchy just as it killed
Benno. Stupid old men thinking that they might play around with fighting
just as they did throughout the last century. And they found out that they
couldn’t, that war kills people, ruins lives and destroys countries. But now
perhaps we can build a new one, if they’ll let us. Socialism builds things.’

The silence deepened, became cavernous. Her mother looked appalled.
Socialism? The idea seemed outrageous. Not only outrageous but
dangerous.

‘So how do you find Socialist Vienna, Herr von Abt?’ Liesel's father
asked. ‘My daughter clearly admires it.’

Even von Abt seemed at a loss for words. He who could always discover
a retort or a bon mot, needed to scratch around for something to say.
‘The Socialists have tried to do something. Their building projects are
exceptional ... The Karl-Marx-Hof ...’

It was Némec’s wife who unwittingly saved the situation. She knew how
she found Vienna. She found Vienna full of shops and cafés, a positive
plethora — she used the word Uberfiille, her lips enveloping the vowels



as they might a strudel — of things that didn’t seem socialist at all.
Wasn't socialism to do with bringing everything down to the lowest? Well
Vienna raised things up to the highest. ‘Prague has nothing to compare,’
she complained, ‘and so | am forced to go to Vienna. And then they try
and charge me duty at the border.’

The discomfiting moment, the daughter lecturing the mother, the mention
of the dead Benno and the cursed socialism, seemed to have passed.
But it left its mark on the evening, like an embarrassing blemish that
everyone notices but no one remarks on. Except Rainer von Abt. ‘If you
decide to storm the barricades, | will surely follow,” he murmured to Liesel
as they followed her parents to the drawing room to listen to Némec play.

She had to suppress her laughter. ‘I'm afraid that you'll leave Viktor
behind.’

The guests settled into a semicircle of chairs, with the Bdsendorfer at the
focus. They talked in hushed tones, as though in church. Némec sat at
the keyboard and played something by his mentor Leos Janacek, a piano
suite of mournful tone whose notes meandered through the room,
occasionally dying away to silence, occasionally hammering on the
startled audience’s ears. Liesel's mother listened with a stern
concentration that was a rebuke to anyone less attentive than she. In the
pause between movements, von Abt leaned over to Liesel and breathed
in her ear, ‘Why are Czechs always so mournful?’

‘They have,’ she whispered back, ‘a great deal to be mournful about.’
‘I'm not surprised, with music like this.’

There was a terrible moment when laughter threatened to bubble up out
of control. Viktor caught her eye and frowned. The pianist swayed back
and forth, rumbling out deep and sorrowful arpeggios. Von Abt
compressed his lips thoughtfully and gazed at the ornate plasterwork of
the ceiling, while the giggles rose in Liesel’'s throat until she feared she
might choke.

‘| thought you behaved disgracefully this evening,’ Viktor said when they
were undressing for bed.



‘What on earth do you mean?’
‘Giggling like a schoolgirl with that fellow von Abt.’

‘Don’t be absurd, Viktor. We were laughing. We find the same things
funny.’

‘You were behaving like children.’
‘Don’t be such a prigV’

The little argument flared and died. In the morning it was forgotten, for
there were other, more momentous events to occupy the mind: a meeting
with the company lawyers where an agreement was signed between
Landauer, Viktor and Landauerova, Liesel on the one hand, and Herr
Doktor Architekt Abt, Rainer (‘You may leave out the “von™) on the other,
for the design of a family home of two storeys and a basement, with a
floor area of approximately five hundred square metres, and the addition
of a garage for a saloon car and separate quarters for servants of one
hundred and twenty square metres, preliminary plans to be completed in
two months and final plans by April of the year 1929. Details of
construction to be agreed by common consent and the design of
furnishings and fittings to be decided over the ensuing months, all
designs to be subject to final approval by Landauer, Viktor and
Landauerova, Liesel.

Pens scratched in the still atmosphere of the legal office. A banker’s
draft, drawn on the Zivnostenska Banka, was handed across the table.
There was a shake of hands, solemn and businesslike with Viktor, warm
and two-handed with Liesel, and the commission had been formalised.
The Landauer House, a mere figment, would be crystallised into fact.

‘He’s a strange fellow,” Viktor remarked as they saw von Abt off at the
railway station. ‘You don’t know where you are with him.’

Hana



‘How is the baby going?’ Hana Hanakova asks.
‘It seems fine. The doctor tells me that all is proceeding as normal.’

Hana is the privileged one, Liesel’s intimate friend. Although the younger
of the two, it is she who mediates on Liesel's behalf between Czech and
German, between the world of the arts and business, between the
various social circles that interlock and intersect within the bourgeois
society of the city. Away from their respective husbands, the two women
meet every Wednesday at the café that Fuchs designed for the gardens
inside the Schramm-Ring — the Café Zeman — where they sit as always
and almost by right in their favourite corner so that they can look out
across the tables and see who is there and who might be worth talking
about. Hana drinks turecka, Turkish coffee, and eats Sachertorte and lets
people look at her. “You know my latest?’ she says. She touches crumbs
of cake away from her lips. Her mouth, that feature that seems to
fascinate men, is down-turned when in repose. This gives her a look of
faint disapproval, to be relieved, suddenly and surprisingly, when she
smiles. Her smile, when it strikes you, makes you feel that there is joy
and pleasure to be had in life after all.

‘No, but you're about to tell.’

‘Of course | am.” She leans conspiratorially across the table, her eyes
darting sideways in the hope that people at other tables might be lip-
reading. ‘Miroslav Némec.’

‘Oh, Hana, not him, surely not him.’

‘Why not? His wife is always going off on shopping expeditions to Vienna
leaving him with nothing to do but perform.”’

‘For you, | suppose.’

‘On me, my deatr. | can tell you, there is nothing, absolutely nothing, like a
pianist’s fingers.’

‘Hana!’

‘Have | shocked you? | always thought pregnant women were



unshockable. You will be by the time you've given birth. All that gaping
and pushing, with half a dozen men peering up your pochva.’

‘Hana, you really are disgraceful.’

Hana shrugs. ‘I'm just truthful. Now tell me about you and Viktor. Is he
wildly frustrated?’

‘Viktor is not frustrated. He is very content.’

The one looks askance at the other. ‘Darling, you’re not letting him in, are
you? You know they say that it can damage the baby.’

Liesel laughs. ‘I'm certainly not going to tell you what | am letting him do.
Some things are sacred.’

‘My darling, these days absolutely nothing is sacred. You know that as
well as | do.” For Hana that certainly seems to be true. She has posed
naked for the photographer Drtikol, and during a year spent in Paris when
she was a mere nineteen she was painted nude by the Russian artist
Tamara de Lempicka. The painting, all anodised tubes and curves, with
hair like strings of liquorice and a mouth like a vampire’s, has only
recently been exhibited in Prague. There is a rumour — Hana has never
denied it, never confirmed it — that she did rather more for de Lempicka
than merely pose, that they were in fact lovers.

‘For me there are many things sacred, Liesel insists. ‘My marriage, for
example. My baby for another.’

‘Oh darling, don’t be absurd. Your marriage to Viktor is a mere contract.’

‘My marriage to Viktor is very much more than a mere contract. It is a
marriage of minds.’

Hana laughs. ‘You're being sentimental, darling. But your baby is
something quite different. Maybe that really is the last sacred thing.
Really | do rather envy you. However hard | try nothing ever seems to
happen with me.’

‘You actually want a baby? How wonderful.’

‘Sometimes, darling, just sometimes. When I'm feeling lonely.’



Beneath the table Liesel touches her belly. Only the day before she
fancied that she felt a movement, and now there it is again, a tiny
fluttering certainty in the depths of her being. ‘It's there,” she cries. ‘I can
feel him!’

Hana reaches forward. ‘Let me see.’

‘Not on the outside. Inside, | can feel him inside. Like a bubble bursting.’
‘Perhaps it's wind.’

Their laughter draws the attention of people at nearby tables. ‘I think it's
true,” Liesel insists. ‘I think it really is him.’

‘Him?’

‘Or her. Perhaps a her.’

‘Have you had anyone divine it?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘Oh, but it works. If you have the powers.’

‘And unscientific.’

‘You and your science. Just because Viktor makes motor cars. You need
to make a pendulum with your wedding ring, that’s all. A cotton thread will
do. Everyone knows.” She pauses and looks round as though she might
be overheard. ‘/ can do it.’

‘You can do it?’

‘Of course. Dear Viktor may loathe me but | am a woman of many
talents.’

So they finish their coffees and, giggling, take a taxi to Hana’'s apartment
in the centre of town where the operation is performed, Liesel lying on the
chaise longue in the drawing room, in the very place, presumably, where
the pianist Némec conducts his private performances. Hana ties Liesel's
wedding ring to a length of cotton thread and holds it above her
abdomen. ‘I think you should pull your dress up, darling. It works much
better if there’s nothing to absorb the aura of gender.’

‘Won't my own aura of gender interfere with the transmission anyway?



How can this possibly work?’
‘You've become too cynical. You're catching it from Viktor.’

‘Viktor is not cynical. He is just realistic.” But still Liesel complies with the
suggestion, shifting her hips to hitch her skirt and petticoat up and
expose the gleaming dome of her belly. The umbilicus is everted, and
there is a median line that has appeared over the weeks, running from
her navel to her pubis almost like a line of symmetry. Hana looks down
on her with an expression of amazement. ‘Darling, you are gorgeous.’

‘Don’t | look like a clumsy whale?’

Her friend’s eyes shine. She stands there, sharp and elegant and sterile,
looking down on the helplessly exposed Liesel. ‘Of course not. You look
like a sleek fish. Tamara could have painted you. Goodness, I'm quite ...’

‘Quite what?’

For once Hana seems at a loss for words. ‘Overwhelmed ... | never
dreamed ...’

Liesel feels both vulnerable and proud. ‘Never dreamed what?’

‘That it could be so beautiful. May | touch? Does it seem rather strange to
ask?’ The improvised pendulum hangs from her finger. ‘May 1?’

‘Why would you want to do a thing like that?’

‘I don’t know. | just ... do.” And she kneels down on the floor beside the
chaise longue, and strokes her hands across Liesel’'s belly like a blind
person trying to discover the shape and texture of something that she
cannot see. Then something happens that seems so remarkable that
they never talk of it afterwards: Hana leans forward and presses her lips
against the warm swelling. The contact evokes in Liesel a vague and
unnerving sense of sexual desire, focused not on Hana but on her own
body, which is so foreign and so strange, so heavy with the future. She
rests her hand on Hana’'s head in something like benediction, or maybe
to comfort her, that she is in this blessed gravid state and Hana is not.
And then Hana'’s hand slips inside the elastic of her drawers and cups the
warm mound of her pubis.



There is a moment of shock, a few seconds of a strange tableau in which
the participants are uncertain of the role each is playing, before Liesel
shifts her hips. ‘Hana,” she says quietly, ‘please.’

The hand slips away. Avoiding Liesel's eyes, Hana gets to her feet. She
searches for distraction. ‘The pendulum. We've forgotten the pendulum.’
She holds it out as though to demonstrate the hard metallic fact of it,
something that can be felt and seen, against whatever it is that the two of
them have just experienced, which was a slippery, ineffable emotion that
was different for each but nonetheless powerful. Schlipfrig. The ring
spins round, catching the light in splashes of gold. Hana holds it still and
for a moment the band of gold hovers motionless above Liesel’s everted
navel. Then, hesitantly, it begins to turn. An air current? A shiver from
Hana's fingers?

‘Look!’
‘ShhY’
‘It's turning. A circle. It's turning a circle!’

‘It's a girl.” The turning is obvious now, incontrovertible, a description of a
perfect female circle over the smooth and refulgent dome of Liesel’s
belly.

‘A girll Oh Hana, we’ll call her after you.” And she sits up and hugs her
friend as though everything is complete, their love consummated, the
gestation over, the child delivered, the matter already decided.

Gestation

‘Look at what has just come from von Abt,’” Viktor announces one
morning, finding Liesel in her room writing letters. Her belly is heavily
swollen now. Sometimes the swelling makes her feel big and clumsy; at
other times she feels almost translucent, as though the creature inside



her can be seen through the wall of her abdomen, a fish swimming there
in the ocean of its own amnion, an amphibian climbing out onto a tidal
bank, a reptile raising its ugly head, a mammal couched in fur, an animal
re-enacting its evolutionary development there in the primeval world of
her womb.

‘See what he is proposing?’ He unfolds the architect’'s plan on the floor
beside her desk, a diazo print showing ghostly lines in dark blue on a
pale blue background. Haus Landauer is written across the top left-hand
corner. There are two perspective drawings, two floor plans, a front
elevation and a street elevation: ruled lines as sharp as razor cuts, a
mathematical precision that is beyond the natural. There are no straight
lines in nature. Not even light travels in straight lines any longer, so it is
said. That man Einstein.

‘See what he is suggesting? The house will be sort of hung from the first
storey, here. Do you see? Downwards into the garden. The bedrooms
and bathrooms on the entrance floor and then the living room below.
Huge windows. Plate glass. | mean, the fellow hasn’t really bothered with
walls. Just glass.” His tone is one of amazement and excitement, as
though he has just been the witness of a natural phenomenon that you
see only once in a lifetime.

Liesel turns to look, spreading her legs so she can lean forward. The
plans show Euclidian perfection, as pure as an idea. There is not a curve
in the whole proposal. Her own belly is a curve, something aquatic,
oceanic, but not this design for a house. Not a curve in sight. She
examines the garden elevation, a long, lean rectangle laid sideways
across the page and crossed with vertical lines, a rectilinear universe that
might have been designed by that new painter whom Rainer talked
about, the Dutchman Mondrian. The perspective drawings show all this
as a construction of boxes, a child’'s game played with wooden blocks.
Only a tree, an architect’s conceit sketched in beside the building, gives a
brief, ephemeral sense of flow. And as Viktor said, the street entrance
seems to be on the top floor with the living room below it. She looks up.
“I will build you a house upside down,” that’'s what he said.’



‘But is it what we want?’

‘Why not? And this room, all glass!” She laughs, shifting her belly, leaning
forward again. ‘We will be like plants, hothouse plants.’

‘Over-hot in summer, perishing cold in winter, I'd say.’

She examines the plan of the main floor — it is a space, just a space.
There are no internal walls, merely space. ‘What'’s this line?’

‘He proposes some kind of partition to divide the area. Moveable, | think.
And there’s another partition to separate the dining area. See? Where he
has put the table and chairs. The semicircle.’

‘At least there’s one curve.’” She puts her finger out and touches the slick
surface of the print as though by touching it she might understand it
better, like a blind person reading Braille. There are small crosses ranked
across the plan like graves marked on the map of a cemetery.

‘And these?’
‘Those are the pillars.’
‘Pillars?’

‘He wants to build a steel frame. Apparently there will be no load-bearing
walls at all, just the whole thing hung on a steel frame. And where the
uprights pass through the interior he is proposing to clad them in chrome.
Glénzend, he calls it. Shining. Hard steel rendered as translucent as
water.” Viktor pulls a letter from his pocket and reads. *“Steel will be as
translucent as water. Light will be as solid as walls and walls as
transparent as air. | conceive of a house that will be unlike any other,
living space that changes functions as the inhabitants wish, a house that
merges seamlessly into the garden outside, a place that is at once of
nature and quite aside from nature ...” That's what he says. What is the
man going on about?’



‘I think it looks wonderful.’

‘It certainly looks different. More like that department store that the Bat'a
people are putting up on Janska. Do we want to live in a department
store? Over here domestic supplies, over there soft furnishings and
fabrics, downstairs for cutlery and crockery ...’

She laughs. ‘Viktor, you are losing your nerve. It was you who wanted a
house for the future and now you seem to hanker after the solid ideas of
the past. Next you will be insisting on a turret with crenellations and
ogives. Look.” She points to the top floor, the street level. ‘This is a
terrace, a great space, with the rooms like a cluster of tents. Our family
camped out on the steppe. The inside and the outside are one and the
same thing.’

‘We’re not nomads.’

‘You enter here ..."” She traces the curve of stairs — another curve! ‘And
then descend into this ... this space.” Raum, she says and suddenly she
sees the space projected into her inner vision, the purity of line, the thrill
of emptiness. ‘Can’t you see it? It'll be wonderful.’

‘| can see it in theory. The fact seems rather remote at the moment. And
frightening.’

‘But you take risks in your business. You trust to designers. You approve
of the building of new factories and offices.’

‘But do | want to live in a factory? Or an office?’

She straightens up. Once it was Viktor who was committed to the idea of
the modern, and now it is she. ‘But this is where | want to live.” She
touches her belly. ‘With my daughter and my husband.’

‘How do you know it's a daughter?’

‘Hana divined the sex. Didn’t | tell you? Astonishing really. With a
pendulum.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. That woman’s a menace.’

‘Did you know she’s having an affair with Némec? She says he plays her



like a piano.’

‘How disgusting.’ He looks outraged. She has noticed that ever since her
pregnancy began he treats her with a kind of remote sterility, as though
she were some kind of virginal mother about to give birth to the Messiah
or something. ‘Don’t be so prudish, Viktor.’

‘I'm not prudish. You know I'm not prudish. | just don’t want my wife
descending to Hana Hanékova’s kind of vulgarity.’

Winter came with snow, sometimes a blizzard, at other times just faint
white moths floating down through the cold air. In the garden at the back
of their rented house it gathered in the shadows of the plants and
survived there even when the daytime temperature rose above zero. The
grass took on a bruised, dead look while the hills on the far side of the
river lay like corpses beneath their winding sheets. Nature seemed
suspended in this icy season, but still things grew — the child in Liesel’s
womb, the house in Rainer von Abt’'s mind. The one convolute, involute,
curved and complex — there are no straight lines in nature — the other
simple and linear.

In March, when the ground thawed and the whole world turned to mud,
the site for the new house was prepared. A mechanical excavator was
hired for the task, a machine that gouged and churned the soil until the
top of the hillside resembled the scarred and crevassed landscape of the
Tagliamento during the war. From the lip of the street the land was cut
away, a step down into the lower stratum of soil which was rust-coloured
and as hard as rock. The ramp leading down was clad with planks to
stabilise it. ‘All this for a private house,” muttered the site foreman.
‘Anyone’d think we was building a factory.’

Then they sank the foundations — the piles that would support the frame
— and laid the concrete base. Excavators chugged and spluttered in the
dank air. Cement mixers churned. The site spread like a lesion on the
forehead of the hill. Once the foundations had been completed and the
concrete piles driven down into the hard-pan, the frame of the house had
to be erected. The steel pillars came from Germany, from the firm of
Gossen in Berlin. The joists were I-beams, but the vertical supports were



constructed of four angle-beams riveted back to back to make pillars with
a cruciform cross-section. The hammering of the riveters and the
clangour of steel cut through the tranquillity of Blackfield Road. Never,
probably never in the whole world, had a private house been constructed
in this manner.

In April, while the frame grew, the baby was born. They had decided on
the modern way, in a clinic run by Doctor zivan Jelinek, a physician who
had learned the Twilight Sleep technique under the tutelage of Gustav
Gauss in Freiburg. It was Hana who had first mooted the idea. ‘Tell me
what's wrong with a little touch of morphia, darling?’ she had asked. So
the pain of delivery was blown away by morphine, and any memory of the
whole event excised from her mind by scopolamine, a drug culled from
henbane and deadly nightshade that kills, among other things, memory;
and into this chemical amnesia Ottilie was born.

Construction

Rainer von Abt at the building site: it is a late April day with a thin and
miserable rain falling. Mud is still the chief feature of the place, mud like a
curse clinging to your legs and trying to drag you down into the pit. Von
Abt stands in muddied brogue shoes on a plank walkway. Dressed as he
is in a dark grey suit and a black overcoat, and wearing a pale grey
homburg hat, it would be easy to mistake him for the owner. By his side,
in rubber boots, stands the site foreman, muddied, dishevelled and
harassed. At the moment there is no concrete form to the construction
they are looking at. It is no more than a sketch in bold strokes, written
into von Abt's mind, transferred onto sheets of paper then revised,
reconsidered, discussed for the slightest detail, and now drawn out in the
bold horizontals and verticals of reddened steel, a three-dimensional
maze raised into the misty air. In the past houses have grown organically,



like plants, from the ground upwards. But this house is different: it grows
from the frame outwards, like an idea developing into a work of art from
the central core of inspiration out into the material fact of realisation.
Cement mixers churn and vomit. Men tramp back and forth with hods
over their shoulders. Ladders stand as sharp diagonals to the rectilinear
skeleton of the frame.

The site foreman unfolds a diazo print and gestures upwards towards the
top floor where a workman balances across a girder as easily as a child
walking along the kerb of a pavement. ‘You want decent load-bearing
walls,” he says, ‘give the thing some stability.’

‘| want nothing of the kind,” von Abt replies with remarkable good humour.
‘Stability is the last thing | want. This house must float in light. It must
shimmer and shine. It must not be stable!

The man sniffs. ‘It looks more like a machine than a house.’
‘That's what it is, a machine for living in.’

The foreman shakes his head at the idea of such a machine. He wants
four walls around him, made of stone. None of this steel-girder frame
nonsense. If that is for anything it is for office blocks — they are putting
up a building like that on Janska at this very moment, but it is going to be
a department store, for God’s sake, not a private house.

‘Le Corbusier,” von Abt says.

‘Eh?’

‘What | said is not original. | cannot take the credit. Le Corbusier got
there first. La machine a habiter.’

‘What's that?’

‘French.’

‘Who needs French? It's bad enough having to deal with German and
Czech. You know we had a fight the other day? On the site, right here.
Something about politics, a Czech speaker and a German speaker and
the stupid thing was, the Czech was called Mlynar and the German was
called Muller.



‘Mlynarsch?’

The foreman laughs at von Abt's attempt at the pronunciation. ‘It means
“miller”. The bastards each had the same name. | slung both of them out
on their ears, | did. Well, you can’t have that sort of thing getting in the
way of work, can you? Not when things are looking as bad as they are at
the moment.”’

There is a call from up above, from the top of the staircase of planks that
has been built down from street level. The two men look up. There,
against the sky, is the silhouette of a woman.

‘Frau Liesel?’ von Abt calls. ‘Is it Frau Liesel Landauer?’ He struggles
across the planks and clambers up the uneven staircase to her level. The
encounter is a cautious one. When they had first met she was a girl
becoming a woman; now she is a woman become a mother. The fulcrum
of her life has shifted.

‘I must congratulate you on your great achievement,” von Abt says,
bowing over her hand.

“You must come and see her,’ she tells him.
‘I'd love to.’

‘She’s beautiful, beautiful. Perfect ...” Perfect what? What feature shall
she choose? ‘Fingers, hands. You cannot imagine how perfect.
Fingerprints, miniature nails, all perfect’ She holds out her own as
though they might help explain. ‘She sleeps and eats and sometimes
looks at you but you don’t know what she is seeing quite. She frowns, as
though you aren’t coming up to her standards, but you don’'t know what
those standards are so you always feel inadequate.’ Liesel laughs. She
has been warned that some mothers feel depressed after giving birth, but
she feels only exultation. ‘But I'm here to see the house. How is it going?
How long will it be? | want to bring Ottilie here.’

They stand on the edge, looking down on the frame. Somewhere down
there, defined within the cage of steel, is her house — the rooms, the
space, the furniture, the floors, all conceptually there as a sculpture is
somehow there in the mind of the sculptor before he completes it. Men



climb ladders and tiptoe across the beams as though searching for this
mysterious grail. The site engineer, a small man with glasses and
energetic arms, is discussing something with the foreman. ‘They all want
walls,” Rainer explains, ‘and | insist that Frau Liesel does not want walls.
She wants space and light for her new child. That’s what I tell them.’

He smiles at her and she feels iridescently happy, as though lights have
been turned on, multicoloured lights that shimmer and wobble and reflect
off moving mirrors. This man has a vision that he is realising for her
alone, for her and Viktor and their baby. It seems fantastic. ‘Will you
come and see her?’ she asks. It suddenly seems important that she
should show him Ottilie. ‘Can | drag you away from your work for a few
minutes?’

‘Of course you can.’

Her car is waiting, with the chauffeur, Lanik, behind the wheel. They drive
round to the other house, the turreted and bastioned one in the Masaryk
guarter, the one with small windows and weighty walls, the towers and
the turrets. The nurse goes and fetches Ottilie while Liesel entertains von
Abt in the sitting room. A maid brings coffee and cakes. They talk
enthusiastically of furnishings and interiors, of the space in which to
create her family, which is not like the space of this room with its heavy
drapes, its furniture like coffins and pews, its chandeliers and heavy flock
wallpaper. ‘A new way of life,” von Abt is saying as the nurse comes in
with a bundle of shawls that is Ottilie. ‘That's what you will have. Away
with all this fustian.’

Liesel takes her child. ‘She has been sleeping. In a moment she will
awaken and will want to feed. That's it. Sleep and feeding.” She laughs at
the absurdity of such a life and holds the baby for von Abt to see. He
reaches out and strokes a cheek with the tip of one finger, then looks up
at Liesel and touches her hand where it holds Ottilie’s shawl aside. ‘It is
marvellous to see you so happy.’

‘I am very happy,’ she agrees, as though there has been some
suggestion that she might not be.



‘Viktor is a lucky man.’
‘We are both of us very lucky.’

The baby wakes, her eyes suddenly there like jewels amongst the
crumpled features. She opens a toothless mouth.

‘You see? She is hungry. That is the sum total of her intellectual
achievement at the moment. Do you mind if | feed her?’

‘Of course not ..." He makes to go, but she stops him.

‘No, please don’t bother. If you don’t mind ... And please don’t look away.
You may watch, Rainer. | would like you to watch.” And there and then,
conscious of the immense power she possesses, she unbuttons the front
of her dress and releases her breast. Once meagre, her breasts have
become functional organs as heavy and full as fruit. As she holds the
nipple for the baby, she feels Rainer’'s eyes on her like a thrilling touch.
And then Ottilie takes the nipple in her hard gums and there is the
particular ecstasy of her suck. Liesel looks up directly at him. ‘There,” she
says, and wonders why it is that having Rainer von Abt watch her do this
IS SO important.

‘Pure superstition,’” Viktor said dismissively when the question of Ottilie’s
baptism was broached. ‘We profess not to believe so why do we have to
do this kind of thing for our child?’

‘For my mother’s sake.’

‘First she insisted on a church wedding, and now she demands that her
granddaughter be baptised. She is merciless.’

‘And | want Hana to be her godmother,’ Liesel added.
‘That woman!’

‘She is not that woman. She is my dearest friend. You stopped me
naming the baby Hana but you must allow me this.’

‘Well she’s hardly going to instil fidelity and modesty in our daughter, is
she?’

‘She’ll be very conscious of her responsibilities.’



‘As long as she is also conscious of her irresponsibilities.’

The ceremony — a small, private event limited to family members and
the godparents — took place in the Church of the Minorites on Janska,
with Ottilie all in white silk and her godmother Hana Hanakova all in
black. They made a beautiful pair at the font, the one small and round,
innocent and soft, the other tall and sharp, worldly wise and hard. Viktor
stood in the background with Hana's husband. ‘She’s beautiful, isn’'t
she?’ Oskar whispered in his ear, but it was unclear whether he was
talking about the baby or about his own wife. The priest mumbled Latin
words and leaned down towards the baby as though to take a bite from
her breast. He was, so Oskar explained, breathing on her to drive the
devil out. Hana had explained the whole ceremony to him.

‘Is the devil in her then? That seems ridiculous. She’s just a baby. Barely
capable of focusing her eyes on anyone, never mind harbouring the
devil.” The absurd ceremony reminded Viktor of his own childhood, of
being dragged to synagogue at Passover and Yom Kippur, of the
impenetrable ritual and incomprehensible language. His father had
always remained aloof from such things, while his mother had been the
driving force behind the family’s religion. Now, perhaps, Liesel was doing
the same with his new family. ‘It's pure nonsense,” he whispered to
Oskar. ‘Surely mankind is intrinsically good, not intrinsically bad.’

Oskar could barely suppress a laugh. ‘Mankind intrinsically good? Where
were you during the war, Viktor?’

After the ceremony a small reception was held in a hotel nearby. The
women crowded round the baby. Cousins and aunts exclaimed at the
wonders of babyhood and how the daughter resembled her mother and
how good she was, while Viktor and Oskar talked of things that occupied
the minds of men, matters of the stock market, questions of economics
and business. Hana came over, momentarily relieved of her duties as
godmother. ‘I must congratulate you on my lovely goddaughter, Viktor,’
she said. ‘Never was there a more beautiful baby.’

‘My contribution was minimal.’



‘But vital.’

She put her arm through her husband’s and bent and kissed him on his
bald head. “You couldn’t go and find my cigarettes could you, darling?’
she asked. ‘I left my bag somewhere ...’

He went off obediently, leaving Viktor and Hana together. ‘I know you
don't like me, Viktor,” she said.

‘Don’t be absurd. Why should you think something like that?’

She laughed his protest away. Perhaps the champagne had loosened
her tongue. ‘Don’'t you be absurd. | know you don’t like me. You even
stopped Liesel naming the baby after me. And truth to tell, | don’t much
like you. But let me assure you, there are two things that | love above all.
One is your wife and the other is your daughter. | will do all in my power
to cherish and protect them both.’

Viktor sipped champagne. Ottilie’'s patience, already strained by oil and
water and being breathed on by the priest, had finally snapped at the
unwarranted attentions of the photographer. She began to cry. Women
gathered round to coo and cluck. ‘Cherishing is fine,” Viktor said to Hana.
‘| hope that protection won't be necessary.’

Onyx

The house grew, the baby grew. The latter was a strange and rapid
metamorphosis, punctuated by events of moment: the grasp of her
hands, the focus of her eyes, her first smile, her recognition of Liesel and
then Viktor, the first time she raised herself on her hands, the first laugh.
The growth of the house was more measured: the laying of steel beams,
the pouring of concrete, the encapsulating of space. And then delay,
problems with materials and the workforce, argument and frustration
stretching over the summer and the autumn before things were resolved.



‘It happens,’” Viktor said in an unusual display of fatalism. ‘These things
happen.’

There was no equivalent ceremony to celebrate the moment when the
shell of the house was finally completed that winter, no baptism or
naming but only a degree of apprehension as they climbed out of the car
to look at the building. It appeared like nothing more than a warehouse, a
repository for agricultural machinery or building material perched there up
on the hillside. They followed von Abt across bare concrete and into the
construction. The empty spaces were heavy with the smell of new
cement and plaster. The floor was rough and dusty, the walls plain and
plastered white. Rooms were lit by single hundred-watt light-bulbs
hanging from the ceiling.

‘What do you think?’

What did they think? It was impossible to say. It was like contemplating a
skeleton and trying to work out how the person would have looked. Viktor
helped Liesel over a plank and they went out onto the terrace where
there was bright sunshine and a gust of wind. Across the roofs of the city
the Spilas fortress rode on the crest of a wave beneath a brisk sky of
cumulus. ‘I can imagine Ottilie playing here,” she said. The sandpit was
already in place, an integral part of the structure. And benches and a
paddling pool, all put there at her request.

Viktor noticed a puddle of rainwater against the parapet wall. “That's the
problem of a flat roof, isn't it?” He came back to that point often, niggling
at it like a tongue searching out an unfamiliar irregularity in a tooth.

‘It's well sealed underneath,” von Abt reassured him. ‘Modern materials.
We're not living in the nineteenth century. And when we lay the pavement
we’ll put a slope on it. There’s nothing to worry about.’

‘But still ...’

They looked round the other rooms, the bare spaces that would be
bathrooms and bedrooms. Their voices echoed down the stairs and into
the living room, the wide and empty expanse below. Canvas hung where
the glass would go, casting the space in shadow. A plank lay abandoned



on the floor. There was a bucket with remains of cement in the bottom,
and a sheet of newspaper, the title Lidové Noviny plainly visible. The
three of them walked round in the twilight, trying to picture the place as it
would be, the new life that would be enacted there. Instead there was this
concrete space, as large as a garage.

‘The partition will be here,” von Abt said, standing in the middle and
holding out his arms, ‘to divide the sitting area from the library area.’

The partition was a matter of contention. What would the material be? ‘It
must be onyx,” von Abt had insisted when they had discussed the matter
in Vienna some days earlier. Onyx seemed absurd, extravagant. It was a
gemstone, a meretricious material, a thing of cameo brooches and
decorative boxes. But then von Abt himself seemed absurd at times, with
his dramatic flourishes and his talk of space and light, of volume and
thrust. ‘I have considered alabaster and travertine, but have fallen for
onyx. It will be the piéce de résistance.’

He stood now in the shadows of the unfinished living space, and extolled
the virtues of his idea, described the complex veining of the rock, the
lucidity, the delicate colour of honey and gold. ‘The colour of a young
girl’s hair,” he said, glancing at Liesel. ‘The colour of your daughter’s hair.’

Viktor looked at the two of them, sensing that small current of sexuality
that travelled like a spark between them. The evidence was there plain
enough, in the widening of her eyes behind her spectacles, in the faint
opening of her lips as though to admit something shameful. He wondered
about it not with jealousy but with a calm consideration of the possibilities
of faithfulness and betrayal.

‘How much would it cost, this onyx?’

Von Abt’'s eloquence stopped. ‘Ah. The cost. The cost is, | am afraid,
considerable.’

‘Tell me.’
‘Approximately fifteen thousand dollars. That is about—'

‘It is about a small fortune! My God! About half a million crowns. Enough



to build an entire house.’
VVon Abt nodded. ‘But think how remarkable it will be, Herr Viktor.’

‘Certainly it will be remarkable. There are many people who possess
onyx ashtrays. | don’t imagine there’s a single one with an onyx wall.’

That was the end of the viewing, really, a sour note of cost intruding on
the exercise of fantasy that was required to imagine the house as it would
be, not as it was — a thing of light and reflection, not this dull box of grey
concrete. They saw von Abt off on the Vienna train and returned to their
turreted villa in silence.

‘You're angry about Rainer's proposals, aren’t you?’' Liesel said when
they were in the sitting room after dinner.

He shrugged. ‘They seem extravagant at times. It's our money he’s
spending, not his own.’

‘The onyx wall, you mean? Viktor, do you know what “onyx” means? It's
the Greek for a fingernalil. It's Venus’s fingernail, isn’t that wonderful? The
fingernail of the goddess of love.’

‘Did von Abt tell you that?’
‘As a matter of fact, he did.’
‘It's an inordinately expensive fingernail.’

‘Oh, don’t be so dull, Viktor. If we are going to do something wonderful,
then we must make sacrifices.’

Didn’t she understand? She lived in her protected world, along with Hana
Hanakova and her other friends, and they talked about their painters and
their musicians and their actors and actresses, and meanwhile the
outside world battled with recession and political unrest. When would the
one world impinge on the other? And what kind of shock would they feel
then?

He got up and put his book aside. ‘I'm going to bed.’
‘Darling, have | made you angry?’

‘Of course you haven't.’



But she had. She came up to bed later and he lay in the darkness,
listening to her as she went to her bathroom to wash, and then crossed
the corridor to her room. There was a thin baby’s cry and then silence.
She would be feeding Ottilie. Although she sometimes did it openly in
front of him, the process always seemed alien, something private
between mother and child. Her large, milky breasts were quite changed
from the small paps he had once stroked and kissed, indeed her whole
body seemed different now, a thing designed for mothering rather than
sex. The baby made strange grunting noises as she fed, like a pig
suckling. And there wasn’'t much difference, was there? A sow feeding
her litter, a woman with a baby. Animals both, with animal needs and
compulsions. He lay in the darkness and thought of Liesel and
motherhood and the new house. It was in this dark and womblike house
— the Castle, he called it — that Liesel had conceived their child. What
would be conceived in the new house? Other children, perhaps. And
what else?

His mind wandered, in and out of sleep. The onyx wall, he thought of the
onyx wall. A fingernail, Venus’s fingernail. He thought of fingernails —
Liesel’'s, which were long and painted red, and others which were blunt
and uncoloured and bitten down to the quick, holding between them a
cigarette.

‘Have you got a light?’
Naively he had paused to answer her.

‘A light, she repeated. ‘D’you have a light?” There was an air of
impatience about her manner, as though she was hurrying to an
appointment. All around him was the fairground noise of the Prater, the
laughter of children, the calls of stallholders; ahead of him the
Nordbahnhof and the train home; and in front of him this woman —
smaller than Liesel, with quick, intelligent features and a slight sheen to
her complexion — holding an unlit cigarette between her fingers. Her
eyes were blue, so pale that they gave the curious illusion of
transparency, as though you were looking through them and seeing the
sky.



He fumbled for his lighter and watched as she bent towards the flame.
She wore a grey cloche hat and her hair was dark and cut short, not
cropped as severely as Liesel’'s and her friends’, but short enough to be a
statement that she was a modern woman. A Slav, he fancied. There was
no more than a smudge of rouge on her cheeks but her lips were a
blood-red arabesque. Certainly she was pretty — a neat, precise
prettiness — but she wasn’t in other respects remarkable. She might
have been a maid out for a walk in the park, dressed up for her day off in
a narrow knee-length skirt and a white blouse beneath her neat little
jacket. There was a brooch pinned on the lapel, a lump of amber like a
boiled sweet.

She straightened up and blew smoke away. ‘Can | do anything for you
then?’

He hesitated. There in the park, with the Riesenrad, the Giant Wheel,
looming over them, he considered what she had said, while she looked
around at the crowd, as though to see if anything more interesting was in
the offing. She drew on the cigarette in short, sharp snatches, as though
she wasn'’t really used to smoking. Maybe she was just about to move
away. Maybe she had seen another possibility.

‘Yes, perhaps you can.’
‘All right, then. Where d’you want to go?’

Why had he not merely dismissed her and gone on to the station to catch
the afternoon train back to Mésto? Curiosity, certainly, and something
more, some quality of youth that he saw in her and, incongruously
enough, innocence. But many other things. Plain sexuality, of course.
The mystery of the unknown. And intangible things: the set of her head,
the precise curve of cheek and eyebrow, her gentleness of expression
and the quiet amusement that he saw behind her anxious look. ‘What
about a ride on the wheel?’

She seemed startled. ‘That thing? You won’t get me up there.’
‘Are you afraid? Why are women always afraid of such things?’

It was the mention of her gender that did it. He could see it in her



expression. She had been about to shrug her shoulders and move on,
but now she paused and regarded him carefully, head on one side.
‘That’'s not true. Women aren’t afraid. We just have real fears to deal
with, not the silly fears that men dream up.” There was a quality to her
answer that startled him, a sharp edge of intelligence that he had not
expected.

‘Come on then. Prove it.’
The idea seemed to amuse her. ‘All right.’

They had to join a short queue. There were some families in front, and a
young couple, and then it was their turn. The great wheel, its
circumference rising two hundred feet above, wound round and
presented a cabin to them, its door held open by the attendant. For a
moment it appeared that the group following, two women with half a
dozen children between them, might crowd in behind but at the last
moment the attendant held them back. Viktor and the young woman
stepped alone into the empty cabin.

The box rocked gently, like a boat at the quayside. She tottered against
him and there was that moment of unconsidered contact, his arms
holding her, her hair against his face. She made a hasty apology and
gripped the rail to look out of the window as the gondola shifted forwards
and began to climb. ‘D’you know the last time | did this | was about ten
years old?’

‘When was that?’

‘Fifteen years ago?’

‘You don’t look that old.’

She smiled slyly. ‘And what about you?’

The park was shrinking below them, the skyline unfolding. A distant view
of hills. He thought of the view across Mésto from the new house; and he
thought of Liesel. ‘It's none of your business.’

‘Please yourself.’

The cabin swayed gently in the breeze. Standing side by side, they



looked at the view and seemed to consider their options. ‘What's your
name?’ he asked.

‘Kata. And yours?’
‘Viktor.’

Should he have given a false nhame? Was Kata itself false? What was it
really? Katarina, something like that? She was, she told him, Hungarian
not Slav, although she came from Slovakia; but then there were many
Hungarians living across the border in the new country, weren’t there?
Just another group of people cut off from their origins by politicians
drawing lines on maps. ‘Like you,’ she pointed out.

‘Me?’

‘Aren’t you Czechish?’

‘How can you tell?’

Again that knowing smile. ‘You learn things.’

The wheel rose to its climax and tipped over into the descent. She gave a
little gasp and gripped the rail tightly for a moment, then turned to him
and laughed. Her laughter was delightful, a bubble of innocence, as
though she had never before picked a man up in the Prater. ‘Where do
you want to go then?’ she asked. “You got a hotel? | can recommend one
if you like.’

‘That'd be fine. I'll have to send a telegram first.’
“To your wife?’

He shrugged, watching the world slowly rising to meet them, the Haupt-
Allee with its strolling couples, its bicycle riders, its running children and
dogs.

‘Don’t worry, most men are like that,” she said, as though talking about
the victims of some debilitating but non-lethal disease. ‘It's just the way
things are.’

The hotel was old-fashioned and rather run down, a relic from pre-war
years when people had more money and a greater need to move around,



days when the city was an imperial capital rather than the overfed chief
city of a rump state. A porter showed them upstairs to a dingy room that
was redolent of many temporary assignations. Once closeted with him in
the room, the girl didn't do anything special. There was no artifice, no
seduction, no ridiculous striptease. While Viktor sat watching on the bed
she just took her clothes off, folded them carefully and put them on a
chair. Then, almost so he would not see too much, she turned quickly
and slipped beneath the sheets.

‘How often have you done this?’ he asked.

‘Gone with a stranger?’ She made a face, a small moue of discontent. ‘A
few times. I'm not a tart, you know. | work in the fashion business. This is
only when | need a bit of extra.’

‘What are you, a mannequin?’

She hesitated, on the brink of the lie: ‘A seamstress, actually. Hats at the
moment, | work with hats.’

‘Your own hat?’

‘Yeah, | did that.” She laughed. He liked her laugh. ‘It's classy, isn't it?’
‘Very.’

‘And now you need a bit of extra?’

‘Of course. The rent, stuff like that. You know what it's like. It's no joke
getting by on my wage, not these days. Look, aren’t you going to come
in? Isn’t this what you want?’

He was uncertain of the answer to her question. He who was always sure
of himself, was suddenly confused by the mockery he saw in the girl’s
expression. He reached out and took her hand. There was something
innocent about it, something ill-formed and jejune, the fingernails bitten to
the quick like a child’s. ‘I don’t know what | want.’

‘Oh, yes you do. You want to do this without feeling any guilt. Well | don’t
feel guilt, so why should you?’

He laughed. ‘Are you a philosopher?’



‘I'm realistic. If | weren't I'd be picking your pocket or something.’

So he took off his clothes and got into bed with her, and she did what he
asked, which would have shamed him with Liesel but which with this girl
seemed entirely natural. And afterwards he felt no guilt, only a feeling of
sadness. What was that Latin saying? Post coitum omne animal triste.
After coitus every animal is sad. But sad for what? The passing of that
moment of pure, shameless innocence, perhaps.

‘Well, I'll be going then,” she said, rolling away from him.

He put out a hand to stop her. ‘Wait,” he said. ‘Don’t just go straight away.
| want to talk a bit. I'll give you something extra, if you like.’

‘You'll pay me for talking?’
‘Why not?’

And so they talked. It was a strange conversation. From time to time,
usually in the factory, he met women of her class. He would exchange
pleasantries with them, but they never talked. And now he did talk with
this girl, and she was quick and clever and amusing, lying beside him in
the bed smoking a cigarette and telling him what it was like in the world
she inhabited, on the planet of the underclass where who you were
mattered little and what you did was all, and that not very much. And
where you went with a man when you needed a bit extra.

‘Look, I've really got to go, eh? I've got things to do.’
‘You can'’t stay the night?’

But she couldn’t. If he’d told her at the start, then maybe she could have
made arrangements. The next time perhaps, but not now. He watched
her climb out of bed and collect up her clothes. Naked, without the
accoutrements of fashion, she looked much younger. He watched as she
pulled on her clothes and reversed the transformation, turning herself into
the woman he had encountered in the Prater: bright, neat and amused,
with a thin veneer of sophistication that made him almost laugh with
delight.

‘How much do | owe you?’



‘You don’'t owe me anything. Let’s just say it's a present.’

He found his wallet and counted out enough money to make her eyes
widen. ‘When might | see you again?’ The question was unplanned and
absurd, a suggestion that came on the spur of the moment as she lifted
herself on her toes to kiss him chastely on the cheek.

‘Whenever you like.” She found a pencil and scribbled a number on a
piece of paper. ‘You can contact me here. That is, if you want to. And |
pick up letters at the Nordbahnhof post office, if you want to write a note.
You can address them to Kata Kalman.’

Then she opened the door and slipped out into the corridor, leaving him
alone in the shabby room, with nothing more than her scent on the
sheets and her smell on his fingers.

‘I have decided,” he told Liesel in the morning, ‘you may have your onyx
wall.’

She gave a little cry of pleasure. ‘What made you change your mind?’

‘Fingernails,” he said. ‘Venus'’s fingernails.’

Interior

That summer they went to Marienbad to take the waters. They took a
suite at the Palace-Hotel Furstenhof, where Viktor used to spend
summers with his parents. The staff greeted him as Herr Viktor and
smiled benignly on the gnéadige Frau and clucked over Ottilie in her
bassinet. Their suite overlooked the spa gardens where morning mist
drifted among the trees and gave the place a mysterious, oriental air. In
the afternoon the band played outside the Kolonada while people strolled
back and forth from one spring to another, sipping from their porcelain
flasks and believing, with little evidence, that they were being cured of
something other than mere ennui. In the evenings there were concerts —



a Chopin recital, some Dvorak, the inevitable mélange of Strauss.

Posters in the town announced the new Landauer Popular. Landauer
Luxury in a Popular Package was the slogan, above pictures of smiling
families driving out to the lakes and the mountains for their summer
break, with the children waving gaily out of the windows of their new
motor car. They had to put up with the attentions of a journalist from a
woman’s magazine who wanted to ask Liesel about motherhood in the
new decade, and a journalist from Lidové Noviny who had questions for
Viktor about the economic climate and the new car, but for much of the
time they were alone with themselves. The nurse took care of Ottilie
while Viktor and Liesel went for walks in the woods above the town,
Liesel barelegged in shorts and hiking boots and looking as young as she
had when they first met. Viktor wore a pair of doeskin breeches that gave
him the look of a Bohemian farmer. That was what Liesel told him,
laughing. ‘A very handsome Bohemian farmer,” she insisted. The summit
of their achievement was to hike over the Podhorn to the monastery at
Tepl where Liesel was forbidden entry to the library and museum of the
monastery because she was a woman. She had to sit on a bench outside
and feel self-conscious about her bare knees while Viktor went inside.
They laughed disappointment away and felt superior in the face of such
absurd prejudice. Indeed the ridiculous temporary separation served
somehow to unite them further — in the woods above the monastery they
kissed like lovers and even discussed, laughing at their shamelessness,
the possibility of making love there and then, in the open air. Perhaps
they would have done it despite Liesel’s protests but voices among the
trees warned of an approaching group of walkers. They pulled apart and
hastily composed themselves as a dozen Sokol hikers clattered past.

When they got back to the hotel they undressed straight away, their
bodies rank with the sweat of their walk, and made love beneath the
open window of their bedroom, with the sound of carriages in the street
below. ‘I love you, Viktor,” Liesel whispered when they had finished and
were lying side by side in the cool air.

‘And | love you,’ he replied.



She propped herself up on her elbow and looked down at him
thoughtfully. ‘Would you ever be unfaithful to me?’

‘Whatever makes you think of that possibility?’

‘Hana says that all men are capable of infidelity. It's in their genes, she
says.’

He laughed scornfully.

Exterior

‘Look at this,” Oskar said one day. They were in the reading room of the
German House, amid the heavy columns and polished leather. He
handed Viktor a copy of the Frankfurter Zeitung, folded to a page that
discussed the political successes of the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche
Arbeiterpartei in the recent elections in Germany. Eighteen per cent of
the vote, according to the paper. Over one hundred seats in the
Reichstag.

‘Pogroms!” he said. ‘That’'s what's coming, Viktor. Pogroms.’

Viktor tossed the paper aside. ‘How can there be pogroms in Germany?
The only people who hold the German economy together are the Jews.’

‘Spoken like a Jew,” Oskar said, laughing. ‘But you see if I'm not right.
Germany is a chimera of a nation. You don’t know if it's lion, serpent or
goat. The Germans themselves doesn’t know either. Like any monster,
you can laugh at it if you keep your distance — but you don’t want to get
too close.” He drew on his cigar and contemplated Viktor thoughtfully.
‘How's the new house going? Hana tells me it's going to be super-
modern, like that fellow Fuchs builds.’

‘They're laying the flooring tomorrow. You should come and see.’

‘Too busy, I'm afraid. She tells me it's going to be a sensation.’



‘It's not intended to be a sensation. It's intended to be a home.’

‘Of course everyone’s doing it these days. Building houses in the new
style. Look at the Spiassys and their pile. Very nice if you like that kind of
thing, but no artistry. It's all the fault of that fellow Loos, isn’t it? Ornament
is a crime, isn’'t that the motto? | wish it were — it'd certainly keep us
lawyers in business. But | like a bit of decoration myself. Hana always
goes on at me for being old-fashioned, but | do. Artistry as well as good
design.’

‘Universal, that's the idea behind the project: neither Jewish nor German.
Nor Czech come to that. International.’

‘All glass, isn’t it? | prefer solid brick walls, like this place.” This place, the
Deutsches Haus, was a confection of neo-Gothic redbrick from the last
century, a hybrid of cathedral and castle, another chimera.

The waiter brought their coffee and brandy. ‘You know what the
Japanese do with their houses?’ Viktor asked.

‘No idea, old fellow. What do the Japanese do?’

‘They build them out of paper. Then when there’s an earthquake and they
collapse no one gets hurt.’

Oskar looked round the massive room, at the fluted pillars and plaster
swags and ornate gilded ceiling with its massive chandeliers. ‘I suppose
people would get hurt all right if this lot collapsed.’

‘Crushed to death,’ said Viktor, ‘all of us.’

The conversation was nothing, a mere jot in the continuum of social
intercourse. Nevertheless something stuck, like a speck of dust in the
eye. Beneath the calm surface of the new country Viktor felt the tremors
of uncertainty.

Tiptoeing as if on eggshells they laid the flooring upstairs — squares of
Italian travertine like a mother-of-pearl lining to the shell of the building.
Days later they mounted the glass in the living room, the glaziers
manoeuvring the wide transparent sheets with all the care of ordnance
workers handling nitro-glycerine in the armaments factory on the river



Svratka. And as they raised the panes into place, quite suddenly the
empty space between two concrete floors metamorphosed into the Glass
Room.

Liesel and Viktor stood and marvelled at it. It had become a palace of
light, light bouncing off the chrome pillars, light refulgent on the walls,
light glistening on the dew in the garden, light reverberating from the
glass. It was as though they stood inside a crystal of salt. ‘Isn’t it
wonderful,” she exclaimed, looking round with an expression of
amazement. ‘You feel so free, so unconstrained. The sensation of space,
of all things being possible. Don’t you think it is wonderful, Viktor? Don’t
you think that Rainer has created a masterpiece for us?’

In the autumn they travelled to Vienna to finalise decisions about the
interior. It was months since Viktor’s last visit to the city. As he and Liesel
arrived at the Nordbahnhof he wondered whether he might see Kata
there, perhaps picking up her mail at the post office; and if he did, what
would happen? Would she recognise him and smile secretively as she
passed by? And what would he feel at the sight of her? Embarrassment
and guilt? Or maybe disgust, that he could succumb to the attractions of
such a woman? But the concern was misplaced. Vienna was a city of two
million people and his presence in the Leopoldstadt quarter was merely
transitory; yet as the taxi cab drove away from the station, there,
ineluctably, was the great wheel, the Riesenrad, turning slowly in the cool
autumnal air above their heads.

The architect’s studio was in the Landstrasse district, in the attic of an old
apartment block. The space was decorated in the modern manner, with
white walls and spare furnishings, a hint of the way their house would
look. Together with von Abt and his assistant they discussed issues of
wall coverings and flooring, the minutiae of interior design. They talked
about furniture — the ‘Venice’ chair, which had been intended for the
Biennale pavilion, and the new one, the ‘Landauer’ chair, which would be
specially for this gem of a house that was nearing completion in Mésto.
And then there was something extra, a special creation that he was
proposing to call the ‘Liesel’ chair in honour of Frau Liesel Landauer if



she would be so gracious as to accept the homage.

‘How wonderful,” she said, blushing, as she sat in the eponymous chair
— all cantilevered chromed steel and black leather. Viktor sat in the
prototype Landauer chair and watched.

‘This is the disposition of the chairs in the living room,” von Abt explained,
showing the drawings that he had prepared. He indicated the sitting area
in front of the onyx wall and the dining area enclosed by its semicircle
partition of Macassar wood. ‘The dining table will be circular and able to
seat six. However, it may be extended to seat a maximum of twenty-four.’

Liesel laughed at the idea — ‘When on earth will we have that number?’
— while Viktor imagined a horde of relatives descending on the place,
with views and ideas about how he should be running the factory and the
house and his life. The meeting moved on to other matters, questions of
textiles and soft furnishings, the curtains and carpets. Von Abt’s assistant
already had ideas, already had samples, already knew. She displayed
them like a market stallholder showing her wares, her patter fluid and
convincing. ‘It'll be a revolution,’” she said, ‘a casting off of the past. A new
way of living.’

Liesel's eye shone with delight.

It was when they were just finishing the meeting — mid-afternoon, with
the prospect of taking the evening train back to Mésto — that a telephone
call came for Herr Landauer from the Vienna office of the Landauer Motor
Company. A problem had arisen that needed discussion. Was Herr
Landauer available for a meeting the next morning? It was imperative,
something to do with import quotas, a matter of a malleable government
official, the possibility of financial persuasion achieving wonders.

He turned helplessly to Liesel. It was understandable that she was
reluctant to stay overnight when they had only intended a single day’s
visit. It was natural that she wished to get back to Ottilie who was even
now taking her first tottering steps. It was inevitable that the plan should
be changed: Liesel would return home as arranged — Lanik the
chauffeur would be there to meet her at the station — while Viktor would



find a room at the Bristol or the Sacher and attend this nuisance of a
meeting the next morning.

‘But you’ve nothing with you.’

‘I'll buy what | need. And the hotel can launder my shirt overnight.” There
was no difficulty, absolutely no difficulty whatsoever. This was the
modern life, the way things worked in industry and commerce. If you
weren’t able to adapt you would die, like Darwin said. Adapt or die. So he
accompanied Liesel to the station and saw her off on the evening train to
Mésto and then walked back down the platform by himself.

Crowds pushed past him, workers hurrying to catch local trains home to
the workers’ quarters in the north of the city. Steam blasted upwards
towards the iron and glass roof. Doors slammed and whistles blew and
trains drew out of the station in that deliberate way they have, arms
moving out as though to grasp the steel rails and drag them backwards.
Only Viktor Landauer stood still. He possessed a telephone number,
scribbled on a piece of paper and folded in his pocket diary. He was
conscious of it inside his jacket, had been aware of it throughout the
summer as his diary lay on his dressing table during the night, felt it
whenever he opened the booklet to note something down or look
something up. Just a number. Four digits, scribbled with a pencil. He
could just as well have erased it. So why hadn’t he done so?

He approached the end of the platform where the gates were, and
beyond them concourse with the ticket offices and waiting rooms. There
was a quickening of anticipation as he pushed through the doors and
took a booth to make the telephone call. For an instant, as he waited for
an answer, he hoped that there would be no reply. And then the ringing
was interrupted and a man’s voice was speaking to him.

‘Die Goldene Kugel,” the voice said.

Viktor hadn't really expected her to answer. The way she had said it —
‘You can contact me here’ — had seemed to preclude the possibility of it
being her own line. ‘That is, if you want to,” she had added.

‘| want to speak to Fraulein Kata. Kata Kalman.’



‘Hold on.” There was noise, the receiver being laid down, the sound of
voices, and then the receiver picked up once more and a different voice,
still male, asking, ‘Who is this?’

‘I want to speak to Fraulein Kata.’

‘Who is it? Does she know you?’

‘I'm a friend.’

‘What’'s your name?’

His heart stumbled. ‘Viktor,” he said. ‘Herr Viktor.’
‘Hang on.’

There was more noise off. The wooden kiosk was closer by far than the
cabin of the Riesenrad, a close, sweltering box, dulled to the sounds from
outside, insulated from the reality of the station concourse. It held within it
the stale smell of other people, those itinerants who hung around railway
stations, the indigent and homeless. There was something scored into
the woodwork at eye level: My little crocodile, I love you, the scratching
said. Viktor's excitement died, to be replaced by a sweat of shame and
embarrassment.

‘Hello?’

‘Yes?’

‘She’s not here. You can leave a message if you like.’
‘| wanted to see her this evening.’

‘I don’'t know if she’ll be around. You come round and she might get a
look at you. To see whether she likes what she sees.’

‘This evening. Tell her I'll come this evening. Where are you?’

‘Praterstrasse 47. And then the phone went down and he walked out into
the cooler air of the post office and the racket of the railway station and
the crush of people coming in through the entrance archways from the
street.

Outside the station he contemplated the city. Trams clanged on the rails,
heading towards the Praterstern. Cars hooted, swirling past the horse-



drawn cabs, the future overtaking the past. Crowds pushed past him,
sure of where they were going. He could still choose not to do this. He
faced a wealth of possibilities and he could still choose.

Die Goldene Kugel, the Golden Globe, was a restaurant and café halfway
down the Praterstrasse. Viktor stepped off the tram and went past the
outside tables into the warm plush of the interior. He took a seat at a
banquette just inside the door and called for the menu. There was the
usual bustle of the early evening, waiters cruising between the tables,
early diners ordering, the talk heavy-laden with the Viennese accent. He
ordered a quarter of white wine and something to eat and then he waited,
not knowing how to make his presence known, not knowing whether he
should even be here, not knowing why he was, in fact. In the event it was
she who found him.

‘It's Herr Viktor, isn't it?” The voice came from behind him.
Unmistakeably, even after the passage of months, it was her voice.
There was something hoarse about it, laughter lurking in the shadows.
He looked round. She had just come in through the main door and stood
beside the coatstand on which he had hung his coat and hat. ‘Kata,” he
said. He rose from his seat, suddenly confused, suddenly no longer in
control of anything. They shook hands, absurdly they shook hands like
two acquaintances meeting by chance. ‘How are you? Sit down. How are
you?’ He pulled out a chair. She sat opposite him, a small — smaller than
he’d remembered — woman with a kind of prettiness about her features.
He was content just to see her, that was the ridiculous thing, almost
overwhelmed with happiness in fact. He didn’'t understand that either:
why should the mere presence of this almost unknown woman make him
happy? But he was happy. Like a child.

She accepted his offer of a cigarette and as she leaned towards him to
light it he remembered the taste of tobacco on her mouth. Not
unpleasant. Dry as her voice. ‘They told me you were around. Fancy that.
How are you keeping?’

‘Fine, I'm fine. You're looking very well.’

She laughed. ‘Me? Oh, | get along.” One of the waiters came over and



she asked for a glass. ‘I've already eaten,” she said. ‘I'll just keep you
company 'til you're ready.’

Why did he like that idea so much? Why did the fact of this girl merely
keeping him company make him so content? He poured her some wine,
and she sipped and looked at him with that smile, as though she knew
something that he didn’t. Maybe that was true, maybe in the way of such
women, she did have secret knowledge. ‘Well, well. I'd quite given you up
for lost. And here you are.’

He nodded. Here he was. The fact was evident. Here he was, in a café
on the Praterstrasse with a woman who was not his wife but with whom
he was going to make love. Was that the expression? Have sex.
Fornicate. The words stumbled through his mind and were all chased
away by the sight of her sitting there, the particular shape of her face, the
curve of cheek and brow that he had recalled so vividly. Heart-shaped.
Her eyes were so blue. He hadn’'t remembered that accurately. A blue
that made them seem transparent, as though you were gazing through
them to the horizon. And the childish hands with their bitten fingernails.
He pushed his plate aside — ‘Look, | don't really feel hungry’ — and she
smiled as though she understood such matters, the connections between
physiology and emotion.

They went to the same hotel as before. Maybe she was known there,
although no one seemed to recognise her. There was the same man on
the reception desk, the same porter who, with the same expressionless
indifference, showed them to what may have been the same room. But
this time they kissed almost like ordinary lovers, her lips just pressing
against his, soft and fragile.

‘You're married, aren’'t you? Have you got kids?' Her sharp talk, that
Viennese accent moderated by other tones — the sounds of Slovakia,
the hints of Magyar. He'd forgotten that, and the rediscovery delighted
him.

‘A daughter.’

‘Lovely little thing, is she?’



‘Lovely,” he agreed. ‘She’s called Ottilie.’

She unbuttoned her blouse and hung it on the back of a chair. He sat on
the bed and watched her step out of her skirt, suddenly transformed from
the public figure to the private: the clumsy underclothes, the tapes and
clips, the hips that seemed that bit wider than when she was clothed, the
curve of her thighs and the narrowness of her knees, as vulnerable as a
child’s. Her skin was white, almost luminous in the shadows of the room.
‘How old is she then?’

‘She’s just a baby. Seventeen months.’
‘ love babies.’

It seemed an absurd conversation, the kind casual acquaintances might
have had anywhere, in any public place. Yet he was having it here, in this
narrow room, between the windows with their view, obscured by muslin
curtains, of an anonymous Viennese street and the bed in which he was
about to have illicit sex, sex that would have shamed him had it been with
Liesel. ‘And how’s the work?’ he asked.

She paused, looking at him, her hands at the buttons of her brassiere.
‘It's okay.’
‘Hats.’

‘Yeah, hats. I've changed job, actually. Get a bit less but | can come and
go as | please, more or less.’

‘Sounds ideal.’

She tossed the brassiere aside. Her breasts were full and loose, fuller
than Liesel’s. ‘Actually it's working for myself. I've started taking work in,
dressmaking stuff. Contacts, you know what | mean? It's always like that
in business, isn't it?’

‘Contacts? Exactly.’

He reached out and took her hands and pulled her towards him so that
she stood directly in front of him. He could feel the warmth of her body. It

carried with it her smell, a flowery perfume with, beneath it, something
else that was dark and intimate and animal. ‘My little dressmaker,” he



called her. ‘You're very lovely, aren’t you?’

But she shook her head. ‘I'm just what you see. Nothing special. A bit of
a bitch, at times.’

‘Not with me.’

‘But you’re paying me to be nice to you, aren’t you?’

‘Would you be horrid if | weren’t? Are you horrid to your boyfriend?’
‘I don’t have a boyfriend. Not at the moment. I’'m off men, really.’

He cupped one soft breast in his hand, surprised by its mass. ‘What
about me?’

She looked down on him with an expression that he thought might be
regret. ‘You're different. | can’'t get someone like you, can 1? Except like
this. You want me to stay the whole night this time? Because | can, if
that's what you'd like. I've made arrangements, see?’

Of course he did. He wanted to wake in the morning and find her there
with him. If not love itself, he wanted the simulacrum of love.

Completion

Work continued throughout the autumn — the fittings, the furnishings,
those things that transform a shell into a house and a house into a home.
Lorries drew up on Blackfield Road and men in grey overalls humped
packages into the building while neighbours watched from nearby
gardens. Word went round. The doors were hung, the bathrooms were
fitted and tiled, in white up to the ceiling so that they took on the plain
sterility of a laboratory or clinic, the floors were laid. In the Glass Room
they mounted the onyx wall. The slabs had veins of amber and honey,
like the contours of some distant, prehistoric landscape. They were
polished to a mirror-like gloss, and once in place, the stone seemed to



take hold of the light, blocking it, reflecting it, warming it with a soft,
feminine hand and then, when the sun set over the Spilas fortress and
shone straight in at the stone, glowing fiery red.

‘Who would have imagined,’ Hana said when she first saw the
phenomenon, ‘that such passion could lie inside inert rock?’

Finally they laid the linoleum, linoleum the colour of ivory, as lucid as
spilled milk. During the day the light from the windows flooded over it and
rendered it almost translucent, as though a shallow pool lay between the
entrance and the glass; during the evening the ceiling lights — petalled
blooms of frosted glass — threw reflections down into the depths. On the
upper floor there were rooms, zimmer, boxes with walls and doors; but
down here there was room, raum, space.

Von Abt moved around the place like a sculptor working with a team of
assistants, but the novelty was this: the house was both the work of art
and the atelier in which it was being created, the means and the end
rolled into one. ‘It is like a mother and its child,” he told Liesel, ‘both at the
same time.’

Curtains of black and natural Shantung silk and beige velvet slid on their
runners, closing off areas of the Glass Room as quietly and discreetly as
a whispered aside. Carpets — hand-woven woollen rugs — were laid
down in their precise geometrical place. And then finally the furniture
arrived, the fitted items first: shelves and cupboards for the bedroom,
sideboards for the dining area, shelving for the library. Men in white coats
moved back and forth like attendants in a medical clinic. Carpenters
assembled the circular table. And then came the chairs, the Landauer
chairs for the dining table, the Liesel chairs in the sitting area, their steel
frames reflecting the light and their upholstery mirroring the carpets, and
every piece fitting into the whole, which was like a puzzle in which pieces
slotted together in a pattern that it was both intricate and logical.

Liesel's mother examined the house with the disapproving eye of the
nineteenth century. ‘It's like an office,” she said. ‘Like a laboratory, like a
hospital. Not like a home at all.’



‘Mother, it's the future.’

‘The future!” the older woman retorted, as though giving vent to a curse.
But Viktor and Liesel watched their future world growing around them and
they thought that it was a kind of perfection, the finest instrument for
living.

The building was formally signed over and they moved in at the
beginning of December, when the weather was cold and sleet dashed
itself against the windows and air from the boiler in the basement
breathed upwards through the vents at the base of the windows and
moved gently through the volume of the Glass Room to bring a warm,
dry, gentle atmosphere vaguely reminiscent of a spring day. Liesel stood
in a light silk dress and watched the first snowflakes settle, more quietly
than feathers, on the garden. The garden itself and the view beyond
seemed to be assumed into the interior, the distant Spilas fortress as
much a part of the room as a painting hanging on the wall. But inside the
room there was no decoration — ornament is crime — except for a single
item, a life-size female torso sculpted by the French artist Maillol, the
belly faintly swollen as though in early pregnancy, the breasts full, the
hips wide, the face with something of the fecund composure of a Renoir
nude.

‘That is what you need,” Hana had said of the sculpture after she had
seen it in the gallery of a Prague art dealer. ‘Some touch of the female.’

To Liesel’'s surprise, von Abt had agreed. So she and Viktor travelled up
to Prague to make the purchase and the sculpture now stood on a plinth
beside the onyx wall and looked over her left shoulder at whoever might
be in the chairs in the sitting area.

‘It is beautiful,” Liesel said to Viktor, speaking of the sculpture, and the
room itself, and of the whole house. ‘Perfect.’

That was it: perfection. Perfection of proportion, of illumination, of mood
and manner. Beauty made manifest.



Housewarming

Viktor and Liesel hold a house-warming party. What started out as an
informal gathering becomes like the opening of an art exhibition, made
worse because the man himself is there — Rainer von Abt. He flies in
from Berlin and is fetched from the airfield by the driver. The guests are
delighted by this manifestation of the modern age, this architect who
descends from the sky for something as ephemeral as a party. Liesel
greets him as he steps out of the car. ‘Everyone,’” she warns him as she
leads him inside and down the stairs, ‘everyone has been dying to meet
you.’

And there they all are, as hostess and architect enter the Glass Room:
the intelligentsia of Mésto, the musicians and composers, the artists and
the architects, the critics and the writers, the businessmen and the
industrialists, all of them waiting for the great man’s appearance, along
with journalists and a photographer from the society page of one of the
local newspapers. The architects Fuchs and Wiesener are there, each
full of grudging praise for von Abt's work; and Filla the cubist who finds
echoes of van Doesburg in the plain geometry of the house; and the
composer Vaclav Kapral with his pretty daughter Vitézslava. Von Abt
bows his head over female hands, and shakes manly ones, and
pronounces himself delighted with everything but especially delighted
with this wonderful house that he has brought to fruition. ‘A work of art
like this,” he tells one of the journalists, ‘demands that the life lived in it be
a work of art as well. | am certain that Viktor Landauer and his beautiful
wife will do the place justice.’

Viktor makes a little speech. He welcomes the guests, first in Czech and
then in German, and calls for applause for the architect, and when the
clapping has died away he talks about André Breton’'s new novel, Nadja,
which one of the guests — he nods at Hana Hanakova — has lent him.
‘In this novel the author wrote something like this,” he tells them, and
cleverly, although he claims to have prepared nothing, he has the whole



passage by heart: I shall live in my glass house where you can always
see who comes to call, where everything hanging from the ceiling and on
the walls stays where it is as if by magic, where | sleep nights in a glass
bed, under glass sheets, where the words who I am will sooner or later
appear etched by a diamond.” People laugh at this wittily appropriate
guotation. Have they read Breton? If not, they pretend they have. ‘Well,
this glass house says who Liesel and | are,’ Viktor tells them, taking her
hand. ‘In our wonderful glass house you can see everything. And in this
spirit of openness, with no advance notice and no rehearsal, Maestro
Némec has agreed to play for us.’

An expectant hush falls as Némec takes his seat at the piano. ‘I believe,’
he says, ‘that this instrument has never yet been played before an
audience.’ There is a call for him to speak up, those at the back cannot
hear. He raises his voice a fraction. ‘It gives me much pleasure to caress’
— he touches the Boésendorfer with expert fingers — ‘such an untried
maiden in the midst of this beautiful and, until today, virginal glass
house.’

There is more laughter, more applause and then the maestro begins to
play — hesitantly at first as though he is unsure of the instrument and is
listening for its voice, but then with growing assurance and a faint nod of
approval — a piece by LeoS JanacCek, mentor of both Kapral and Némec
himself, the man in whose shadow all of the assembled musicians of
Mésto move. When he finishes there are calls for an encore, but he
stands and bows and holds out his hand towards Kapral's daughter. ‘Let
me pass the responsibility on to the next generation,” Némec says, and a
small shiver of delight runs through the guests. Vitézslava Kapralova is
something of a prodigy. Already, at the tender age of fifteen, she is
enrolled at the Conservatory and studying composition. She blushes
under their collective gaze but still seems remarkably assured as she
takes her place at the keyboard. No Janacek for her, but something by
Ravel that she is preparing at the Conservatory for her finals, one of the
movements from the piano suite Gaspard de la Nuit, entitled ‘Ondine’. It
is a delicate, wavering piece that somehow seems appropriate to this
space, this room, the winter light flooding the plate-glass windows, the



people milling about, their forms reflected vaguely in the flooring and
precisely but laterally compressed in the slender chrome-plated pillars.
When the notes — subtle, apparently repeated but never repetitive — die
away into the death of the nymph Ondine, the pianist holds herself quite
still for a moment, hands poised over the keys, before looking round at
her listeners with a quick, nymph-like smile.

There is more applause, even more than Némec received, and laughter
and the clinking of glasses. ‘Bravo,” they cry, and, ‘vyborné" How
wonderful that a girl so pretty and so young can play with such
assurance. And Némec bows towards her and takes her hand — a fragile
thing, as light as a bird — and raises it to his lips.

‘This is the artistic future of our country,” he announces. ‘Vitulka and
people like her. A young country with so much energy and so much
talent.’

While all this is going on Hana has walked round the other side of the
onyx wall and is looking out on the cold garden and the winter trees.
‘What do you think?’ Liesel asks, coming to stand beside her.

‘l think she’s only fifteen, so what the hell’'s he doing flirting with her?’
‘I meant the house.’

Hana turns. ‘You know what | think about the house, darling. | think it's
mesmerising.’

‘I don’t know what I've done to deserve it,’ Liesel tells her.
‘Married a wealthy man, my dear. Enjoy it while you can.’
‘What do you mean by that?’

Hana shrugs, looking at the view once more, the cold outside. Behind
them there is more applause, and laughter as Némec takes the place of
the girl at the keyboard and breaks into something different, something
fashionable and American and Negro. Honky-tonk, he calls it. Some even
clap along to the music. It seems so modern, so hopeful and careless.

‘Well, it's too good to last, isn't it?’ says Hana.



‘What is?’

‘Everything.’

‘What do you mean, everything?’

‘The good times. All this. The world we live in.’

She is right, of course. They crowd into the space of the Glass Room like
passengers on the observation deck of a luxury liner. Some of them
maybe peering out through the windows onto the pitching surface of the
city but, in their muddle of Czech and German, almost all are ignorant of
the cold outside and the gathering storm clouds, the first sign of the
tempest that is coming. They will argue and debate about trivial things,
and until it is too late they will largely ignore the storm on the horizon. Of
all the people at the party, of all the people applauding the pianists,
drinking the champagne, eating the smoked salmon and the chicken
legs, it is only Hana Hanakova who feels that breath of cold air as she
looks out on the peaceful city and the setting sun.



Happy Families

Is the Landauer House habitable? one of the journalists present at the
party asks in an article in the next edition of Die Form, the architectural
review of the Deutscher Werkbund. A debate ensues in the columns of
the journal. Some correspondents claim that the whole building is a lapse
of political taste, an exercise in bourgeois excess, and that the duty of
modern architecture is to house the working class in decent, well-built
dwellings like the Weissenhofsiedlung development in Stuttgart or the
Karl-Marx-Hof in Vienna or the Bata development in Zlin, not to create
palaces for plutocrats. Others decry the mean-mindedness of such a
critigue and extol the purity of line, the austerity of design, the perfection
of taste, the sensation they felt (those of them lucky enough to have been
invited) of actually being inside a work of art. Still others debate the
principle of combining dining area with sitting area, study and library. One
correspondent even worries about the intrusion of food smells into the
sitting area. ‘What if the lady of the house wishes to rearrange the
furniture?’ another asks. ‘Will she be able to upset the perfect symmetry
of the interior, the careful balance, the proportions? How can one live
from day to day in such a place?’

‘Have you seen this?’ Liesel asks Viktor, showing him a copy of the
journal.

He glances through it with a disparaging expression and tosses it aside.
‘Absurd,’ he says.

‘But they deserve a response.’

‘Why on earth? Let them argue. It's like children fighting over something
they've seen in a shop window. None of them can have it, so what good
does fighting do?’

So it is she who, sitting diligently at the desk in the library behind the



onyx wall, writes a letter to the editor of Die Form. She upbraids their
correspondent for speaking without personal knowledge and for
introducing political theory into the question of what is simply a home.
She and her husband are not victims of Rainer von Abt's taste but
collaborators with him in this inspiring project. In the living area, the
curtains, employed to divide off different sections as desired, work
wonderfully well in creating spaces with as much privacy as one might
wish and she can assure readers of the journal that no cooking smells
have intruded on the sitting area from the dining area! Living inside a
work of art is an experience of sublime delight — the tranquillity of the
large living room and the intimacy of the smaller rooms on the upper floor
combined together give her family the most remarkable experience of
modern living.

She hands the finished letter to Viktor for his approval. He puts down his
copy of Lidové Noviny and reads it through, smiling up at her with
something other than mere agreement. ‘Come,” he says, holding out his
hand, ‘prove it.’

‘Prove what?’

‘Prove what you say, about creating spaces with as much privacy as one
might wish.’

She looks shocked. ‘Not here. Someone might come.’

‘Then your thesis is disproved.” He still holds her hand, drawing her
towards the sofa where he is sitting. His other hand is on her leg, running
up the back of her thigh beneath her dress.

‘Viktor!’

And so, with the curtains resolutely drawn to ensure that an intruder
improbably clambering down through the dense growth of trees on the
slope immediately outside the Winter Garden should not be able to spy
on them and the door from upstairs resolutely locked in case the nanny
(who was always in her bed by this time) should happen, just happen to
come in, and the door to the kitchens also locked in case Lanikova, the
chauffeur’s sister who does the cooking, should make her presence felt;



thus barricaded and shuttered into a space that seems to deny the very
possibility of barricading and shuttering, Liesel consents to have her skirt
lifted round her waist and her knickers — silk French knickers with
disgracefully wide legs (a present from Hana, of course) — pulled down
to her ankles.

‘You haven't got a mackintosh,’ she whispers in Viktor’s ear. Mackintosh,
raincoat, Regenmantel, is their code word for condom.

‘Does it matter? It's only a day or two, isn't it?’

They giggle together and then, suddenly stirred by the moment and
perhaps by the laughter, cling tightly to each other for a while, Liesel
thinking how much she loves this solemn and successful man who is yet
bold enough to construct such a house for her, and loving enough to
want her like this, uncomfortably and daringly on the sofa, and paternal
enough to adore their daughter as the second most precious thing in his
world, the first being, because he tells her this, whispering it in her ear,
herself.

Afterwards they settle down to a quiet evening listening to the radio and
reading, and as she sits there Liesel fancies that she can feel Viktor's
seed inside her, flooding through her womb, searching for that elusive
egg, and perhaps finding it.

Birth

At the Landauerovka test circuit the Landauer Popular, that curved beetle
of a motor car, chutters round and round the track. Trade delegations
from Austria, from Poland, from Germany look on approvingly. The new
advertising poster shows the same families as in the summer one, except
that now they are heading for snow-capped mountains, their smiles
equally cheery as in summer because the Popular car boasts an air-



cooled engine originally designed by Oberusal for aircraft. Air Cooling
Eliminates Winter Worries, the new slogan boasts. ‘This is the future,’
Viktor explains to prospective customers in his quiet, intense manner.
‘The liberation of the working man and his family.” He travels to Berlin, to
Paris, to Vienna. Everywhere he takes with him the new creed and
proclaims it with all the enthusiasm of a prophet. ‘This is where the world
of commerce is leading us,” he explains. ‘Into a world of peace and trade,
where the only battles fought are battles for market share.’

Meanwhile, in the cool and luminous house on Blackfield Road, Liesel
grows into her new pregnancy. She has taken to wearing white — white
blouses, long white dresses — and walking around the house in bare
feet. Mistress of her new domain she floats through the ethereal house
just as the house itself, supported by steel and artifice, floats above the
city.

‘You don’t know how lucky you are, darling,” Hana tells her, ‘living in this
wonderful place when | am condemned to live in a museum. But Oskar
won’t move. He says he likes four solid walls around him.” She looks at
Liesel with that equivocal glance, part envy, part desire. ‘And pregnant for
a second time! I've been trying for a baby for ages—

‘You've been trying to get pregnant?’

‘However much | try nothing seems to happen. | have even’ — Hana
whispers it as if someone else might hear, although they are alone
together in the white and liberating spaces of the Glass Room — ‘tried to
get pregnant by Némec.’

‘Hana!’

She makes a face, that down-turn of the mouth that frightens men and
fascinates them. ‘But nothing doing. I'm as sterile as a babka.’

Liesel relates the conversation to Viktor with a note of amazement in her
voice. ‘Can you imagine trying to get pregnant by one man in order to
please another? How fantastic she isV’

But to Viktor it is Liesel who now appears fantastic, a shining refulgent
creature whose swollen belly seems to elevate her from the floor of the



Glass Room, as though, when she crosses it on her long, naked feet, in
fact she is floating a few inches above the shining linoleum. In his mind
her pregnancy, born in the physical and erotic, elevates her above mere
flesh. How strange, this metamorphosis from flesh to spirit, mediated by
the frame of the Glass Room that is intended to be so literal and exact
and yet has become sublime. By contrast the compartment of the Vienna
train is closed and dark and battered by noise as it rattles through the
bleak borderlands. He buries himself in his paper and tries to think of
other, neutral things — markets and investments and recession — while
the train crosses over the brown slick of the Danube and edges
cautiously past tenements and marshalling yards before sliding into the
Nordbahnhof. The station is a racket of sound, a great drum of a place.
People push past him indifferently as he walks towards the barriers and
the post office with its fetid little telephone cabins. The graffito cut into the
wood is familiar now: My little crocodile, I love you. Her voice whispers in
his ear, as though confiding a great secret. ‘I got your note.’

‘| worried that you wouldn’t pick it up.’
‘I'm reliable like that.’

‘So are you free?’

‘Of course I'm free.’

She is waiting at the Goldene Kugel, amid the anonymous bustle of the
café, the coming and going of customers, the waiters in their aprons
cruising between the tables with trays held upwards on the palms of their
hands like circus performers bringing off a deft trick. He sits down at her
table and watches her fingering the stem of her wine glass. She never
seems nervous, and yet there are those bitten fingernails. ‘How are you
doing?’ she asks, and smiles at him as though she means it.

‘I'm fine. Business is all right, we're keeping our heads above water.
What about you?”’

She shrugs. ‘All right. You know.’

But he doesn’t know. She comes out of the anonymous world of the city,
out of the mix of German and Slav and Magyar, and there are things he



knows about her and things he doesn’t. He knows her taste in chocolates
and coffee and wine, her love of popular music and operetta — they have
been to the Carl-Theater together and seen something by Lehar — and
her views on politics. But he does not know anyone she knows, or where
she works, or what she does when she is not with him, or where she
lives. She comes whenever he calls her, but from where she comes and
to where she returns he has no idea. He guesses only that she has other
‘friends’ like him, but who they are and how often she sees them he does
not know. Only once he didn’'t send a note in advance and when he rang
he found that she couldn’t see him. On that occasion he spent the night
alone, consumed by anger and jealousy. But the next time they made an
appointment he asked no questions and she told him no stories. She
never enquires about his life, so why should he know anything about
hers? Their relationship, part venal, part affectionate, exists only in the
brief moments when they are together.

‘What do you want to do?’ she asks.
‘l just want to be with you. Isn’t that absurd?’

She puts her head on one side. She is wearing one of her hats, a small
thing of black felt with a red feather. ‘Why should it be absurd? It's nice. |
like being with you.’

They book into a different hotel from usual, still one of those that
proliferate around railway stations, but where the gilt is a little less faded
and the carpets a little less threadbare. They book in, as always, under
the name Richter, a name chosen at random on the very first occasion
but one which now, with its hints of rightness and rectitude, seems to
Viktor to have acquired a certain irony. When they have sex it is with a
peculiar intensity, a passion bordering on the very edge of anger. And
afterwards she sleeps in his arms, with an innocence that could not be
feigned.

Martin was born, there being some problem with his presentation, by
forceps delivery. For days after the birth Liesel lay in hospital with a high
fever, at times slipping into delirium, sometimes conscious enough to call
for her child or her husband or Hana, but often merely there on the



mysterious borderline between sleep and unconsciousness. The nursing
staff and doctors spoke in hushed voices as though they were already in
the presence of the dead. At her mother’s instigation a Catholic priest
was even brought in to pray at the bedside and perhaps administer — the
matter was never clear — the last rites. Viktor visited as frequently as
was possible but it was Hana who devoted herself to Liesel through the
dangerous crisis of her illness, thus showing herself, against Viktor's
expectation, to be far more than a fair-weather friend. ‘1 almost feel she’s
one of the family,” he confessed when Liesel was on the mend, still
bedridden but able to receive visitors. ‘I don’t know how | would have
managed without her.’

Liesel regarded her husband from the depths of her pillows. Her face was
sculpted into angular and rather intimidating contours by the receding
illness. The baby nuzzled hopefully at her breast, trying to suck at milk
that wasn't there. ‘I hope she doesn’t seduce you, Viktor.’

Viktor was horrified. ‘Do you really think she would attempt such a thing?
And at such a time? | thought she was your closest friend.’

She shrugged. ‘She has a very different way of looking at things from us.
Haven't you understood that yet? She’d probably tell me all about it, and
call it sharing.’

‘And what would you feel about it?’
‘Are you interested in her?’
‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

She looked away, out through the window where there were trees and a
fragment of anonymous sky. ‘Then why ask?’

Starved of its feed, the baby began to cry. A nurse took the baby away.
Viktor felt a need to explain, to justify his feelings.

‘Hana is like a sister to me, that’s all,” he said.

Liesel smiled. ‘Don’t think fraternal love is any protection, my darling.
Hana would have no compunction about sleeping with her brother.’

Attenuated by the fever, tall and gaunt like a prisoner of war returning



after liberation, Liesel came back home. She had a nurse to tend her
during her convalescence. Viktor's dressing room now became his
bedroom so that Liesel could continue her recovery in peace and the
nurse could attend her as needed. By day she walked, a cool white
ghost, in the open spaces of the Glass Room; by night she lay alone,
motionless beneath a sheet. People treated her as though she had come
back from the dead, a Lazarus who had no real right to be walking on the
earth. With the baby in a bassinet by her side she sat in front of the great
glass windows and looked out on the view of the city with the distracted
expression of someone who doesn’t quite recognise where she is. Her
voice had changed during her illness. It had become soft and melodic,
almost ethereal. ‘I almost left you, didn't I, Viktor?’ she said. ‘What would
you have done without me?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘| think you would have soon found another woman. | only hope that you
would have chosen wisely.’

‘Why on earth are you talking like this?’

‘Coming close to death changes one, do you know that? That's what
Benno told me in his letters and that's what I've learned now. You
consider things that were unthinkable before. | think you would have
gone with Hana.’

‘Don’t be absurd.’

‘Oh, you’d have got on well together as long as she stayed with Oskar.
You share the same tastes — modern art, music, literature, all that. And
Hana would have kept you from falling victim to any pretty woman with a
sympathetic smile. She would have been ideal.’

‘You are my ideal,” he said.

That made her laugh. It was difficult to read her laughter these days.
There was irony there, and a certain bitterness. ‘Of course | am, darling.
Of course | am.’



In the spring Liesel and Viktor made a return visit to Venice. It was their
first holiday alone since Ottilie’s birth and they stayed in the same hotel
as they had on their honeymoon, in the very same suite they had had
before, attempting — the motive was never expressed openly — to
recapture the past. But beneath the calm surface of their affection there
was this new remoteness. Perhaps it had to do with the difficulties of the
birth and the subsequent illness. Perhaps it was something in his own
behaviour, a distance of mind even when there was no distance at all of
body. These things are subtle. Whatever the cause, the effect was clear:
Liesel, who had once, in that very room in the Venice hotel, arched her
back at the surprising moment of orgasm and cried out in an ecstasy as
intense as pain, now seemed to have the even tenor of her being barely
disturbed by the act of sex. Perhaps this was what one expected as a
relationship matured: love translated into affection, and lust into a kind of
placid contentment.

A Day in the Life

A day in the life of the Landauer House. The parents wake early, at six
o'clock, the windows of their rooms black with night or flooded with light
depending on the season. Make it spring. Dawn is breaking. When the
curtains are pulled back and the shutters raised (an electric motor whirrs
quietly) they each look out across the terrace and the shadows of the
children’s sandpit. One of them — usually it is Viktor — comes through
into the other’s room. They talk a while. He bends to kiss her. Once this
brief morning kiss would translate into something else, a quickening of
the flesh, a quick and affectionate conjunction. But that has become a
rare event these days. Soon there is the sound of movement from
elsewhere on the same floor: Liba, the nurse, has woken the children and
hurried them, grumbling, to their own bathroom.



Liesel and Viktor's bathroom is cool and spare, like a sunny day in late
autumn. Their voices echo against the high tiling as they wash. Liesel
takes her bath in the evening, while Viktor has a morning shower. By the
time they have finished, the dumbwaiter has rumbled up from the
kitchens to present them with a tray bearing coffee. Viktor sips the coffee
as he dresses and talks about the coming day, the meetings, the tour of
the factory that is scheduled for the afternoon, the telephone
conversation he must book with someone in France to discuss the
possibility of a joint project — something to do with aircraft, a passion he
has. A lightweight, cheap cabin monoplane, ideal for businessmen. The
planned partnership with Dornier fell through a few months ago and now
he is talking with the Société des Avions Marcel Bloch.

Once dressed Liesel goes to see the children, already awake and
dressing under the devoted eye of Liba. Martin is being taught to do up
the buttons of his shirt. Ottilie is sitting on the floor to show him how shoe
laces are tied — a skill she has only recently acquired and is now trying
to diffuse amongst lesser beings with all the enthusiasm of a prophet.
She is light and skinny, a proto-beauty whose looks will remain unformed
for some years, so much so that throughout her childhood she will
consider herself ugly and indeed by most people will be considered plain
but interesting until, at the age of about eighteen, it suddenly becomes
clear that the solemn structures of Liesel's face and the austerity of
Viktor's have been melded into something that borrows from each and
yet gains some indefinable quality of grace and softness all of its own.
But for the moment she is just a little girl with an insistent voice, pale, ill-
formed features and awkward legs. ‘That’'s not a very elegant way to sit,’
her mother remarks as the girl sits to tie her laces.

‘Liba gave me clean knickers.’
‘That, my dear, is hardly the point.’

Liesel speaks German to the children, while the nanny, Liba — Libéna,
Libénka, the language abounds in diminutives — speaks Czech. The
result of this is that both children, particularly Ottilie, move easily from
one language to the other. ‘They mustn’t be labelled,” Viktor has always



insisted, ‘not by language, nor by culture, nor family or anything. They
must be brought up as citizens of the world.’

Once they are dressed, Liba and Liesel take the children downstairs
where breakfast is already laid out in the dining area. Viktor greets them
in the library where he is drinking a second cup of coffee and glancing
through the newspaper. The children are noisy and enthusiastic around
him, while he is quiet and thoughtful, probably as a result of what he has
been reading in Lidové Noviny.

‘Leave Tatinka in peace,” Liba says, ushering the children to their
breakfast.

Liesel glances at the story that Victor has been reading — Jewish doctors
in Germany are forbidden to treat non-Jewish patients or something
similar — and shakes her head. The story is there, not here. It is over the
border in another country, another world, another universe. ‘Surely it'll all
blow over.’

He doesn’'t answer. Whether or not it will all blow over is not the point.
The point is, this is happening at this very moment, to fellow Jews. In the
last few years, since the building of the house in fact, Viktor has come to
feel his Jewishness. This is not some atavistic rediscovery of his origins
but the acceptance of a simple fact of inheritance, like having a quirky
familial deformity, a Habsburg lip perhaps. To some people, to some
members of the Deutsches Haus for example, this fact of inheritance
marks him. He is a Jew, ein Jude, Zid, a Yid. And now in Germany they
have written this identity into law. Were he in Germany he would have to
rearrange the ownership and management of Landauerovy Zavody so
that only Aryans appeared in the executive posts and on the board. Were
he in Germany he would have to get another doctor because their family
doctor is a gentile. Were he in Germany his marriage to Liesel, while still
being valid, would yet be an anomaly because all further marriages of
such a kind, between Aryan and non-Aryan, are now illegal. Were they in
Germany, Ottilie and Martin would be officially classified as Mischlinge,
half-breeds, lesser beings.

It is absurd; but it is happening.



‘Oh, | forgot to tell you yesterday. I've been invited to join the committee
of the Human Rights League.’

‘And will you?’

‘| think so.” He returns to the newspaper. There’s a story about the recent
influx of refugees from Germany, Jews most of them. ‘And the president
asked about raising money. That's why they approached me, | expect.
Landauerovka will give something, of course. And | thought we might use
the house.’

‘The house?’

‘Some kind of charity thing. A recital, who knows? You know how
everybody seems to want to see the place. What about asking Némec? A
short recital, sixty people at some ridiculously inflated price per head. It
might do some good.’

‘Do we really want to open the house to the public?’ Liesel did not enjoy
the aftershock of their housewarming party, the speculations of
journalists, the intrusion into their family life. With all that attention, she
felt there was something vulnerable about Viktor's and her presence
there, as though they were evanescent creatures within the transparent
walls of glass, like summer mayflies with their gossamer wings and
delicate tails and ephemeral lives.

‘Not really. On the other hand ...” He goes back to his reading. It is a
habit he has, of inviting a discussion without pursuing the counter-
argument. She imagines him doing this with his managers, hinting at
something with that infuriating smile and then leaving them to find the
solution to the puzzle, so that when it occurs to them they feel that they
have thought of it themselves. ‘On the other hand, what?’

‘On the other hand, my darling Liesel, we have to do something. Now |
really must be off.” He folds his paper and goes across to the dining area
where the children and Liesel and the nanny are having breakfast. ‘Lanik
will be waiting.” He says this every morning, as though it is the driver's
regular appearance with the car outside that determines his routine,
whereas the opposite is the truth: his own routine is what determines



everything in what he laughingly refers to as die Landauerwelt, the
Landauer world.

He stoops to kiss Ottilie — she rises in her chair and throws her arms
around him — and then Martin, who barely acknowledges his presence,
so intent is he on manoeuvring a piece of bread roll into his mouth, and
finally Liesel. As he kisses Liesel on the forehead he is suddenly
ambushed by the thought of Kata. It has become a tic, this mental
reference to Kata. Perhaps it is something to do with guilt after all,
although he feels no shame about it. Perhaps it is nothing more than an
irrational gesture of the mind, an association of thoughts that would
intrigue that other Moravian-German Jew Sigmund Freud, at this very
moment at work in Vienna on the first draft of what will be his final book,
Moses and Monotheism. Perhaps Viktor needs analysis in order to root
out the concatenation of mental processes that lead to this small and
fleeting evocation of the woman. But that assumes he would wish to be
rid of the thought of her, when the fact is plain: he is quite happy to think
of her. Indeed, there are times when he deliberately courts the memory of
her, turns it over in his mind with care and attention, listens to her voice,
touches her, smells her, tastes her, watches her taste him. This is
something that Liesel will never know. No one will ever know. The only
person who might know it is Kata herself. And this thought evokes a
small stab of pain. What is she doing right now? Does she think of him as
he thinks of her, or is she even now waking up in the bed of some other
man for whom she evinces exactly the same counterfeit affection as she
does for him? Questions that lead one to the next in that moment of
saying goodbye to his family and bring with them something more than
mere anguish — an intense desire to see her again.

With a cheery little wave to Liesel he makes his way upstairs. Outside,
sure enough, the car is already waiting, a Landauer Prezident, a
gleaming black limousine with the characteristic curves of the Landauer
design team. Lanik is there, holding open the door. Liesel does not like
Lanik, he knows that. ‘He’s sly,” she complains. ‘And he looks at me.’

‘A cat may look at a queen. Perhaps he’s in love with you.’



‘And he’s always speaking in slang, and then grinning at me because |
don’t understand. And he keeps annoying Liba.’

Viktor slides into the shadowy leather interior of the motor car. ‘The
office,” he says through the small hatch in the panel that separates driver
from passenger. Then he sits back and contemplates the thought that
has been growing like a pearl in the closed oyster of his mind: Kata.

As Viktor drives away to work, the women of the house set about what
they have to do — Liba to take the children upstairs to brush their teeth,
Liesel to have a word with Lanikova about the day’s routine. Today Pani
Hanakova is coming for lunch; this evening there will be guests for
dinner, a business group of some kind. Lanikova tuts, tight-lipped, at the
prospect of all the fuss and confusion.

While the discussion goes on and Matrtin plays on the floor with his model
cars — tinplate replicas of Landauers — Liba takes Ottilie to school. It is
a fifteen-minute walk to the Montessori school that takes up one floor of a
late nineteenth-century villa on Parkstrasse. When she returns, Liba
takes over the duties of child-care while Liesel goes into the garden. The
garden is her particular delight. Viktor tends the conservatory, the so-
called Winter Garden that spans the east wall of the Glass Room, while
Liesel looks after the garden with the help of the gardener, an ancient
and arthritic Czech who calls her milostiva pani, your ladyship, as though
any German-speaker with property must be a ladyship of some kind.
Then there is the piano practice that she does every day, according to
the strict regimen of her teacher who comes once a week for a two-hour
lesson. Exercises — arpeggios and scales, with the metronome ticking
away — precede a Chopin étude and then the indulgence of the piece
she is working on, the liquid notes and the painful silences of Janacek’s
On the Overgrown Path. It astonishes her how significant silence can be
within the context of a piece of music. The piece seems so suited to the
space and elegance of the Glass Room, to the light and shade and the
subtle reflections.



Dinner

One of the dinner guests that evening is wearing a small badge in the left
lapel of his jacket. The man has come as the head of a Stuttgart
consortium that is interested in building the Landauer Popular in
Germany under licence, as a rival to the KdF-wagen that Porsche are
constructing. Schreiber is his name. He is tall and elegant, exquisite in
his impeccable double-breasted suit. He bows over Liesel's hand and
clicks his heels and murmurs Kiss die Hand, gnaddige Frau as his lips
come to within a breath of her skin, and zum Entziicken, charming, when
he looks into her eyes. But the lapel badge that marks his jacket like a
seal of authenticity is a tilted Hakenkreuz, black on white, ringed by a
band of blood-red enamel and the words National-Sozialistische-D.A.P.

Herr Schreiber walks round the Glass Room like a visitor to an exhibition,
his head turning this way and that, his hand touching the surfaces as
though caressing the face of a loved child. He recognises the Maillol as
soon as he sees it, knows of Loos’s architectural work in Vienna; and he
loves the Glass Room, sees it as the epitome of all that is best in German
culture. "You employed a German architect, of course.’

‘Not “of course”,’ Liesel corrects him. ‘There are fine architects here in the
city. Fuchs, Wiesener, others.’

Schreiber smiles. ‘Nevertheless you chose a German. And anyway, they
sound German to me.’ Does the fact amuse him? Certainly he is amused
by something as they sit round the dining table — extended by one
section to accommodate ten guests. Perhaps it amuses him to discover
this small island of German culture in the midst of a Slav lake. They drink
Moravian wine which he pronounces ‘promising’ and he raises his glass
to Liesel and Viktor. ‘To German culture and German business, wherever
it may be found,’ he says. The maid brings the soup. Bramboracka,
potato soup, of course. He sips appreciatively. ‘But tell me, Herr
Landauer, how do you find working with this other language, this Slavonic



tongue? And with the Slavs themselves? | mean, if you were in Pilsen all
your workforce would be German, of course. Yet here you have a mix.
Are there not difficulties, conflicts?’

‘Not any that matter.’

‘That is not the experience of the Germans in Pilsen. They are, of course,
asking for autonomy — if not actual absorption into the Reich.’

‘They are just victims of political agitation.’
‘Is that so? Or are they merely demanding their rights?’
‘In a democracy, rights also involve duties.’

Schreiber sighs. ‘Ah, democracy. Of course, democracy. It is such a
tricky concept, isn’t it? | mean, democracy pure and simple would never
have allowed you to build this house, would it? Imagine putting such a
proposal to popular vote! Your neighbours would be jealous and vote
against you! And yet your German sensibilities have driven you to ignore
such democratic reservations and realise your vision. Isn’t that it? Over
and above democracy, don’'t German people everywhere have a duty to
their German blood? That is what National Socialism means.’

‘Are you implying that such a duty falls to me as well?’ Viktor asks.

Schreiber shrugs. The other guests at the table look embarrassed. ‘It falls
to all Germans, doesn't it? Does a Czech German have any less duty
towards his national culture?’

Viktor attempts to mirror the man’s smile, an expression that is replete
with detached superiority but quite without humour. ‘But | am not a
German, Herr Schreiber,” he says. ‘l am a Jew.’

Memories

‘That woman has the brain of a sparrow.’



Hana, her face bruised with tears, is pacing back and forth in the Glass
Room, talking of Némec’s wife. ‘And yet she keeps her hold on him. She
blackmails him, really. He’s frightened of her. God knows why but he’s
frightened.’

There is a Christmas tree in the south-east angle of the room where the
plate-glass windows meet the Winter Garden, a Christmas tree decorated
with tinsel and candles and ringed already with wrapped presents. Hana
paces between this tree and the open space beyond the Maillol, while
Liesel sits in one of the chairs and smokes and watches her friend
helplessly. ‘I love him!"” Hana cries, weeping. ‘Don’t you understand that?
| love him. | want him with me every moment of my life. And what do |
get? The occasional night. A few days when his wife is away on one of
her shopping expeditions. She knows about me, that's what makes it so
shitty.” She uses the Czech word, posrany. When talking to Liesel in
German she often resorts to Czech when she wants a vulgarity, as
though the language gives her more scope. And anyway, the Glass
Room has that effect, of liberating people from the strictures and
conventions of the ordinary, of making them transparent. ‘She’s always
known about me and up to now she hasn’t given a damn. But now she
has told him that he’s got to choose, either her or me. And he’s chosen
her. My God, he’s gone running back to her kunda.’

‘Hana! Ottilie might hear.’

She stops her pacing and puts her hand to her mouth. Her eyes, red from
weeping, are suddenly wide and bright. There is a bubble of laughter
behind the tears. ‘Oh God, do you really think so? Auntie Hana teaches
her goddaughter naughty words? But she’s upstairs, isn't she? She won't
have heard, will she? Oh, dear, | hope not.’

‘I'm sure she hasn’t heard. But you've got to be careful. And anyway
there’s Lanik’s sister. She’s often in the kitchen.’

‘And she doesn’t know what a kunda is?’

Suddenly they are laughing. Of course she knows. That's probably what
Lanik calls her. The laughter does something to restore normality for a



while, but soon they are back to Hana’'s problem. Liesel feels helpless.
Her own life — Viktor's constancy, her two beautiful children, the
beautiful house — is almost an affront to Hana. She seems to have
everything, while Hana, once again pacing up and down in front of the
onyx wall while sleet beats against the windows, feels she has nothing.
‘Do you know, I told Oskar? About Némec, | mean. And do you know
what he said? He said, if he’s the one you really want, then I'll let you go.
Can you imagine that? If that's what you want, I'll let you go. And then he
sort of shrugged and held his hands open like this. “But,” he added, “I'l
always be here to pick up the pieces.” That's what he told me.” And there
are the tears once more, not for herself this time, nor for Némec, but for
her own husband, the squat, unattractive, wealthy Oskar who loves her
more completely than anyone but Liesel herself.

Later that evening, when the children have gone to bed, Liesel and Hana
sit together on the sofa in the library area and listen to the radio. Viktor is
away on some business trip in Vienna, returning in two days. So the two
women sit together on their own, Hana with her head in Liesel’s lap while
Liesel strokes her friend’s temples in an effort to bring peace and calm to
her, and the radio tells them what was surely expected and inevitable,
that the President of the Republic, Tomas Garrigue — ‘Isn’t garrigue a
kind of vegetation?’ asks Hana — Tomas Garrigue Masaryk has stepped
down from office to make way for a younger man. Masaryk is eighty-five
years old. His successor a mere fifty-one. Times are changing. ‘I'll miss
the Old Man,” Hana says, attempting to distract herself. ‘I met him once,
in Prague, do you know that? At a concert. We were introduced by a
mutual friend. We shook hands and he looked at me, and | suddenly felt
ashamed. Can you imagine that? It was as though he could see
everything about me, and he forgave me.” The attempt at distraction
hasn’t worked: she begins to weep again, the tears bleeding out of her
raw eyes, while Liesel shushes her like a mother with a baby, just as she
has done with Ottilie and Martin, a soft sibilant sound to go with the
sound of the snow against the windows.

‘I'm sorry Liesel, I'm such a wreck at the moment.’



‘No you're not.” Liesel bends down and kisses her on the forehead and
then on the cheek where her skin is flushed and damp, and then
hesitantly, because it is strange and rather miraculous, on the hot pulp of
her lips. Couched in the only intimate part of the Glass Room, freed by
their surroundings from all strictures, the two of them talk in whispers.

Recital

All the tickets for the charity recital — sixty-five in total — have been sold
within a few days of the announcement. The chairs are set out in arcs on
either side of the onyx wall and the piano has been moved so that the
focus of the room is changed, directing people away from the glass walls
towards the interior of the space. People enter the room making that little
gasp of admiration or surprise. Many of them have come to see the place
itself as much as listen to Némec'’s playing. Hana, her face drawn and
solemn, sits at the back, in the library area, while the pianist’s wife,
Milada Némcova, takes her seat, triumphantly, at the front. Viktor makes
a short introductory speech in which he welcomes everyone and assures
them of the value of their support for the Human Rights League, and
warns them that, of all the people of Europe, the citizens of their young
democracy must look beyond its borders at what is happening to their
neighbours. ‘At present it is others who are being oppressed,’ he warns
them, ‘but if we stand idly by, it may one day become ourselves.” Then
Némec comes down the stairs to appear like Mephistopheles in the
entrance to the Glass Room, bowing to the applause and taking his seat
with a dramatic flip of his coattails as though he were on stage at the
Stadt-Theater rather than in someone’s living room. For a fearful moment
he crouches like a demon over the keys. Then he begins to play, softly,
mellifluously, caressing the instrument as Hana claims he once caressed
her, a Brahms intermezzo to soothe the flustered souls of those who



have heard Viktor's opening speech. To follow that there is the JanacCek
piano sonata From the Street, and finally, after an interval, a Schubert
sonata played with all the pianist's legendary verve and attack, his
crouching figure like some bird of prey — ‘a vulture,” Hana whispers to
Liesel — clawing the notes from the body of the instrument. All three
pieces are interpreted with that accuracy and sensitivity that puts Némec,
so the music critic of Moravské Noviny will write in the next edition,
among the foremost interpreters of the time. The event will even merit a
mention in the cultural pages of Prager Tagblatt under the title Human
Rights Bring Cultural Bonus. The evening has been, as the chairman of
the League claims in his closing words, both a resounding artistic
success and a mark of solidarity with oppressed peoples everywhere.

The Glass Room remained indifferent, of course. Plain, balanced,
perfect; and indifferent. Architecture should have no politics, Rainer von
Abt said. A building just is. Below it, lapping up to the foot of the garden,
were the rough tides of those political years, while the Landauer House
stood beached on the shore above the tidemark like a relic of a more
perfect golden age. That summer there were graffiti on the walls in
Marienbad, where the Landauers went for their usual holiday. SdP was
the slogan, painted in red letters that dripped blood. Elsewhere there
were swastikas, as black as death. Despite complaints, the graffiti
remained for days before workmen came and painted them out. That
summer Viktor and Liesel went to the cinema and saw in the newsreel a
man in pale grey ranting at ten thousand torch-bearing soldiers. Perhaps
it was that year, the autumn of that year, that Viktor began, without ever
telling his wife, to transfer funds from his bank accounts in both Prague
and Vienna into a new account in Switzerland.

Love



She is waiting for him in the shadow of the big wheel, a small, bright
figure in her cheap clothes, a flame among the grey coals of the crowd.
She laughs as she kisses him, a laugh of something close to happiness.
‘You got my note?’ he asks.

‘Of course | did. That's why I'm here.’
‘What shall we do?’

‘Let’s go for a ride.” She takes his hand and drags him protesting towards
the queue. ‘Do you remember the first time?’

Of course he remembers the first time. The Riesenrad is like a talisman
for him. Whenever he sees its arc above the houses of the city, he thinks
of her. The wheel of fate. The metaphor is obvious.

‘You were so stern, | thought that | had done something wrong.’
‘It is me that is doing something wrong.’

‘And do you regret it?’

‘No. No, | don'’t.’

They edge towards the front of the queue. This time their cabin is
crowded. A fat Hausfrau and her four children push and shove around
them, the children quarrelling, the woman apologising for their bad
behaviour. Kata looks at Viktor and makes a little grimace, but it gives
them an excuse to stand close together, Kata at the window looking out,
Viktor pressed behind her. The cabin rises into the air, with the children
moving from one side to the other and making it swing. ‘Keep still, you
little buggers!’ the woman cries, and apologises again. ‘Kids these days,’
she says. Two hundred feet below the crowds in the Haupt-Allee are like
lice crawling across the back of a dusty animal. Kata points out the
Danube, and in the distance, the hills behind Pressburg, where she lived
before coming to Vienna. He bends to kiss her neck where there are
wisps of hair and her strange, warm, mammal smell. The children giggle
and point at this public display of affection. ‘She your sweetheart, Mister?’
one of them asks. It must be a dare. The mother clips him round the ear
— ‘Don’t you be cheeky!” — while his siblings watch with bated breath for



any reaction from their victim.
‘Yes,” Viktor answers them, ‘she’s my sweetheart. | love her very much.’

‘Love!’” the children exclaim as though it were a shocking word. Their
mother tries to hush them. ‘Lovey, love!’ they say, giggling with delight.

After the ride they stroll through the Prater and drink beer at one of the
cafés. Kata seems distracted. She watches the antics of the sparrows
that skip around their feet, pecking at the crumbs she throws for them.
One bird is bold enough to come onto the table and watch the two of
them with curious, bright eyes, almost as though it knows what is going
on. ‘What you said, to that kid ...’

‘On the wheel? It was a joke.’

‘Of course it was a joke.” She looks away across the expanse of grass
towards the Riesenrad turning slowly in the evening air. ‘But it was a
cruel one.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. It doesn’t mean that | don’t feel for you.’

‘Feel for me? That's a consolation.” She taps her finger on the table and
the sparrow hops nearer, expecting food. ‘You know, | think about you
often, Viktor. It's stupid of me, but | do. | think about you and wonder
what your life is like, your wife and your children, that kind of thing.” She
gives a little shrug, still watching the sparrows, reluctant to meet his eyes.
When she looks up there is that glacial light in her blue eyes. ‘1 don’t even
know your real name, do you realise that? | just wait for you to send me a
letter or give me a call. Look.” She opens her handbag and takes out a
fold of paper. It is the note he wrote to her three days before, poste
restante at the Nordbahnhof post office, a note like many others — just
the date and the scribbled lines: My darling, | will be in the city on the
23rd. Can we meet? At the big wheel at 4.30? Yours ever, V.

‘You see?’

‘See what?’ There is something inside him that isn’t anger but is much
like anger. It is focused on this woman in front of him, with her pretty little
face and her bitten fingernails and her liberal body. ‘What are you trying



to make me see, Kata?’

‘The words you write. | keep them because | know I'll never hear you say
them.’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ He reaches out and takes her
hand and draws it towards him. ‘Do you want me to say “darling”? Is that
it?’” He kisses her fingertips, which seem childish and artless but are, in
fact, skilful and inventive. ‘My darling Kata. There you are, I've said it.’

Petulantly she pulled away. ‘Don’'t make fun of me. | don’t mean that. |

mean, “Yours ever’.

‘Yours ever?’ He laughs. ‘It's just an expression you use at the end of a
letter. Immer der lhrige. Just an expression.” But she doesn’t share the
joke. There is something disconsolate about the cast of her head and the
way she holds herself. Her expression is bleak with unhappiness. And
suddenly he understands what his own emotion is, this thing that seems
something like anger, an emotion that takes command of his mind and
his body and makes both of them obey orders that appear not to be his
own. ‘Come,” he says, getting up from his seat and taking her hand.
‘You're going to ruin things. We’re going to say things we shouldn’t.’

‘What things?’

‘| said we shouldn’t say them. Don’t you see? There are always things
that couples mustn’t say.’

‘Are we a couple? Or just a convenience?’

He puts his arm round her, hoping to break the mood and put the
meeting back on its even keel. ‘Where shall we go?’ he asks as he leads
her away through the strolling people, dodging the bicycles and the
children and the dogs, towards the entrance of the park. What would
happen if someone recognised them, someone from Mésto, or from the
Landauer office in Vienna? But the people passing by are anonymous
and indifferent, barely glancing at the two of them, unaware of the small,
intense argument that has sown seeds of disruption and disquiet.

‘Where are we going?’ she asks.



‘Where do you want to go?’

‘What about my place? It's not far. What about going there?’ She shrugs
nervously at his silence, as though the question should never have been
broached. ‘It’s just a couple of rooms, but it's all right. Cosy.’

‘Fine. That sounds fine.” But it is the first time she has ever made the
suggestion.

Her apartment is in a building only a short walk away, in a side street off
the Praterstrasse. They must have passed the place before but she
never mentioned it. Although it is obvious that she lives somewhere
round here, the two worlds, her own and their shared one, have never
intersected before. Jews live in this quarter, plying their trade in the
narrow streets and huddling together in the cramped tenements. Next
door to her block is a kasher butcher’'s shop with a menorah painted on
the window and a mezuzah nailed to the doorpost. An old man with a
skull cap and ringlets watches from the doorway as they pass by.
Perhaps he is the shochet, the man who knows how to hone his knife so
that the blade is perfect, the cut is perfect, the draining of blood perfect.

Kata unlocks a street door and leads the way in, out of the light and the
expressionless eyes of strangers. There is the smell of boiled cabbage
and damp in the stairwell. She climbs the stairs towards the attic, chatting
all the time, a thin, nervous chatter: Frau So-and-So lives there, and an
old couple who used to work at the theatre lived over there; no one
cleans the stairs, although they are meant to take it in turns, and so she
does the job herself when she can find the time. Once a fortnight or the
place would become unbearable. The muck they leave for someone else
to clear up! So he mustn’t find it too filthy.

‘I's fine,” he assures her. ‘It's fine.’

At the top of the main staircase she knocks on one of the doors and calls
out, ‘It's me. I'm back,” through the wood. And they go on, up narrower
stairs to the very summit where there is a small landing with a window
that looks out onto the roofs, and a narrow doorway that opens into her
room. Inside, beneath a ceiling that slopes with the pitch of the roof, is a



tight, organised personal world, replete with the mysterious signs of
Kata's presence — her clothes, her trinkets and ornaments, all the
artefacts of her own, hidden life. There is a bed along one wall and a sofa
and armchair on either side of a gas fire, cheap ready-made furniture with
velour upholstery and antimacassars on which clients, presumably, might
rest their oiled heads. Dormer windows give a view across the Prater
towards the river; and there is the Riesenrad, picked out in electric lights
now, like a great Catherine wheel, the wheel of fate rotating in the
darkening sky.

She stands close to him, sharing the view. ‘See what | have to look at? |
always think of meeting you there. No one had ever asked me to do
something like that.’

‘l was nervous. | needed time to think about what | was doing.’

She slips her hand in his. The gesture seems natural, devoid of the
artifice that there was when they first knew each other. ‘You're never
nervous.’

‘| was then.’
‘And now? What do you feel now?’

He turns from the view and looks at her, taking both her hands in his. He
feels a need to explain, although explanation isn’t clear even to himself.
This simple commercial undertaking has metamorphosed into something
else, mere physical need becoming the underpinning of what is now a
kind of fulfilment.

‘Content. | feel content.’

She’s about to say something — what would it be? — but before she can
utter any words the door opens. They turn. Viktor expects some intrusion
from the adult world but there is only a child standing in the open
doorway, a little girl about six years old — five or six, younger than Oittilie
for sure: a small, solemn creature in a plain nightdress and with her hair
done in pigtails.

Kata slips from his grasp. ‘What the devil are you doing up? You know



you must stay in your room.’
‘| couldn’t sleep.’
‘Well, you just go back and try.’

The girl's eyes are fixed on Viktor. ‘Are you one of Mutti’s friends?’ she
asks.

He doesn't know how to answer. Interrogated by a child, he is
speechless.

Kata picks the girl up. ‘Of course he is. An old friend. This is Herr Viktor.
And’ — she turns towards Viktor to show her daughter — ‘this is Marika.
Now you, young lady, must go back to bed.’

The girl clings to her mother, her pale legs wrapped round Kata’s waist,
her eyes watching. There is something simian about her, something
quick and canny. ‘If he’s an old friend why haven’t | seen him before?’

‘You haven’t met all of Mutti’s friends. Why should you? Now you come
along with me.” The door closes behind the two of them and the incident,
the unexpected visitation is over.

Alone, Viktor wanders indecisively round the room, looking at the bakelite
clock on the mantelshelf and the pictures on the wall, fashion plates from
magazines showing women in cloche hats and narrow dresses. In one of
the photos there is a car in the background — a Landauer. On the chest
of drawers against one wall is a tray with Kata’s things in it — a string of
small, uneven pearls, some lipsticks, an enamel box with a vaguely
oriental design, a scattering of hair grips. He picks through these items as
though he might find something of value. A glass bottle of strange,
organic shape holds some inadequate fraction of her scent. What else
does he not know about Kata? What else is about to walk through the
door into his life?

‘You never told me you had a daughter,” he says accusingly when she
returns.

‘Does it matter?’

‘Of course it matters.’



‘That’s why | never told you.” She stands in front of him with that childish
defiance. ‘Il wanted to say, but then | was frightened that it might scare
you off.’

‘So why now?’

‘I don’t know.” She shrugs. ‘I thought, let him see. Why should | hide? Let
him see.’

‘But you bring other people here.’

‘A few, sometimes. They don’t mind, do they? They like to give her
sweets and things, pretend they’re in a family, really. Uncle Hans and
Uncle Josef, that kind of thing. It's nice for her.’

‘How can you leave her all alone?’

‘I don’t leave her alone, do I? There’s the woman downstairs. She keeps
an eye on her when I'm out.’

‘Who'’s her father?’
‘What the hell has that got to do with you?’

‘Nothing. Nothing at all.” He casts round for what to say, sitting
disconsolately on the bed, with his hands hanging between his legs and
his head down. ‘Look, maybe I'd better go.’

‘Then go if you want to.” She turns away looking for a distraction. There’s
a sink in the corner and a gas ring. She puts some water on to boil. ‘I'd
appreciate something for taking up my time, but that’s up to you.’

They have never spoken like this, never had an argument of any kind.
What he wanted, she did for him. And when they talked it was in evasive
generalities, about life, about their likes and dislikes, about her absurd
dreams. Never about the reality of his life, never about hers.

‘I don’t want to,” he says. ‘| want to stay with you.’

She doesn’t look round. ‘Right. I'll just wash a bit. The bathroom’s on the
floor below, I'm afraid. There’s just this basin if you want it.” She takes off
her dress and leans over the basin, and he almost laughs at the emotion
he feels at the sight of her, her breasts hanging loose inside her slip, the



satin clinging to her buttocks, and the compulsion he has to touch her. ‘I'll
have to wash my shirt, he tells her. ‘Can we do that, and dry it
overnight?’

‘I'll see to it. We'll hang it in front of the fire.’

He sits in his vest and watches her as she does the small domestic task.
There is something touching about the scene, some quality of light that
reminds him of a painting by a French artist that Liesel admires. Not
Degas. Someone more modern, but not unlike. Bonnard. None of the
pure lines that von Abt applauds, that Viktor himself admires, but instead
the broken, refracted shapes of light and colour, the shameless curves of
a woman unobserved. But Kata isn’t unobserved. She is watched by him
closely, for every minute movement and gesture, as though he is a
connoisseur and she a work of art.

She glances round and smiles, and in that moment he considers telling
her what he is thinking. It would be ridiculous of course, but he considers
it just the same: | could love you. The careful conditional tense, even in
his thoughts.

When she has finished at the basin she fills a tin bidet with water and
squats to wash. As she towels herself dry he takes off his trousers and,
blatantly erect, shares her water, washing himself in the cloudy suds that
have cleaned her. She laughs at the sight. ‘Our dirt together,” she says,
touching his shoulder. He reaches up and pulls her head down towards
him and kisses her ear, the little, tight curl. Things have changed. The
moment of altercation has passed and they have come through,
strangely, into a different world. The sex they have that evening is quiet
and particular, close to lovemaking, a thoughtful ritual in which they talk
together, and smile, watching each other with careful eyes, and kiss,
mouth on mouth, which seems an intimacy greater than the other,
shameless things they do. The gas fire sounds in the background like a
continuous intake of breath and Viktor experiences a strange elation, the
sensation of completeness, of being truly alive. ‘I could love you,” he
murmurs in her ear.

Her reply is a soft breath against his cheek. ‘Men always say that kind of



thing. Only usually they never have any doubt.’
‘Maybe it's the doubt that makes it dangerous.’

Later they sleep, Kata with her back to him, the curve of her body
moulded into his, his arms around her.

Viktor dreams. Vienna is the city of dreams, but not the kind of dreams
that comfort. It is the city of incubus and succubus, the creatures of
nightmare. He dreams of Liesel and Kata. He is standing naked before
them, but of course they don’t notice his nakedness or the incongruity of
their own presence together. In fact no one notices anything, neither the
witnesses, nor the judge, nor the jury, nor the people in the public gallery
who laugh uproariously at him, not at his nudity but at the absurdity of his
situation.

Some time during the night he awakens. Kata is getting out of bed and
crossing the room to the door. He waits for her to return, and folds her
into his arms when she does.

‘Is she all right?’
‘She’s fast asleep.’

His mind drifts in the border territory between sleep and waking. Lying
there in the darkness with Kata, he has the vivid sensation that this
cramped little attic room is at the axis of a great wheel, a Riesenrad that
is the whole of his world. And everything else rotates slowly round it —
the factory, the house on Blackfield Road, Liesel, Ottilie, the whole of his
existence, which is the whole of existence itself, the whole world slowly
orbiting him and Kata lying there amid the hot sheets.

When he wakes the next morning the flood of milky light from the dormer
window washes away all memories of dream and fantasy and leaves only
a sense of disquiet. He sits up and rubs his eyes. Kata is already over by
the washbasin in the corner, ironing his shirt. She is wearing a cotton
housecoat. She tosses water on the fabric of the shirt and picks up the
flatiron from the gas ring. The water seethes as she presses the iron
down. Steam rises around her.



‘You'll have to get dressed quick,” she warns when she notices he is
awake. ‘Marika’ll be up soon.’

He throws the sheet aside. ‘I must go.’
‘It's all right, if you're dressed.’

‘No, | must get out of your way.” He washes in the basin and pulls his
clothes on. She hands him the shirt. “You're still angry,” she says, but he
shakes his head in denial.

‘Then what?’
‘Bewildered. Confused.’
‘I'm sorry.’

‘It's not your fault, it's mine.” He struggles to adjust his tie. ‘I'll need to get
a shave.’

‘There’s a barber just round the corner.’

He takes out his cheque book. ‘I want to give you something. For you, for
the qgirl. | want ... What does he want? She is looking at him with
concern, as though he has done something bizarre. ‘Do you have a bank
account? Can you use a cheque?’ The idea seems plain now, as obvious
as the nose on her face.

She shrugs. ‘I s’pose so.’

He takes out his pen and writes, quickly, barely thinking but absurdly
pleased with his idea: Katalin Kalman. And the sum: fifteen thousand
Schillings. ‘It's drawn on my Vienna bank. The Wiener Bank-Verein. Is
that all right?’ He watches the ink lose its gleam as it dries, then tears the
cheque out and hands it to her.

‘It's a fortune,” she says, staring at the piece of paper. ‘I can't take that.
I's more than | earn in two years.’

‘It's yours, Kata. For you and your daughter.’
‘They'll think | stole it.’

‘You couldn’t have stolen it. It has your name on it.’



‘Maybe | forged it.” She looks at the thing as though to see whether it is
genuine, turning it over as she might examine a dubious note.

‘They’ll probably clear it with me, but that’s all right.’

She looks up, and those pale eyes ambush him. ‘And what do | have to
do to earn it?’

He laughs. It seems the most obvious thing, the simplest thing. ‘Just don’t
go with men.’

‘And what about you?’

‘That’s for you to decide.” They watch one another. He feels this absurd
excitement, like a child with a new idea, bursting to tell people, dying to
explain. ‘That’s entirely up to you.’

She shakes her head as though in refusal, but puts the cheque on the
table underneath a small vase. ‘We’ll see,” she says.

‘I'll come again soon.’

‘Of course.” She reaches up to adjust his tie. He examines her closely,
almost as though consigning her features to memory, the cast of her
eyes and lips, the way her skin creases at the corners of her mouth, the
set of her cheekbones and the dome of her forehead. Her hairline is ill-
defined, with a line of soft down before the main growth of hair. There is
something endearing about that; and the fact that he hasn’t noticed it
before makes him panic, as if there may be other things that he has not
noticed and will therefore not remember. He bends to kiss her there,
among the soft down where she smells warm from sleep and entirely
without artifice. The kiss transfers to the smooth texture of her forehead,
and then to the palpitating presence of her left eye where her eyelid
flutters like a trapped moth. And then down her cheek to her lips. He
tastes the sourness of the morning on her saliva.

‘I'll bring a present for Marika.’
‘That'd be nice.’

‘And one for you.’



And then he leaves, thinking, as he goes down the stairs, of what might
have been and what might still be, thinking of the pure caprice of life.
Sitting in the train on the journey home Viktor Landauer, the man of
guality, of qualities, attributes and gifts, feels elation no longer but only a
deep and unfocused remorse, like the sadness that comes after coitus,
an emotion for which he has a Czech word that he cannot translate into
German with any exactness: litost. Rue, regret for a whole universe of
things, the irrevocable nature of one’s life, the unbearable sorrow of
being, the fact that things cannot be changed, that love, the focused light
of passion and hunger should be centred not on the figure of his wife but
on the body and soul of a half-educated, part-time tart.

Ecstasy

‘Have you ever been unfaithful to Liesel?’

The question is a shock, but that is Hana’s manner.
‘What an extraordinary question to ask.’

‘But have you?’

There are just the two of them waiting for the appearance of Liesel from
her preparations upstairs and for the arrival of the other dinner guests.
They are standing before the windows, looking out over the evening
garden, sipping their drinks — under Hana’'s tuition Viktor has mixed
cocktails — and chatting quite idly about things. She has been relating
some gossip about the Kapralova girl — Vitulka — whom she bumped
into at a café in Montparnasse on her recent foray to Paris. ‘Do you know
who she is with all the time? You’ll never guess.’

‘Then tell me.’

‘Martin(. You know, Bohuslav Martin(l, the composer. People say they're
sleeping together.’



‘And what did she say?’

‘I didn’'t ask her directly, Viktor. Don’t be ridiculous. But she never
stopped talking about him and that's usually the sign.” And then,
unexpectedly, she comes out with that question: Have you ever been
unfaithful to Liesel?

There is jazz on the gramophone, a record Hana herself has brought
them as a gift from Paris: a Negro playing the saxophone. The instrument
talks to the listener in tones that seem so close to the human voice that
it's almost like having another person in the room, commenting on their
conversation. Hana smiles, listening to the music, sipping her icy drink
and watching the sunset. The expanse of glass emboldens, makes plain
and transparent, opens up the mind and maybe the heart.

‘My dear Hana, why should you want to know? And why should you
expect me to tell you if | had?’

‘That’s as good as an admission.’
‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘You're an attractive man, so why shouldn’'t you have a fling or two,
something discreet on one of your business trips, perhaps? Opportunities
come the way of attractive men. Particularly rich ones.” She is teasing, of
course. That is how their friendship manifests itself, in her teasing him
and his not taking offence. It's the only way to bridge the gap between
their disparate characters.

He draws on his cigarette. ‘Would it make you feel happy if | did have a
mistress?’

She shrugs. ‘Happy, no. But at least Liesel wouldn't seem so bloody
fortunate in everything.” The record comes to an end and the needle
remains clicking in the inner groove. She goes over to put on something
else, glancing sideways at him as she does so, that down-turned mouth
curving upwards in her surprising smile. She is good at such smiles, the
small expressions of innuendo. ‘/ wouldn’t mind sharing you.’

‘That’s more or less what Liesel said you'd say.’



For a moment she seems thrown off balance. ‘You've discussed having a
fling with me?’

‘A long time ago. She wondered whether you'd ever made a pass at me.’

‘My God! Was she angry? She’s so funny about things like that. All that
angst ...’

‘She said you have different standards from us. | said that our
relationship was more like brother and sister—'

‘How sweet.’
‘And she added that that wouldn’t put you off.’

Hana laughs. There is a gleam of pink gum. ‘Darling Liesel, she knows
me too well. And you haven't answered my question.’

‘It doesn’t need answering.’

She is about to reply, but whatever she is going to say is interrupted by
the sound of the doorbell upstairs, the front door opening and people
coming in. She drains her drink and hands the glass to Viktor. Then
unexpectedly she leans towards him and for a moment her face is
touching his, cheek to cheek, as though she is going to give him a kiss.
He can feel a breath of perfume underlaid with the scent of cigarettes.
‘What's her name?’ she whispers.

Viktor has come to recognise the signs when visitors enter the Glass
Room for the first time. There are those little gasps of admiration, those
exclamations of surprise. They’'ve come down from the quiet and intimate
enclosure of the top floor and they stand on the edge of the space,
unsure at first where to focus their gaze. The impact of the place
overwhelms visitors, especially those who are used to riches being
expressed in things, possessions, the ornamental bric-a-brac of the
wealthy, and instead discover here the ultimate opulence of pure
abstraction. Gldnzend! they exclaim, a word that has both the literal and
figurative meaning of brilliant, and thus encapsulates within its gleaming
glance exactly what strikes the newcomer about the room.

‘Quite a house, Herr Landauer,’ this particular guest observes as he



advances across the floor. “Your lovely wife has been telling me about
the place. And now, coming into this room. | can see what she was going
on about.’

Fritz Mandl is a businessman from Vienna, the head of the armaments
company Hirtenberger Patronen-Fabrik. There have already been a
couple of meetings to discuss his idea that there might be a joint venture
with Landauerovy Zadovy in the burgeoning market for military
equipment. The man has suggestions, projects, contacts. ‘The Germans
are hungry for this stuff,” he has assured Viktor. ‘And the Italians as well.
Armoured cars are the latest thing. You want to move quickly before
someone else steps in.” But it is not Mandl himself who draws the
attention as he crosses the room to shake Viktor's hand: it is Mandl’s
wife. Seemingly very young, she is blessed with looks of the most
flawless symmetry. Dark shoulder-length hair frames a perfectly heart-
shaped face. Her eyebrows are exact arches stemming from a nose of
exquisite delicacy. She has grey-green eyes, watchful and nervous. Her
mouth has a vulnerable quality to it, as though she is uncertain whether
to smile or cry. She is, quite simply, one of the most beautiful women
Viktor has ever seen. The chrome pillar nearby throws multiple distorted
reflections of her beauty around the room with the careless abandon of a
child. Very gently she inclines her head as she shakes his hand. ‘Your
house is very beautiful. Modern, it is very modern.’

‘I like modern things.’
‘Sodo I’

She turns to greet Hana. ‘Please call me Eva. Frau Mandl makes me
seem so old. You do speak German, don’'t you? Here it is so difficult with
Czech. | haven't a word of the language, really. Dobry den is about my
limit.” Other guests are coming in and being introduced: a lawyer and his
wife; a couple from the motor racing world who have driven Landauer
cars in competition; a university professor and his daughter; and Oskar,
of course. But Hana seems transfixed by Eva Mandl's appearance.
‘Haven't we met before?’

Frau Mandl| frowns. ‘I don’t think so.’



‘Eva doesn’t get out of Vienna much,” her husband says. ‘We have a very
busy life there.’

‘Maybe it was in Vienna then. I'm sure we’ve met somewhere.’
‘| doubt it.’

Drinks are served. The guests exclaim at the spectacular view through
the windows, at the Maillol sculpture, at the beauty of the onyx wall and
the elegance of the Glass Room, and in the midst of all this Mandl’s voice
is loud and congratulatory, somehow taking the credit for himself: ‘I like
this place. Away with all the nonsense of the past. You seem to have
what it takes in this city, Landauer. A good business culture and a
modern outlook on life. Not like Vienna. Vienna is hidebound by tradition
and cursed by Communism. Maybe | should move here. You've got the
factories, all you need is the contacts.’

And then Hana exclaims, ‘I know! and just as she speaks there is an
unexpected hiatus in the conversation so that her comment, intended
only for Mandl's wife, becomes general. People turn to look at her. What
does she know?

‘I know where I've seen you before,” she explains hastily.

Eva Mandl glances anxiously at her husband. Her eyes — green or grey?
— are transfixed, like those of an animal caught in a snare.

‘You were in films, weren’t you?’ Hana cries. ‘Machaty’'s Extaze. Oh my
God, you're Hedy Kiesler!

For Hana this is nothing. So the young and beautiful wife of the principal
guest has run across the screens of countless cinemas of the world stark
naked. So she has bared her breasts — lovely, girlish breasts, so Hana
assures Viktor and Liesel later — to the audiences of all those countries
around the world that didn’t actually ban the film. So her ample thighs
and buttocks, her elusive comma of pubic hair, have been displayed to
thousands of breathless men and women in breathless auditoriums from
Paris to Berlin. So she has bared that ineffably beautiful face to the
camera while rising — in simulation, one assumes, but all too many didn’t
— to orgasm. For Hana all this is perfectly acceptable. It is what people



do and the way that art moves on. For Mandl and his young wife it is,
apparently, an intense embarrassment.

‘That was when | was very young,” the woman says quietly. ‘I'm out of
films now.’

‘She was just a foolish child,” her husband adds. ‘It is not something that
we wish to discuss.’

There is an awkward pause. What to discuss if not this woman’s
celebrated nudity? Hana smiles and touches the girl's arm reassuringly.
‘But it's wonderful. Ekstase was wonderful. You were wonderful.’

‘| said we don’t wish to discuss it.” Mandl is getting angry, Viktor can see
that. It is a low-level kind of anger, a mere tightening of the muscles of his
face, a whitening around the edges of his nose.

‘What's wrong with it?” Hana asks him. ‘Your wife showed us such
beauty, such innocence.’

Mandl replies, very carefully, ‘Gnédige Frau, it was a misjudgement. My
wife does not wish to discuss the mistakes she made when she was a
mere girl. Is that clear?’

Hana laughs. ‘But | love to be reminded of the mistakes | made when |
was a girl. They did involve running around naked, but regrettably never
in front of film cameras.’

There is a terrible moment when the party seems about to come to
pieces. Then Liesel takes Hana’'s arm to lead her away and Viktor says
that everything is quite all right and ushers Mandl and his wife round the
other side of the onyx wall to see a remarkable phenomenon, how the
sunlight, shining through the great windows of plate glass and striking the
wall at just the right angle, lights an elemental flame deep inside the
stone.

‘How fantastic!” Frau Mand| exclaims, looking into the fire and clapping
her hands in delight. ‘How truly beautiful’ There is something childlike
about her enthusiasm, as though it is designed to curry favour with her
husband rather than to express her true feelings. But the diversion has



done its job and the awkward moment appears to have passed. They go
through to the dining area and take their seats round the table.

‘This would appeal to Herr Hitler,” Mandl observes. ‘The Fuhrer is very
keen on round tables and knights and all that kind of thing.” Of course he
has met Herr Hitler in person on more than one occasion, and /I Duce.
Remarkable fellows, he asserts. ‘We know them all, Goebbels, Goring,
the whole gang, don’'t we Eva? They took quite a fancy to you, didn’'t
they?’

‘| like Magda Goebbels,” she says. There is something wrong with her
smile, as though there are tears behind it rather than laughter. ‘Magda’s
fun. Some of the others ...” Her voice trails away. She glances at Hana.
At this circular table there is no hiding one guest from another. The
further away you are, the more directly you look at one another.

‘The Fuhrer's a strange fellow,” her husband asserts. ‘Quite the family
man when you get him on his own. Loves babies and dogs and that kind
of thing.’

‘What about the anti-Semitism?’ Liesel asks. ‘Don’t you find that a bit
hard to take?

Mandl’'s laugh is like a shout. ‘They made me an honorary Aryan. How
about that? An honorary Aryan. On Herr Hitler's orders. They're
pragmatists, you see. If they need to deal with a Jew then they’ll come to
an accommodation. I'm proof of that. Jews can get on with Hitler and his
lot perfectly well.’

‘And when they no longer need you?’ Viktor asks. ‘What becomes of your
honorary status then?’

‘But they do need the Jews. The Jews still run most of the economy.’
‘Yet Jewish businesses are being put under Aryan ownership.’

‘That's the way we’ve got to play it for the moment. Things will change.
They'll get more moderate once they've consolidated their power.’

‘It's riding a tiger, if you ask me.’

The man laughs again. Riding a tiger is what he enjoys. It is only Hana



who has threatened to push him off.

‘But,” says Hana, ‘if Oskar and | were living in Germany our relationship
would be illegal. A gentile married to a Jew? That’s not allowed.’

‘The law is not retroactive, my dear,” Oskar points out. ‘If you'll forgive
me, you have got to stick to the facts in these issues. Marriages already
undertaken are not automatically dissolved. The race laws are quite
specific on the point.’

‘Which is a typical lawyer's way of looking at it. Whatever the detail, the
new German state is quite plainly saying that people like us are in some
way in an illicit relationship. And Viktor and Liesel.” Hana looks across the
table at Mandl, and then turns her gaze back to his wife. ‘From now on, it
IS, quite simply, illegal for Jews and gentiles to have sex.’

The menacing fricatives of the word Geschlechtsverkehr circle the table.
Sitting between Viktor and Oskar, the professor’s wife blushes.

‘The whole thing will just blow over,” Mandl| asserts. ‘There are all sorts
against Hitler, quite apart from the industrialists. | spoke to someone in
Bremen who claimed that the Army was dead against him. There’s even
a contingency plan to take power and reinstate the Kaiser.’

‘Would that be any better?’

Liesel says, ‘Who wants to reinstate a monarchy? And anyway, that
would be against the treaty.” Everyone knows the treaty of Saint-
Germain, which came out of that great conclave of the victorious where
presidents and prime ministers met to call countries into being from the
wreckage of empires.

‘The treaties,” says Mandl scornfully, ‘what are those pieces of paper
worth?’

‘If nothing else they mean the creation of our own country,” says Viktor.
‘Which ensures a stable democracy in the heart of Europe.’

And so the discussion goes on, straws drifting down the stream and
being snatched at by desperate hands. After the meal they have their
coffee in front of the onyx wall, their reflected images suspended over the



darkened lawn. Mandl is describing his work in Italy, selling matériel to
the Mussolini government. He uses that word — matériel — and makes it
sound like blankets and bedspreads. For the third time the university
professor helps himself to brandy from the decanter. ‘What do you think,
Landauer?’ he asks, his voice unsteady.

What does Viktor think? He has a feeling of detachment from them all,
from Mandl| and his awful ideas of course, but also from the other guests,
from Hana, and even from Liesel. He catches his wife’s eye and smiles
distractedly. Is it the Glass Room itself that generates this sense of
remoteness? In this place, he thinks, almost anything is possible. He
looks around at his glass house where there will be no secrets. Standing
beside the Maillol torso, Eva Mandl is in deep conversation with Hana.
There’s a studied theatricality about MandlI’s wife, as though she is all the
time expecting people to be watching her. Carrying her glass of brandy,
she strolls with Hana across the room and out onto the terrace. Mandl
watches them go, mirrored to perfection by the plate-glass windows of
the room, a virtual image that floats out in space until Viktor, getting up
from his chair, presses the hidden button. With the faint murmur of
hidden machinery, the glass pane slides down into the basement and
leaves behind it no replica of the people in the room but only the
blackness of the night outside. Out there on the terrace, shadowed by the
light from the Glass Room, are Hana and Eva talking.

‘| think,” says Viktor in reply to the question that has almost been
forgotten, ‘that if you play with mad dogs you are going to get bitten.’

‘What a dreadful man,” says Hana.

It is afterwards. The space is empty of guests, the lights turned down.
Hana and Liesel are sitting on the Liesel chairs in front of the onyx wall.
The curtains are drawn across the windows now, so that the two women
are enclosed in their own world. There is a litter of glasses and coffee
cups around them. Cigarette ends fill the ashtrays. Hana has decided to
stay the night and Oskar has left, perhaps thankful that for once he
knows where his wife will be. Viktor has just gone to bed, leaving the two
women alone. ‘What a dreadful, dreadful man,” Hana repeats. ‘Do you



know what Eva told me? Apparently he has been buying every print of
that film he can find, the one his wife was in. He buys them and destroys
them all. It's pure vandalism. He’s insanely jealous.’

‘Is that what you two were talking about? You quite monopolised her.’

Hana smiles. ‘That and other things. Her ambitions, her desires, her
dreams. Isn’'t she wonderful? | don'’t think I've ever seen so much beauty
concentrated all in one place. It's almost too much to accept. She wants
to get back into films but he refuses to let her. He keeps her under guard
twenty-four hours a day so the poor darling is virtually a prisoner. She’s
desperate to get away. She made a run for it in Paris a little while ago but
they followed her and dragged her back to their hotel.” Hana crosses her
legs and reaches for another cigarette. ‘You didn’t see her film, did you?’

‘Viktor thought it would be mere sensationalism.’

‘Oh, but it was beautiful. She was actually called Eva in the film. That's
what she was, a kind of Eve in the Garden of Eden. Naked, she was like
... Hana shivers. ‘I can’t explain. It was like seeing yourself as you ought
to be.’

‘You sound quite smitten.’

‘Maybe | am.” She draws on her cigarette and watches Liesel through the
cloud of smoke. There is a long and thoughtful silence. The cool box of
the Glass Room seems to wait on her words. ‘Could you ever love
another woman, Liesi?’ she asks. ‘I mean wholly, sexually.’

‘That kind of love? How awful!’

‘Why awful? You see Eva Kiesler naked in that film and you think, that’s
me. My spirit made flesh, perfected. A man might think, “that’s lovely and
| want to fuck it"—’

‘Hana!’

‘But if you're a woman you think, “that’s an aspect of me and | want to
love her just as | love myself”. | think perhaps there’s nothing more
perfect than love of one woman for another. There’s a completeness.’

Liesel laughs with embarrassment, feeling affection, warmth, something



like amusement, and underneath it all a small tremor of shame. Hana is
always saying preposterous things, but never as outrageous as this.
Perhaps it’s the drink she’s had — starting off with those dry Matrtinis she
was teaching Viktor to make before the evening really began. ‘Darling,
you make it sound as though you are talking from experience.’

‘Of course I'm talking from experience.’

Her words are a shock to Liesel, and yet not a surprise. It is as though
the Glass Room has prepared her for this, its spirit of transparency
percolating the human beings who stand within it, rendering them as
translucent as the glass itself. ‘What an extraordinary thing to say,
darling. Are you going to tell me you've fallen in love with Eva MandIl?’

‘Not her, no. Although maybe it wouldn’t be difficult. But not her.’
‘Then whom?’

Hana lifts her cigarette to her mouth and draws the smoke into her lungs.
There is the sound of her breath as she exhales. She frowns, her mouth
turned down as though in distaste. ‘If | tell you the truth, will you promise
not to hate me?’

‘HaniCka, | could never hate you.’
Hana shrugs. ‘Il wonder.’
‘Well, go on.’

She draws again on the cigarette. Her hand isn't quite steady. Her
expression isn’t quite amused. ‘It's you, of course,’” she says.

There is a complete silence. No sound at all in the unequivocal spaces of
the Glass Room. No murmur from the garden coming through the velvet
curtains. No stirring in the fabric of the building. Cigarette smoke drifts
like grey silk above Hana'’s head. ‘I'm surprised you never realised, Liesi.
Does it shock you?’ A pause. ‘Don’t go back on your word.’

Liesel searches for something to say. ‘Of course | won’t. But | didn’t
expect to have such responsibility all of a sudden. | mean, | don’t want to
hurt you, HaniCka, | really don't.’



‘Oh, you won't hurt me, not unless you send me away. Just let it be.
We’re not like men, are we? It's perfectly possible for women just to
remain friends without being lovers. How often has that happened?’

‘But darling—'
‘| should have kept my mouth shut, I'm sorry.’
‘No, of course not.’

Hana gets up and goes over to the record player. She puts on another of
the records she has brought from Paris. There’s a clarinet playing. ‘J'ai
deux amours,” a woman'’s voice sings, a high, fluting sound, the sound of
France, the sound of America. The two women talk some more, in
subdued tones now, the laughter and the acting gone. They talk of love
and friendship and men and women. They talk of Oskar and they talk of
Viktor. Liesel watches Hana as though with new eyes and marvels that
the form is the same but not the substance. Hana loves her. The word
‘completeness’ comes to her mind and brings with it a shade of guilt. J'a/
deux amours.

‘Play something for me, Liesi,” Hana says when the record comes to an
end.

‘I'm not good enough, not when I've been drinking. | make mistakes.’
‘I'll forgive your mistakes. I'll always forgive your mistakes.’

So they go over to the piano and Liesel plays something she has been
practising, Chopin’s Nocturne in F sharp major, a tender and elegiac
piece that seems to express what she feels better than any words. The
notes fall softly in the soundbox of the Glass Room, as softly and
precisely as autumnal leaves on a still day, and when the piece comes to
an end Hana bends and kisses her on the nape of her neck.

Carefully Liesel closes the lid of the piano. ‘I think we’d better go to bed.’

Leaving the mess for the maid to clear up in the morning, they turn off the
lights and go upstairs. The narrow spaces on the upper floor are clinical
and cool, bathed in that milky light that is the mark of this place, whether
it comes through the glass panels by day or from the globes in the ceiling



by night. They look in on the children and watch them sleeping, they
listen at the door of Viktor's room and hear the faint murmur of his
breathing, and then they pause outside the door to the guest room. Liesel
turns the handle, then looks at Hana. ‘We are silly things, aren't we?’ she
says.

Silly things, dumme Dinger. It sounds absurd.

Loss

Vienna had changed. The city of dreams had become the city of
nightmares, a city of fear and anticipation. A tide of political violence
lapped around the ponderous baroque buildings and although the jolly
music, the waltzes and the polkas, continued to be played in the cafés
and the ballrooms, the dance was a dance of death.

When Viktor telephoned the Goldene Kugel she had gone.

What did they mean?

She’d pushed off — left the area.

He felt panic bubbling up inside him like vomit. Where was she now?
They had no idea, no idea at all.

What was she doing?

The voice on the other end laughed. ‘What does a girl like that always
do?’

He hurried round to the street where she had her little apartment. It
wasn’t difficult to find the place. There was the kasher butcher and the
pawnshop across the street, and the heavy door with its peeling paint.
The climb up the dingy stairwell towards the attic was vividly familiar.
There was the same smell of cabbages or drains, the same damp, the
same taint of mould, and when he got to the top and peered out the



window, he saw the Riesenrad over the roof tops just as before. But it
wasn'’t just as before. This time the door to Kata's apartment was locked
and when he knocked the sound was hollow, as though the space inside
were empty and he was hammering on a drum.

‘Anyone there?’ he called against the wood.

There was a movement on the stair below. He looked over the banister
and saw an old woman peering up at him. ‘I'm trying to find Frau Kata,’
he told her.

The old crone sucked her teeth and seemed to assess the taste of what
she found there. Was this was the woman who looked after Kata's
daughter? ‘Frau Kata,’” he repeated.

‘She’s not here.’

‘Do you know where she is?’

‘She’s not here.’

‘Do you have any idea where she’s gone?’
‘She’s not here.’

‘But do you know where she’s gone?’

The movement of the lips, the thoughtful assessment continued. The
woman’s face was shrivelled, like one of those shrunken heads he had
seen in the anthropological museum, the skin stretched tight across the
cheekbones, the hair scraped up and knotted on the top of the head.
‘She’s not here,’ she repeated.

He came down the stairs. As he approached, the woman backed into the
open doorway to her own apartment, slipping behind the door and
peering out at him. “You keep your distance,” she said.

‘| just want to know where she is. Do you have any idea where she might
have gone to?’ He was suddenly inspired. ‘I'm Marika’s uncle. You know
Marika, don’t you? I'm her uncle. I've come to bring her a present.’

But the old crone kept chewing on the morsel of whatever it was inside
her shrivelled lips, peering at him through the crack in the doorway and



repeating, ‘She’s gone away. She’s gone away.’

Hopelessly he went down the stairs and back out into the street. The
sulphurous smell of exhaust fumes tainted the air. On the Praterstrasse
there was the roar of lorries and cars, the clatter and clang of trams.
Pedestrians gathered on the island in the centre and moved across in
herds, like people being driven to their fate by unseen forces. Where was
Kata? He went round the corner to the Goldene Kugel and found one of
the waiters he thought he recognised. Did he have any idea where
Frallein Kata was? But the man hadn’t seen her for some time. Weeks,
he thought. No idea, no idea at all. He enquired at the bar but got the
same response. ‘Don’t people phone for her?’ Viktor asked, but the
barman only shrugged and turned away to serve another customer.

Outside on the pavement he stood irresolutely for a while, then began to
walk up Praterstrasse towards the railway station. The disproportionate
city lay all around him, a city of faded glories and dying significance, a
city with a decorative and frivolous surface but with dark secrets at its
heart. The slogan Juden raus! was painted on a wall, along with a little
stick figure hanging from a crudely painted scaffold. Elsewhere there was
a black swastika daubed over a poster that showed a hammer and sickle.
Above the roofs of the buildings he could see the arc of the Riesenrad
turning slowly in the evening air. In the railway station he wrote a letter
and posted it at the office from where he had phoned.

My darling Kata, | have been to your flat and discovered that you have
gone. Please contact me. Please don’t just abandon me.

Then he wrote his telephone number, and signed the note, With love,
Viktor.

Coda



‘It was at the Sacher, darling. Where else?” They were in the Café
Zeman, amidst the chatter and the gossip, sitting at their favourite table
where they could see and be seen.

‘And you arranged it all?’

‘A glorious plot, just like spies. The problem was getting her away from
her companion. I've told you about her, haven't I? Some dreadful woman
with a moustache like a walrus and jaws like nutcrackers. So | waited for
her in the café and as she and the walrus came in, | slipped out to the
bathroom. That was the plan, that she was to meet me there. But she
didn’t come. There | was, standing in the corridor for about half an hour
and wondering whether to put plan B into action.’

‘Plan B?’

‘Rush in and push a Sachertorte in the walrus’s face and just grab Eva.
Anyway, just as I'm about to make my move, out she comes, looking as
pale as a ghost but many, many times more lovely. It seems she had had
a stand-up row with the walrus. “I don’'t care what orders my husband
gave you, I’'m going to have a piss all by myself!” That's what she said
apparently, with the whole café listening, can you imagine? Poor love,
she was almost paralysed with fright. But so brave! So | grab her by the
hand and off we go, down the corridor and out of the back entrance,
imagining the walrus on our heels.’

‘HanicCka, this is ridiculous.’

‘You think I’'m making it up?’

‘When was all this?’

‘Three days ago. Darling, you knew | was going to Vienna. | told you.’
‘But you never told me you were going to meet Eva Mandl.’

‘I'm telling you now, darling. You know the back door of the Sacher? The
one onto Maysedergasse?’

‘I've never used it.’

‘Of course you haven’t. But it’s there sure enough. | had a taxi waiting,



with the engine running and the meter ticking over. A getaway car, just
like in the films.’

‘You are making this up.’

‘| already had the stuff in the taxi. A black suit from Grinbaum and the
dearest little pillbox hat with a veil from P&C Habig. We pulled the blinds
down and Eva changed there and then. Can you imagine that? Eva
Mandl half undressed in a taxi? | had to help her, just had to.’

‘Hanicka, this is absurd!’

‘Liesi, it is true! By the time I'd got her to the Nordbahnhof I'd transformed
her into the Merry Widow. No one would have recognised her behind her
veil. And we had a private compartment booked on the train. The logic
was that the first place they'd look would be the Westbahnhof for the
Paris trains, but still we had ten minutes to wait, sitting there in the
compartment with the blinds drawn. It felt like an execution chamber. And
then finally the whistles blew, the train began to move. And Eva burst into
tears and threw herself into my arms.’

There was something shrill about her, as though the story of excitement
and plotting was thinly painted over a deep fracture. ‘Can you imagine? A
whole hour alone with Eva Mandl in a compartment! Tell me, what do you
think is the most beautiful thing about her? Of the things that one can see
in polite company, of course. I'm not talking about what she showed to
cinema audiences, although heaven knows, | could. Her mouth or her
eyes? It's one or the other, isn't it? | still can’t make up my mind. Most
people say her eyes, but | am inclined towards her mouth. The way her
upper lip comes down at the very summit of its curve in a delicious little
pout. | touched it with my tongue and she gave a little cry, just as though |
had touched her pica.’

Startled by the language, people at the nearest table looked round.
‘Hana! For goodness’ sake, not here!’

‘Where then, darling? In private? With you?’ Her laugh was as brittle as
overblown glass. ‘Dumme Dinger?’



‘That’s not fair.’

‘But it’s true, isn't it?’

Liesel began to gather up her things. ‘Please stop this nonsense. Let's
pay the bill and go.’

‘Do you know what she told me?’

‘You actually talked?’

‘Don’t be spiteful. It was a confession, really. She told me that when she
was at finishing school in Lucerne she was seduced by her roommate.
She was a mere fifteen years old, and this older girl slipped into her bed
one night and showed her what to do. Georgie, that was the girl's name.
Deliciously androgynous, don’t you think? Quite an adept she was,
apparently. And Eva was a quick learner.’

Liesel left some coins on the table and made for the door. ‘Please Hana. |
don't like you in this mood.’

‘The mood, my dear, is misery.’

They went out into the park, Hana's arm through Liesel’'s. Other couples
strolled in the sunshine. A nanny pushed two little children in a pram.

‘You really are impossible at times, HaniCka. Why can’t we just be good
friends, like we always were?’

‘We are good friends. You know that. But you know we are more than
that.’

‘Special friends, then. Particular friends. But | have obligations, to my
children, to my husband.’

‘Obligations sound awfully dull. What about love, Liesi?’
‘Love as well.’
‘You don’t sound very certain.’

Liesel laughed. Once, she had felt childish and naive in Hana’'s company,
but things had changed. Now Hana had become a kind of supplicant.
‘When you've had two children things change. There’s a different kind of
love.’



‘And your love for me? You do love me, don’'t you? Tell me that you do.’
‘Of course | do.’

‘So why can’t you find joy in it? Tell Viktor. Be honest with him.’

‘He wouldn’t understand.’

‘He would understand more than you think. Look at Oskar.’

‘Does Oskar know about me? For God’s sake, Hana!

‘Of course he doesn't, darling. He knows lots but he doesn’t know about
you. You are my one big secret.’

They walked on in the direction of the Kinstlerhaus. Apparently there
was a photographic exhibition that they just had to see — Fotoskupina
péti, the group was called, Photo group 5. Why 5? Maybe there were just
five of them. Surrealists. They made you look at objects from a
completely different viewpoint. a hand became something of great
mystery, a mirror became a philosophical statement, an egg was the birth
of the whole world. That was what Hana said. She squeezed Liesel’s
arm. ‘What would you say if you found out that Viktor had a mistress,
Liesi? | mean, no threat to you. Just a woman whom he saw occasionally

‘Please Hana, must we talk about this kind of thing?’
‘But how would you feel?’

‘I don’t even think about things like that. Why should I? I've got my family
and my friends and that is all | need. | don’t want great emotion.’

‘You haven't answered the question.’

‘I'm not going to. | once asked Viktor if he had slept with you, do you
know that?” Why did she even mention it? Why didn’t she just let the
conversation die? ‘It was when | was ill, shortly after Martin’s birth. You
and he were alone together a lot of the time.’

Hana laughed. ‘And had he slept with me?’
‘He said he hadn't.’



‘That's what | remember too. But would you hate either of us if we had
done so?’

‘| don’t think | would. Not hate. But | wouldn’t have been happy.’

‘You're being — what's the word? — neupifimna. Oh, doppelsinnig,
something like that. You know what | mean.’

Liesel didn’t understand. The Czech evaded her, while the German
escaped Hana. Quite suddenly, over the word ‘insincere’, they no longer
understood each other. ‘Please don’t talk like this, HaniCka. Please. |
know what you mean and | know it doesn’'t make sense, it's a different
thing. Why should feelings always be logical or rational?’

‘Viktor would say that they must be.’

‘But I'm not Viktor. | love him, but I'm not him. | love him and | love you,
but I'm neither of you. And | don’t love you when you are talking like this.’

Beside the art gallery there was a war veteran begging, holding a tin and
waiting mutely for money. His right trouser leg was pinned up to his waist
and the space relinquished by his missing limb was startling, as though
he had performed some kind of conjuring trick, a thing involving mirrors.
Now you see it, now you don't. Liesel found a crown in her purse and
dropped it into his bowl. The man registered nothing, no nod of thanks,
no glance upwards at his benefactor, nothing. What if Benno had
returned from the war like that, ruined physically and mentally but still
alive? Some kinds of life were worse than death, weren’t they?

They came round the front of the art gallery. The building was a
confection of the Vienna Secession, all sinuous window mouldings and
exhortatory epigraphs on the walls. Ddm uméni announced a
noticeboard, but the frieze above the portal still said Kiinstlerhaus and
still celebrated the jubilee of Emperor Franz Josef. They paid for their
tickets and went inside. The photographs in the exhibition were strange
and disorientating. One was a close-up of a single female eye. It watched
you wherever you went. Then there was an abstract photograph in which
the artist had apparently used the photographic process itself to create a
swirling pattern of shade and shape. Another picture showed a female



doll, the kind of thing Ottilie played with. But this doll was naked and
starkly lit, with its head broken off, and there was machinery coming out
through its neck, clockwork machinery, cogwheels and springs.

‘| haven't told you the end of my adventure with Eva Mandl,” Hana said as
they stood looking at this image.

‘I'm not sure | want to know.’

‘Oh but you do, darling. She spent the night in my bed — that was my
reward.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’

‘To try and make you jealous. And the next morning — that was just
yesterday. It seems an age. Anyway, the next morning | put her on the
train to Prague. Paris, that's where she wanted to go. | offered to go with
her but she said no. She’ll write, she said she’ll write.’

‘What does she intend to do?’

Hana laughed bitterly. ‘She wants to become a movie star.’

Anschluss

The radio is on in every bar, in every café, in every living room across the
city. Rumour comes quicker than the news broadcasts, conveyed on its
own mysterious ether — the Austrian army has fought back against the
invasion, hundreds of deaths have been reported, there are riots in
Vienna where the Communists have taken to the barricades. There is
fighting in the streets between National Socialists and the police. Almost
as quickly come the denials: there is no unrest, the Austrian chancellor
Schuschnigg has ordered the army not to resist, there must be no
shedding of German blood.

The next day the newspapers print photographs of troops crossing the



border, and a line of German police marching into some quaint Tyrolean
town with villagers raising their arms in the Hitler salute. One picture
shows a peasant woman in tears. The German papers claim that they are
tears of joy; the Czech papers opt for tears of despair.

The same morning they tune in to Austrian radio and hear the great sea-
sound of the crowd at the Heldenplatz in Vienna, the drums beating and
the bands playing and Hitler's voice crackling out through the quiet and
calm of the Glass Room, announcing Anschluss, union. Austria is no
longer an independent republic: overnight it has become an eastern
province of the greater German Reich, Osterreich become Ostmark.

Where, Viktor wonders, is Kata now?

‘It is simply illegal,” he says. He sounds absurd saying that, absurd and
impotent. But more than that, he knows that he sounds absurd as he
paces up and down the Glass Room waving the latest edition of Lidové
Noviny and talking about the treaties of Versailles and St Germain. Both
those accords seem like something out of the history books, like Magna
Carta or the Edict of Worms: things that apply to different people in
different places a long time ago. ‘If he’s allowed to do this, what the devil
will happen next?’

What happens, like torrential rain after the first crack of thunder, is the
arrival of the refugees. They cross the southern border, from Vienna and
the other cities, a ragbag collection of men, women and children with
whatever possessions they can carry with them. They flood into the
country and the city, some by train, some by car, some tramping along
the roads pushing handcarts and humping suitcases. The flood runs
down streets and amongst the houses, trickling through the alleyways,
settling where it can into pools of misery and fear. You cannot go into the
city without seeing the human debris washed up against doors and
deposited on street corners, the flotsam and jetsam of the new Europe.

‘We must do something for them,’” Viktor says. The expanse of the Glass
Room is a reproach, a space where the refugees won’t come, won't find
shelter, won't be able to unroll their blankets and sleep.



‘What can we do?’ Liesel asks. ‘This is a problem for governments not
individuals. How can we help?’

‘It is up to individuals to stir their governments into action.’

Outside in the garden, oblivious to all this, the children are playing. Ottilie
is directing Martin in some complex game. Viktor can hear their voices
like the chattering of swallows. Ottilie is clearly the wife of their little
family, instructing Martin what to do and how to do it. They have her toy
pram with them and Martin’s pedal car. But the pedal car won’t go well on
the wet grass.

He turns to Liesel. She is reading a magazine, one of those dreadful
fashion things she borrows from Hana, a catalogue of attenuated women
with bored expressions and no breasts. ‘You know,’ he says, ‘I think we
may have to consider going ourselves.’

She looks up. It is strange how he has never become used to her looks,
her features, the elongated bone structure and long nose and
compressed mouth. Every time he looks at her he thinks of the first time
they met, the first glance, the first small stir of attraction. ‘Going? Where?’

‘It sounds like running away, doesn't it? But | don’'t see any alternative if
things get much worse. | mean, if you look at the situation—'

The magazine lies open on her lap, showing women wearing peignoirs
and negligées. ‘Viktor dear, what are you talking about? Where exactly
are we going?’

She hasn’'t understood. He always expects her to understand what he is
talking about and usually she does. Usually she follows the flights of his
mind. ‘1 mean leaving the house, the city, the country, Liesel. I'm talking
about leaving all this just as these wretched refugees have left their
homes.” He looks round as though to emphasise the point: all this, the
Glass Room, the quiet and the measured, the ineffable balance and
rationality of it all. ‘l mean emigrating. We might have to emigrate.’

Now surely she has understood, but she still hasn’t said anything. The
magazine still lies open on her lap, displaying the languid women.



‘At least until all this blows over.’
‘Blows over?’

He shrugs. ‘Who knows? Someone might shoot him. He might have a
heart attack — God knows, he looks likely to when you hear him ranting
and raving in the way he does. But you can’t rely on something like that,
can you? We should at least make plans. Just in case.’

She glances down, and for a moment it seems as though she might
continue reading the magazine, but then she looks up again. ‘In case of
what?’

‘In case of war, my dear. Invasion. By the way things are going the next
target is going to be this country. Look at what's happening in the border
territories already.’

‘Are you serious about this, Viktor?’
‘Would | joke about it?’

She closes the magazine. There’s the faint slap of glossy paper. ‘But how
could we leave? This is where we belong. This is our home. We don’t
know anywhere else. Oh, | know what you're going to say. You're going
to give me some proverb or other: home is where the heart is, something
like that. But home is also this house, this city, our family and friends.
And what about the business? How can you suggest just abandoning
that?’

He shrugs. ‘I'm a Jew, Liesel, whether | like it or not. Ottilie and Martin
are Jews — or half-breeds or whatever they call them nowadays. It's not
by choice. It's a matter of fact. You can choose not to be a Bolshevik or a
homosexual or most of the other things they hate, but you cannot choose
not to be a Jew. They decide for you. Jews can’t hold down professional
jobs, they can’'t own businesses, they pay extra taxes, they can’'t marry
gentiles, they can’t even visit gentiles in their houses. They get arrested
and imprisoned on any pretext whatever. What's going to happen next?
Compulsory divorce for people of mixed marriages? How about that?
Jewish children banned from schools? Jews thrown out of their homes?
God knows.’



‘But all that’s in Germany, not here.’

‘Don’t be naive, Liesel. It's Austria as well now. The Nazis are no more
than fifty kilometres away from us here in our nice safe house, and in
between them and us are the border territories — which are already
German anyway.’” He turns and looks out of the great windows again, as
though searching for the first signs of their coming. But nothing has
changed. The children are still playing, the city is still there, the air is still
smudged with the smoke from a thousand fires. Nothing has changed
and yet everything has changed. ‘1 don’t want us to be in a panic to get
out like all those wretched people from Austria. | don't want to be
grabbing things into a suitcase at the last moment. | don’t want my family
to be like that.’

‘So where are you planning to go? Not Palestine, for goodness’ sake.’
‘Of course not Palestine. Switzerland. I've been moving funds ...’
‘You've been what?’

He looks ahead through the window. What has happened to Kata? He
wonders this often. All he knows is that fifteen thousand Schillings were
moved out of his Viennese bank account. Nothing more. She just
vanished. ‘Advance planning,” he says to Liesel. ‘Never be caught out
without a plan, never be caught out by the market. I've been making
arrangements. It's only now that it seemed right to mention it to you.’

Encounter

‘| suppose it's not unusual for our part of the world, is it?" Oskar is saying.
‘Empires come and go, countries come and go, people come and go.’ His
bald head gleams in the pale lights of the Glass Room. He is sitting in the
front row of chairs, with Hana and Liesel on one side and Viktor on the
other. Around them people are taking their seats, the Coordin ating



Committee for Refugees, a committee of committees, an assembly of the
concerned and the self-satisfied, the do-gooders and the worriers, the
selfless and the self- serving.

‘Look at our own little statelet,’ Oskar continues, ‘carved out of central
Europe like an intricate piece of folk art. Now you see it, now you don't.
Here one moment and’ — he clicks his fingers — ‘gone the next.’

‘For God’s sake, Oskar,” Hana snaps. ‘Have a little more tact.’
‘Ah, tact. Like that tactful fellow, Herr Hitler.’

Businessmen, lawyers, academics take their places. Clerics of various
persuasions and religions nod cautiously when they meet, like former
enemies eyeing each other across recently dismantled barricades. The
talk dies away and the chairman of the committee gets to his feet and
begins his address.

‘So what sort of stunt is this?’ Oskar whispers loudly.

Hana tries to hush him to silence. ‘They've brought some typical refugees
to speak to us.’

‘What'’s a typical refugee?’
‘For God'’s sake shut up and listen.’

Fiddling with his pince-nez, nervously shuffling his papers, anxiously
eyeing the bald man in the front row, the chairman endeavours to
explain: there is the need for shelter, the need for food, the problem of
schooling for displaced children and medical treatment for the sick and
care for the elderly, and underneath it all, the pressing need for money.
‘But the intention of this meeting is to try to bring the plight of the
refugees home to us all, make their personal, human tragedy part of our
own lives. We have decided to introduce you to some witnesses of these
terrible events, people who can tell you in their own words what has
happened, to share with us the reality that has unfolded in Austria.
Perhaps like that we can take these tragic occurrences out of the realm
of the newspaper and the newsreel and into our own hearts.’

There is coming and going round the committee table. The secretary, a



middle-aged woman with the manner of a schoolteacher, whispers
something in the chairman’s ear. ‘I'm afraid there’s been a bit of a delay,’
the chairman explains. ‘But they’re coming, they’re coming.’

‘A nonsense,” says Oskar. ‘A refugee’s just you and me. There’s nothing
to see.’

‘Their story,” Liesel says. ‘They want to tell their story.’

‘Their story is anybody’s story. That’s not the point. The point is, they are
here and the government has got to do something about them.’

Eventually the refugees appear. They are ushered in from the dining area
— presumably they’ve been brought down through the kitchens — three
adults and three children shuffling round the partition under the direction
of the secretary of the committee. With their entry, the Glass Room has
taken on something of the quality of a theatre, a small studio theatre of
the kind that has become fashionable for avant-garde productions, where
the audience sits within touching distance of the actors. No elevated
stage, no proscenium arch, just the performance about to begin in the
space between the dining area and the door from the stairs. ‘Stand
there,’ the secretary tells them. ‘And you, yes, you, go over there.’

The refugees obey dumbly, confused by their sudden appearance before
an audience. There is a middle-aged couple, with between them a ten-
year-old boy and a fifteen-year-old, bespectacled girl. Their clothes are
crumpled, as though they might have spent the night sitting in a third-
class railway compartment. Maybe they have. One lens of the girl's
spectacles is cracked, giving her a squint-eyed look. Beside this family of
four there is a single woman with her daughter. The daughter is about
eight years old, a bright blonde girl in a shabby floral dress. She blushes
at the sight of so many people gawping at her. The mother seems to be
in her early thirties. She is small and neat, with a sharp, pretty face. Men
observe her with close interest. But as she looks back at the audience
her expression is one of faint disdain. And those eyes, as pale as the sky
at the horizon.

Kata.



The whole essence of the Glass Room is reason. That is what Viktor
thinks, anyway. For him it embodies the pure rationality of a Greek
classical temple, the austere beauty of a perfect composition, the grace
and balance of a painting by Mondrian. There are no disturbing curves to
upset the rectilinear austerity of the space. There is nothing convolute,
involute, awkward or complex. Here everything can be understood as a
matter of proportion and dimension. Yet there, standing mere feet away
from him, is Kata.

Her eyes, those transparent eyes, move across the faces in the
audience. When they reach him her expression changes fractionally. Is
there now a glimpse of fear in her look? He shifts uncomfortably in his
chair. The secretary is introducing her guests: a Mr and Mrs Adolf
Neumann and their two children, Frederick and Sophia; a Mrs Kalman
and her daughter Marika. Mr Neumann is a shopkeeper in the 2nd
district. Mrs Kalman is a widow, also from the 2nd district. She has been
working in the fashion trade.

‘A seamstress,’ Kata says. Her voice is quiet but clear, unfettered by any
self-consciousness. ‘When | can get the work,” she adds, looking directly
at Viktor. It is the most open look he has ever received, something
between pleading and apology, as though she has, for a moment,
opened up her soul to him just as she opened up her body. The same
wondrous, glistening vulnerability. ‘I had a bit of money put aside in the
bank, but | suppose that's gone by now—'

‘My shop was ransacked,” Herr Neumann interrupts. That’s what it seems
to Viktor, that Kata's words have been pushed aside. He looks round to
see if others in the audience feel the same, but everyone is merely
watching the small drama revealing itself on stage, an act from the
theatre of the absurd, a dialogue of the dispossessed.

‘Windows smashed, everything thrown out on the street. They took
things, of course — jewellery, silver, anything they could lay their hands
on. The SS, it was, the Black Shirts. They made us go down on our
knees to pick up the mess with our bare hands. And then we had to scrub
the pavement clean.” As he talks his wife begins to weep silently. The



man breaks off his account to say something to her. They are not words
of comfort but words of admonition. ‘Don’t cry in front of all these people!
Pull yourself together, woman.’

Kata seizes the moment to speak for herself. She talks about how the
place where she was working — ‘It was Jewish, see?’ — was invaded
one morning by uniformed men. They were Austrians, you could tell that.
Uniformed, with armbands bearing the Hakenkreuz, but Austrians clearly
enough. Raus, raus! they screamed. Out, out! Women were beaten up —
‘There were only women there’ — and the machines were wrecked.
Somehow she managed to get away unhurt. She ran straight to her
daughter’s school, snatched Marika from her class and together they
went back to their flat. The Nazis were already at work on the ground
floor of the building. There was a butcher’s shop and they’d smashed the
window and thrown everything out into the street, carcasses and all.
‘Someone was pissing on the mess,’ she says.

There’'s a sharp intake of breath at her language. Pissing. The word
shocks the audience more than anything else, more than the fact that
women have been beaten up or that the butcher was lying there in the
gutter, his throat cut with one of his own knives. Pissing on the mess.

‘Somehow we got past the soldiers and ran inside. They were laughing, |
remember that. They were laughing and calling as we grabbed whatever
we could and stuffed it into two suitcases. Then we went back down to
the street. One of the men in uniform shouted at us. “Are you Yids as
well?” Something like that. But he didn’t try and stop us. | just grabbed
my daughter’s hand and we ran all the way to the railway station.’

It was a decision that was no decision. An instant of caprice. The trains
were all going north, to the border. They were packed and Kata and
Marika had to queue for six hours before they found a place.

After the meeting people mill about the six witnesses. Liesel talks to Kata,
stooping towards the smaller woman like royalty talking to someone in
the crowd, bestowing gracious sympathy and a kindly ear. To Viktor the
conjunction seems impossible — Liesel talking to Kata, two women from
worlds separated by an unbridgeable gulf, here together beneath the



white ceiling of the Glass Room.

Kata looks up and catches his eye. Liesel follows the direction of her
glance. ‘Viktor, come and meet Frau Kalman.’

He walks towards them slowly. It has all the absurd logic of nightmare,
when the things you do are outrageous and yet no one takes any notice.
It is outrageous to be reaching out and feeling Kata’'s small hand in his,
yet no one notices. He raises it to within a mere centimetre of his lips. It is
clear, isn't it, that he holds it a fraction longer than would seem proper?
Surely it is obvious that they share a glance that is theirs alone and
excludes the whole of the rest of the world. Yet no one notices. Her hand
slips away. The contact was fleeting. He wants to keep hold of her. He
wants — in a dream world it would happen — to pull her towards him and
take her into his arms and still have no one notice.

‘Frau Kalman and her daughter have been put up in a school
gymnasium,’ Liesel explains to Viktor. ‘I suggested that we might do
something for her.’

‘Do something?’
‘Help them in some way.’

He hesitates. He should be in command of the situation, lord in his own
house, the man who always has a plan. But he isn’'t. He feels confused
and embarrassed, concerned that matters are out of his control. Control
Is what he craves.

Kata looks at him with that steady gaze. ‘The lady tells me that this is
your house. | never imagined ..."” Her words are poised on the brink of
revelation. What did she never imagine? When did she never imagine?
‘... that there could be such a beautiful place.’

‘I'm glad you like it.’

‘It's modern, isn’'t it? Very modern. | like modern things. Modern is the
future, isn’t it?’ She looks round for her daughter. ‘Come here, Mari.
Come and meet these kind people.’

For Viktor it is another dream moment, one amongst many. Will Marika



recognise him? But she seems a different creature altogether from the
girl he glimpsed on that last occasion, when she opened the door to her
mother's room. The child has become a girl, embarrassed by the
attention of the adults. She keeps her eyes down and shuffles her feet
and says something that may be hello. Liesel crouches down to her and
tips up her chin. ‘What a pretty girl you are, Marika. Are you happy here?
Are people looking after you and your mummy?’ She glances up at Kata.
‘She takes after you, doesn’t she? But she hasn’t got your eyes.’

‘She got them from her father.’
‘Her father?’

‘He died.’

‘Don’t you have any other family?’

Kata shrugs. ‘I haven't seen them for years. | was the black sheep who
ran away to the big city.’

Liesel turns to Viktor. ‘I thought of the chata. What do you think?’
He stares at her, his mind blank. ‘The chata? What do you mean?’

‘It's just a hut really,” Liesel explains to Kata. ‘We used it as a kind of
hideaway when we were children but when | had scarlet fever as a child |
actually stayed in it with a nurse. So that Benno wouldn’t catch it.’

‘Benno?’

‘Benno was my brother.” She straightens up and grasps Viktor's arm.
‘Why not the chata? There’s even a cooker, or at least there used to be.
And a bathroom of course, but only with a shower. The place is too small
to turn round in but you'd manage for the time being.’

The absurd dream continues: Liesel is suggesting this. She seems to like
this woman in her dowdy clothes, the refugee who yet hasn’t acquired the
manner of a refugee, the listlessness and the air of defeat that seems to
infect most of them. Liesel is fired with enthusiasm and looking round to
tell Hana, and taking Kata’'s and Marika’s hands, as though by grasping
their hands she has grasped an opportunity of doing something concrete
for these people. *You'll be your own mistress while you sort yourselves



out. And I'm sure we can find you some work. | mean, a dressmaker is
always in demand. What do you think, Viktor?’

‘I don’t know what to say.’

Kata’s transparent eyes are turned on him, letting the sky into the room
as clearly as the glass windows themselves. ‘It seems too much. We're
only two out of thousands. Why should we get special treatment?’

‘What do you think, Viktor?’

Insensible to the fate of thousands, Viktor looks out through the windows
into the garden. The silver birch is still bare after the winter, but there is
the most delicate dusting of pale green over the tips of its branches: a
pollen of new growth. Beyond it the lawn slopes down towards the
rhododendrons. And beyond that, among the bushes, is the chata. He
tries to breathe in. Something seems to be suffocating him, starving him
of air. “You'd have to ask your parents.’

‘I'll ring them straight away, and then we can go down and see it. Just
wait there.’

Excited by the prospect of doing something other than merely talking
about matters, Liesel goes to make the call. For a moment Viktor is
standing there alone with Kata and her daughter. ‘What do you think?’

‘You want me to go, don’t you?’

‘No. No, | don't” Someone comes up to say goodbye. The group is
breaking up. ‘Viktor,” Hana calls, ‘there’s someone you must talk to.’

‘I'm busy,’ he replies, turning back to Kata. ‘Let me show you the garden.
You may be able to get a glimpse of the place. It's very small. Just a
summerhouse really.’

Hana reaches out and touches his arm as they go past. ‘There’'s a
problem here that you might be able to solve.’

‘I'm just going to show Frau Kalman and her daughter the garden. We’'ll
only be a moment.’

They go out through the dining area onto the terrace. It's a kind of



escape, a sudden rush of freedom. Like waking from the claustrophobia
of a dream into a world of normality and logic: the cool of the outside air,
the hard touch of the concrete steps that go down to the lawn. Marika
runs ahead as though she too has been released from some kind of
stricture.

‘She didn’t recognise me,’ Viktor says.
‘I don't know. She’s a secretive girl. Keeps her thoughts to herself.’

A breeze shifts the branches of the birch, a cool breath of spring after the
heat of the Glass Room. Viktor wants to say a dozen things, dangerous
things, the kind of things that leave you open and vulnerable. But he finds
only something banal. ‘I didn’t know you were Jewish.’

‘| didn’t know you made motor cars. There’s a lot we didn’t know about
each other, isn't there? Landauer, for God’s sake.” She glances at him
and there’s that look in her eye, and for the first time a smile at the
corners of her mouth. ‘But | did know you were Jewish.’

Her words and her glance evoke a small rise of anticipation. Before he
can say anything Marika calls, ‘Look, Mutti, a hideout!” She has gone in
amongst the bushes and found traces of Ottilie’s presence amongst the
rhododendrons, things that she has taken there to make a house: a
couple of old pots, a toy pram but no baby in it, a bucket.

‘It's the children,’” Viktor explains.
‘Where are they?’

‘With their nanny. Where did you go? | went to look for you at your flat but
there was no one there, and no one seemed to know anything about you.
Where the hell did you go?’

‘With your fifteen thousand Schillings, you mean?’
‘I don’t mean that.’

‘There’s a path through the bushes!” Marika calls. She’s there amongst
the shadows and the branches, a small, white-limbed elf.

‘Come back, Mari! You'll get dirty.’



‘You haven’t told me what happened.’

Kata ducks into the shadows of the rhododendrons, following Marika.
‘Where the hell has she gone?’

He goes after her, following her stooped figure. ‘It's quite safe. You can
see the chata. Just the roof.’

Kata peers, crouching to look through the leaves. He touches her waist,
holds her for a moment. That firm waist, those hips that seemed
surprisingly full when she was naked. She moves out of his grasp.
‘Please.’

And then he makes his confession, his sacrifice, a deliberate
demonstration of his weakness. ‘I've thought about you every moment of
every day since we last saw each other. | know it's idiotic, but it’s true.
And now you're here ...’ He looks back. Liesel has appeared on the
terrace looking blindly over the garden, calling his name. She can't see
them, of course she can’t see them, not without her spectacles.

‘Marika, come here at once!” Kata says sharply. The girl stops, arrested
by her mother’s tone. ‘Come out here. There’s no time for this. We've got
to go.” She holds out her hand to take the girl's. The moment is over.
They step out of the shadows and into the pale afternoon sunlight,
blinking up at the house.

‘We're here,” he calls. ‘We were trying to spot the chata.’

Liesel runs down the steps. She’s a girl again, excited by her new idea; a
large clumsy girl running down the lawn towards her husband and the
dowdy woman with her little daughter. ‘It's fine, Mutti says it's fine. She
says it would be an act of Christian charity.’

Chata



She’s there. He doesn’t see her, but he knows that she is there. Down
through the garden, through the shadows of the rhododendrons, following
the sinuous path that Ottilie has made right to the fence that delineates
their garden from that of Liesel's parents’ house below. She’s there.

He doesn’t see her but he senses her, smells her almost, her scent
coming on the air like the smell of spring, something crisp and fresh
mingled with the damp perfume of moss and leaf mould. Standing at the
windows of the Glass Room he draws on his cigarette and looks out on
the view and wonders whether, climbing up the slope behind the chata,
she might be able to catch a glimpse of him, and if she does, what does
she think? And if she doesn’t, the question still remains: what does she
think?

‘I'll go down and see how she’s settling in,” Liesel suggests. ‘Do you want
to come with me?’

He blows smoke out in a thin stream. ‘It’s all right. She’s your guest.’

‘| think perhaps,’ she says, ‘that | might take Ottilie to play with her little
girl. What was her name?’

‘I don’t recall.’
‘Maria, that was it.’
‘| think it was Marika.’

‘Yes, Marika. | think it would do Ottilie good, to see how others less
fortunate than her live. What do you think?’

‘Fine,” he says. ‘But not as an exercise in social education, for God’s
sake. Just to make friends.’

‘Of course.’ So she calls Ottilie down, and the two of them go out onto the
terrace together and make their way down the garden.

Watching them cross the lawn Viktor contemplates chance. It is nothing
else. The coincidence might seem some kind of predestination but he
knows that it is not so — it is pure caprice. You can call it malicious if you
like but in fact it is neutral. Things just happen. One country occupies
another; people flee, scatter across the countryside, some here, some



there, like thrown dice. Contingency. One fetches up amongst thousands
at the railway station at Mésto; helpers try and organise them; do-
gooders do good; and there she is. What was one chance in a million
suddenly becomes a certainty. Because it has happened.

And life goes on. That is the astonishing thing. As normal. Streams are
an obvious metaphor — currents, turbulence, dark depths beneath the
surface wavelets, drowned bodies out of sight amongst the mud and the
weeds. The possibilities of metaphor are almost limitless.

‘There’s a piano recital tomorrow evening,’ Liesel tells him a few days
later when he’s sitting in the library, reading the newspaper. A radio is on
but for the moment there is no news, just some discussion about
gardening. When is the best time to take cuttings from fuchsias? It seems
absurd to be talking about fuchsias when the world is falling to pieces.
‘Oh?’

‘Hana has got us tickets. That Kapralova girl, you remember? Kundera is
giving the premiére of one of her works. Variations on something or
other.’

‘They are always variations on something or other. Must we go? |
suppose we must.’

‘Hana tells me she’s trying to renew her scholarship, to get back to Paris.’
‘Hana is?’

‘You're not paying attention, are you? Kapralova. Vitulka. You know she
got that scholarship to study in Paris. You remember. Now she’s trying to
get it renewed.’

He folds his paper and puts it aside. ‘She’s probably seen the writing on
the wall. I'm going to have a word with your father.’

‘Papi? What about?’

‘The business, the company. Just a chat. | think we must consider getting
Landauerovka out of my ownership. If they come ...’

‘Oh, Viktor. Not that again. You are such a pessimist.’



‘I'm a realist. Look at what's happening. The so-called Sudeten German
Party makes absurd demands and the Hitler government just eggs them
on. German troops are massing on the border. We could have a war on
our hands within days, Liesel. Read the papers, for God’s sake!

‘| do read the papers.’
‘You read the fashion pages.’

He walks round to his father-in-law’s house. The exercise will calm him
down. He might have picked his way down through the garden, the path
past the chata, but he chooses not to and instead goes round by the
streets, along Schwarzfeldgasse, Cernopolni, Blackfield Road, to the
street of steps that leads down to the park, Luzanky Park as it is called
now; the Augarten as it used to be and will doubtless be called again
when disaster strikes. In the park there is a group of children with their
teacher. Maybe they are from Ottilie’s school. He stands at the railings for
a while trying to see her. Children concentrate the mind wonderfully. He
watches them laughing and chasing each other. Three of them are on the
swings, with others waiting their turn. “You must wait patiently,” the
teacher tells them but they push and shove just the same. None of them
seems to be Ottilie. Maybe it isn’t even her class. Maybe it isn’t even her
school. They chatter like swallows, he thinks, and turns away to cross
Parkstrasse and walk up the drive to the front door of the big house
where a maid answers and shows him into the study where the old man
is reading the newspapers and smoking.

Liesel's father is always welcoming. There is none of his wife’s peculiar
reserve, none of her sideways glancing at Viktor as though to reassure
herself that Jewishness is a not a blemish that you carry, visible, like a
birth mark on your face. ‘Viktor, how lovely to see you,’ she is wont to say
when they meet, but always with that faint tone of surprise, as though she
was expecting much worse. ‘Viktor, how good to see you, her father
says, and appears to mean it. The old man tries to settle him down in one
of the leather armchairs, offers him a cigar and calls for some coffee.
‘What's it all about, my dear fellow? Tell me what it's all about. This stuff’
— he waves his copy of the Prager Tagblatt — ‘looks pretty grim, doesn’t



it?’

Viktor declines to sit. Despite his walk he is still impatient, even agitated.
He wants to pace about the room, from library shelf to window, back and
forth as he does up and down in front of the windows of the Glass Room;

but instead he feels that he should appear calm and collected. ‘I'm
thinking about the future.’

‘The future?”’

Viktor stands still for a moment, staring through the window at the fine
slope of lawn and the trees, at the rise of ground that leads up steeply to
the house, his and Liesel's house that you can’t quite see from here
because of the trees. ‘A possible future.” The chata is couched amongst
hedges so that only its roof is visible. ‘As you know we have both
families’ interests represented in the firm at present. | think that it ought to
come entirely under your control.’

The old man coughs on his cigar. He seems startled, but surely it is
obvious, isn’t it? ‘How can that be so?’

‘I've spoken to my father and he agrees. And my lawyer. Oh, I'd continue
to run everything, but it would be under your ownership. Legally
speaking. I'd just be an employee. It’s just that as things stand, | fear ...’

‘We all fear, don’t we old fellow? We all fear.’

‘But this isn’t irrational fear, is it? If the Germans come ...’

‘Come?’

Viktor stops his pacing and turns to the old man. ‘Invade. If there’s a war.
If there’s a war | think that | may have to leave. As a Jew, | mean. Liesel
will of course be in a different position.’

‘But isn’t that a bit pessimistic?’

‘Is it? Look at Austria. Next it'll be the border territories. What's the
difference between the borders and the rest of the country? In the eyes of
the Nazis, | mean.’

‘Have you discussed this with Liesel?’



‘Briefly. Like you, she thinks I'm being pessimistic, but | think you have to
be pessimistic at this point. And plan. You have to have a plan.’

‘And your planis ...?

‘I've just told you. I'll have the company lawyer draw up an instrument for
the transfer of ownership ...’

The conversation goes on. It is one of those conversations that are the
norm these days, partly apocalyptic, occasionally optimistic, usually full of
foreboding. ‘We’ll come through,’ his father-in-law decides in the end, and
Viktor has to agree with him.

‘I'm sure we will. But who knows where we will be by then?’ He is still
standing at the window, looking out on the garden. He asks, without
turning, ‘How is that woman getting on in the chata?’

‘The Viennese woman? She’s one of yours, isn’t she? Zid.” The old man
uses the Slav word but his grasp on the language is uncertain. Zidovka,
he should say. Jewess. ‘I hardly notice her. She seems a bit surly to me.
The little girl's enchanting though. Calls me Opa.” He laughs. ‘Theresa
got quite indignant about such familiarity but | said, let her be. The little
mite probably never had a grandfather of her own, so let her be. She’s a
bastard, you know that? Maybe you don't.’

‘No, | didn't.’

‘Theresa asked her mother point blank — where is the father? what’s he
doing about looking after you? — and the woman must have got angry
because she snapped back that there was no father, that she had never
been married to him and she had no idea where he was. And furthermore
it was nobody’s business but her own. Which made Theresa’s eyes water
a bit, I can tell you.’

Viktor turns from the view. ‘I thought she was a widow.’
‘That’s what they all say, isn't it?’
‘Is it?’

‘So I've heard tell.” The old man grins at him through his moustaches. He
is a figure from the past, from the days of the Monarchy — bearded and



stiff-collared. Women are something to be hallowed or despised; there
isn't much in between.

‘Heard tell?’
‘You know what | mean.’

But Viktor doesn’t. He doesn’t understand any of this, the jovial exchange
of confidences, the sly and off-colour jokes. ‘Maybe I'll walk back through
the garden and see how she’s doing. | can report back to Liesel.’

‘She’s probably not there. She seems to go out early and doesn’'t come
back until lunchtime when her daughter gets back from school.’

‘You've been watching her?’

‘Theresa tells me.” He laughs gruffly, puffing on his cigar. ‘She reports
everything to me. Even what I’'m doing myself.’

‘I'll go and see.’

He finds his own way out, through the French windows that open onto the
grass. Who, he wonders, is watching his progress across the lawn? But
when he glances back at the house the windows merely reflect the plain
white of the daylight. One window is open, high up beneath one of the
turrets. A maid’s room, perhaps. He turns and continues towards the tall
hedges that hide the chata. Liesel and he used to come there when they
were courting. They’'d let themselves into the summerhouse and kiss and
cuddle a bit while he hoped, vainly, for something more. ‘Not here, not
now,” she’d whisper, putting his hand aside.

He rounds the end of the hedge and there is the building. It's the kind of
construction you might come across in the country, one of those holiday
cabins that are so popular these days. Brick footings and dark, creosoted
wood and a tarpaper roof. The place is silent in the morning air, and
somehow threatening, like something from a fairy tale or a half-
remembered dream, a cottage inhabited by a witch who eats children. He
goes up to the door and knocks.

‘Anyone there?’

There is no reply. He looks round. The hedges cut him off from view of



the downstairs windows of the house. Only the top storey is visible, and
the grey roof with its twin cupolas. A maid has hung bedding out of the
open window.

He knocks again — ‘Anyone at home?’ — and then tentatively turns the
handle. The door opens. The atmosphere inside is warm and resinous,
replete with the heat of distant summer days.

‘Frau Kalman?’ But there is no one there, just two low beds, neatly made
up, and on one side, opposite a small gas stove, a cane table with two
chairs.

The floorboards creak as he crosses the cabin. Her things are all around
— some dresses hanging over the chairs, shoes on the floor. A piece of
string has been fixed across the room as a washing line. Two pairs of
knickers hang from it, and a vest with tawdry lace trimming and a
brassiere. He pulls one of the knickers towards him and presses the
gusset to his nose, but it gives him nothing more than the smell of clean
cotton. It is the pillow on one of the beds that holds the smell of her, a
warm and complex scent that he recognises instantly. He straightens up
and stands there indecisively, part intruder, part acolyte, wholly
captivated by the small hints of her presence.

At that moment there is a footfall outside. He turns to find Kata standing
in the doorway. There is a hiatus, a pause in the whole progress of time,
while they watch each other.

‘I was wondering when you'd come,’ she says. ‘Please, make yourself at
home. Don’t worry about me. After all—’

‘I'm sorry. | found the door open—'
‘It doesn’t matter.’

He’s confused, like a child caught entering his parents’ room. ‘| just
wanted to see how you are getting on.’

‘I'm sure you did.” She closes the door behind her. She’s wearing a plain
coat, the same coat she wore on that first day in the house, and the same
lace-up shoes. Her hair is gathered up anyhow, stray wisps framing her



face. Her delicate jawline and the impudent ornament of her ears give her
a beauty that belies the dowdy clothing. Ornament is crime, he thinks.

‘| gather that Ottilie has been to play with Marika.’

‘Once or twice. They get on well together.” She lifts a shopping bag onto
the table and begins taking things from it. A jar and some tins go into the
wall cupboard. There is a loaf of bread, a bag of potatoes, some
vegetables. She takes her coat off and hangs it on a peg behind the door,
then turns to the washing line. ‘I'm sorry if it's a bit of a mess in here. It's
not that easy keeping things in order in such a small space.’

He watches the reach of her arms, the quick, efficient fingers. “You've
stopped biting your nails,” he observes.

She glances at them, almost as though surprised at the discovery. ‘You
told me to.’

‘I'm surprised you took any notice. How are you for money?’
‘All right.’
‘| can give you some if you need—'

She looks round. ‘I'm all right, thank you. The committee gave me
something to start, but now I'm earning a bit. Your wife has helped. She’s
given me things to do, adjusting some dresses, things like that. And
recommended me to some of her friends. She’s been very kind.’

He takes one of the chairs and sits down. There is something domestic
about the scene: his sitting there watching while she sorts out the
laundry. He never sees the laundry being done at the house. It is the
province of Lanik’'s sister, down in the basement. Occasionally they
encounter each other as he is coming out of the darkroom. Lanikova
blushes and apologises for her presence and Viktor feels awkward at
invading her territory. But there is no such awkwardness now, more a
kind of uncertainty, as though the actors don’t quite know their lines or
understand the thrust of the plot.

‘Does she know you're here?’ she asks.

‘My wife? | told her | was going to see her father.’



‘Be careful with your alibi.’
‘It's not an alibi. It's the truth.’

She finishes folding the clothes and looks round for somewhere to put
them.

‘Didn’t you get my letters?’ he asks.
‘| got them.’

‘But you didn’t try to get in touch.’
‘No.’

A cat, he thinks. The same introversion, the same precise quick
movements disguised as languor. ‘I've missed you more than | can say

She turns. She has something in her hand, a black dress, one of Liesel's
dresses that she is adjusting, something sheer and silk with a label that
proclaims Schiaparelli. Hana brought it back from Paris, insisting that it
was just perfect for Liesel. ‘Isn’t all that over? It was a piece of business,
and you were very kind to me and gave me the possibility of escape, and
now it's over.’

‘It's not like that.’

‘Oh, it is like that. It's exactly like that, Herr Viktor. You may pretend to
yourself that it's not but believe me, | know. Look, | haven't got much
time. Marika comes back from school soon and I've got lunch to prepare.
And anyway they’ll get suspicious if they see you coming here. | can’t risk
that. The old lady watches like a hawk to see what's going on. | think
she’s worried about her husband. As well she might be.’

‘Her husband?’

‘You look surprised. He’s been round as well. Wanted to see how | was
doing just the same as you. Called me pet and patted me on the bottom
and said he’d look after me.’

‘And you—"?’

‘ told him that he could keep his hands to himself or I'd tell his wife.’



‘Am | any different?’
She looks at him without expression. ‘You're younger.’
‘Is that all?’

She thinks for a moment and then says, ‘No, it's not all,” and turns away
and finds something to do, some vegetables to put in the basin to wash,
a tin of meat to open.

‘What else?’
‘Never you mind.’

‘But | do mind. | mind a great deal. Why didn’t you answer my letters?
Why did you just drop me?’

She stops her work, bending over the basin with her hands in the water
and her head down. ‘Look, everything | did was for Marika. Going with
men, going with you. You know that, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘So that’s it really. | just needed a bit of money, and the best way to get it

‘I know all that. But you still haven't answered my question.’

‘| did what you told me. | stopped seeing men. Including you. Wasn't that
allowed in the contract? You told me. That's up to you, you said.’

‘Of course it was allowed. It's just ...” He cast around for the right words.
‘It seemed different between us.” He laughs softly. ‘I must sound very
naive.’

She says nothing for a while, and then she speaks very quietly, still
without looking round. Her voice sounds tired, as though she has battled
against the statement but not been able to suppress it. ‘Okay, | missed
you. | didn’t want to, but | did. | missed you. That's the worst thing that
can happen, really. You've got to keep your distance. Otherwise ...’

‘Otherwise?’

She turns and looks at him. Those pale eyes, the colour of the sky at the
horizon. ‘Otherwise you lose what little power you have.’



He nods, he who is always in control, who always has a plan, who is a
man of singular qualities — those of reason and decision and power —
feels quite powerless now. He reaches inside his jacket for his cigarette
case. ‘Do you want one?’

‘Please.’

His hands are unsteady and he has to spin the wheel of his lighter three
or four times to conjure up a flame. He lights the cigarette, takes it over to
her and places it carefully between her lips. ‘And are you powerless
now?’

She speaks through the cigarette, the smoke rising. ‘Of course | am. I'm
a refugee, depending on charity. Of course I'm powerless.’

‘You seemed in control at that meeting. You seem in control now.’

She dries her hands and takes the cigarette from her mouth, blowing a
stream of smoke away over the sink towards the open window. ‘You
learn to hide your feelings, don’t you? How would you survive otherwise?’
There is a shred of tobacco on her lip which she picks off with a quick
dart of her tongue then blows away into the sink. Kata the cat, he thinks,
remembering. Yet not a cat’s tongue. Not rough, but smooth, licking him.
The obstruction swells in his chest. It is a kind of pain, a physical pain
centred somewhere behind the breastbone, a swelling growth that
threatens to cut off his air supply. But the physical sensation is coupled
with a perception of the most sublime happiness. Suffocation and joy, a
strange dyad of sensation. With an unsteady hand he takes the cigarette
from her fingers and lays it on the side of the sink. Then he leans forward
and kisses her. The texture of her lips is familiar, as though it belongs to
him. There is a moment when they are like that, just touching. And then
she turns her head away. ‘Please,” she says and moves away to distract
herself with arranging things.

‘I'm sorry. | just feel ... | don't know. Helpless. | feel helpless.’
‘You feel helpless!
‘And a bit of a fool.’



‘Look, you've got to go. Marika will be back any moment. You've got to
go.” And for once he is devoid of words, empty of any plan. He has
always prided himself on his ability to manage situations, on his
negotiating powers. ‘You could find your way through a minefield, Viktor,’
Oskar said to him once when they were involved in some particularly
difficult discussion over import quotas or something. Through a minefield
perhaps, but not through this involvement with this creature of flesh and
blood, a small thing whose limbs and body he knows more perfectly than
he has ever known anyone, a person whose inner sanctum of identity he
has never approached.

He turns to the door, then pauses and looks back at her. ‘I thought I'd get
over you,” he says. ‘When | found you'd gone and no one seemed to
know where to find you, | thought I'd forget you. It would have been a
relief. | could go back to being what | was before, a faithful husband and
father. And | found | couldn’t get you out of my mind. Those letters. You
say you got them.’

‘Yes.’

‘Well then. You know. That's all.” He stands with his hand on the
doorknob, trying to gather his thoughts. ‘Look, you're not safe here.’

‘Not safe?’ She looks round the small cabin, at the innocent clutter of her
things and Marika’s. ‘What do you mean, not safe?’

‘I mean in this country. You think you're safe here but you're wrong. No
one’s safe. I'm planning to take the family to Switzerland. There’s going
to be an invasion.’

‘Invasion?’

‘Don’t you listen to the news?’ This is something he can deal with, a
matter of facts and opinions, of judgement and decision. ‘Henlein has a
secret pact with Hitler. Don’t you know who Henlein is? He’s the leader of
the Sudeten Germans. He’s got the German army at his back and he’s
demanding self-rule for the border regions. If the government does agree
then Henlein will invite the Germans in; if it doesn’t the Germans will use
the so-called oppression of the Sudeten Germans as a pretext for



invasion. | can't see any way out of it. One way or another the Germans
will be here just as surely as they are in Austria.’

‘And you're going to leave?’

‘Not immediately, but I'm making arrangements. So that we're prepared.’
‘Will Switzerland be safe?’

‘Who knows? We might have to move on. To the United States perhaps.’
‘And what'll happen to me and Marika?’

‘I'll think of something. | won't leave you here.’

‘We don’'t have any papers. Marika has her birth certificate but | don’t
have anything.’

‘We must see what we can do. There’s the refugee office. They issue
papers for people without anything. We’ll work something out.’

Outside the air is cool and fresh. There is a sensation of relief. How long
has it been? He has lost all sense of time in the close confines of the
chata, in the presence of Kata. The upstairs window in the big house is
closed now. The garden, the hedges and the trees are empty. Not even
Marika has appeared. He glances at his watch and sees that it has only
been a few minutes. Fifteen, maybe. A part of him, that part that always
has a plan, always considers and calculates, tells him that little or no
damage has been done. He just dropped by to see how things are going,
how the Kalman woman is dealing with life in exile, how she is making
ends meet. One has an obligation, just as one has an obligation to one’s
work force. But it is a frail voice, barely heard above the storm that is
raging in his head. He turns and makes his way up the slope towards the
trees that cut off the top of this garden from the bottom of his own
property, the trees and bushes that cut him off from Kata. He knows there
Is a way through the dense undergrowth, the jungle of clutching branches
and shielding leaves.

Robots



Fuchsias are in bloom, so the gardening programme on the radio says.
‘We ought to have fuchsias,” Viktor suggests, against his better
judgement. Fuchsias are ornament and ornament is crime. ‘I like
fuchsias. The Berchtolds out near Slavkov, they breed fuchsias, don’t
they? We should pay them a visit and get some.’

‘The Berchtolds are a bore.’
‘Who tells you that? Hana?’
‘Have you seen the news?’
‘Of course I've seen. | always see the news.’

The news tells of German troops massing on the border. The
Czechoslovak army has been mobilised, sabres are rattling, hearts are
beating, engines are roaring, boots are tramping, all that kind of thing. He
remembers it all from last time, the last war where he occupied a
bureaucratic position behind the front line — some military headquarters
in Graz just inside the border from Italy — and watched the thousands go
marching off to death. One of them was Liesel's brother. They met up —
the purest chance, the caprice of war — on the edge of a parade ground
where Benno’s unit was mustering.

‘My God! they both exclaimed as they caught sight of one another. ‘I
don't believe it!’

That is the kind of thing you say, but of course you do believe it.
Coincidence happens. Paths cross, journeys meet, lives intersect, like
the various progressions of articulate but entirely automatic animals, ants
maybe, weaving around on a table top, moving, searching with no more
sense than robots. ‘Robot’ was Capek’s word, the linguistic gift of the
Czech language to the whole world. Robot, from robota. Hard labour,
drudgery, the slave labour of the serfs. They talked a bit, those robots
called Benno and Viktor, they talked about home, about parents and
family, about Liesel who was then no more than a young girl — fourteen,



fifteen — with, so Benno said, a crush on Viktor. It was that that turned
Viktor's head. He'd never imagined the possibility that Benno’s sister
could admire him, love him even. Being loved was a new experience.
Then Benno had to go because his unit was waiting for him and Viktor
watched him clambering aboard one of the lorries and turning to wave.
The engines roared and off they went, robots climbing up the hill away
from the army camp. And that was the last anyone from home saw of
him.

And now Viktor can hear the same sounds, the same preparations for
war, as though they are being carried towards him on the breeze from the
other side of the hill. But the strange thing about this new season of
danger and dissolution is that he has almost ceased to care. Or at least
he cares far more about what is going on in the chata, whose tarpapered
roof he can just glimpse if he goes upstairs to the terrace. Or what's
happening down there on the lawn, where, in the evening sunshine two
days later he watches Liesel and Kata playing with the children.

He stands and smokes and watches. They are both wearing white, Liesel
tall and narrow, slightly stooped, and Kata smaller and vivacious, running
with the two girls, then turning and crouching down to encourage Matrtin,
who follows with all the determined clumsiness of a five-year-old. As the
little boy runs into her embrace she straightens up and hoists him above
her head. Viktor can hear the shrieks of laughter.

Can they see him standing at the windows of the Glass Room? It
depends on the light, and your point of view. Sometimes from the garden
you can look up and see someone standing there beyond the windows as
plain as daylight; sometimes only milkily, through the pale reflection of
the day; and sometimes not at all, for there is only the view of sky and the
clouds in the whole expanse of glass, so that you seem to be looking
through the building, as though the house itself were transparent.

The two women are making their way up the lawn and onto the terrace.
Only then does Liesel notice her husband. ‘I didn’t see you there, Viktor.
You're back early from work. Katalin and | have been entertaining the
children.’



Kata is looking bright and happy. Her face has taken colour, a faint flush
in the cheeks, a smooth, buttery tan from the summer sun. ‘Good
afternoon, Herr Landauer,” she says, and he inclines his head in
acknowledgement, watching the sky in her eyes. ‘Frau Kalman, he
replies. But he wants to call her Kata. He wants to cry out loud, Kata!

The children sit at the table, Martin determined to be as grown up as the
two girls. Ottilie and Marika patronise him, tell him to sit properly at the
table, not to talk with his mouth full. Marika is a beautiful child, more
beautiful by far than Ottilie, a radiant genetic reflection of her mother,
except for her eyes, which are dark. She glances at Viktor with all the
indifference of a child perceiving an adult to be nothing of importance in
her world. There is apparently no memory of that man standing in her
mother’s room, no record of clinging monkey-like to her mother and
watching him and asking, ‘Are you one of Mutti’s friends?’

‘I'll leave you ladies to it,” he says, and retreats to the library where he
can read the papers and listen to the noise of the children and hear, just
once, Kata’s voice raised to stop the girls doing something that annoys
Martin. He wants Kata. More than anything in the world, he wants her.

The next day he goes down to the chata again, but this time she’s not
there. He finds some paper and a pencil and scribbles a note. There is
the question of whether to make it cautious and safe or open and
incriminating. / want to see you, he writes, but cannot find the way.

The weasel words of a coward.

Gossip

‘It's a matter of perspective,” Oskar says. They've finished dinner and are
sitting in front of the onyx wall. They come together these days for mutual
comfort. The house has become a refuge for them, the Glass Room, that



least fortress-like of constructions, bringing the consolation of reason and
calm, while outside the confines of their particular lives, the world is
crumbling. There are riots in the border areas, demands from the
German-speaking groups for autonomy, the massing of German troops
along the Austrian border, cries for rights, shouts for independence,
shouts for secession.

‘What do you mean, perspective?’ Viktor asks. He has returned late from
a visit to Prague, where there is panic and treachery in the air.

‘Historical perspective.” The ceiling lights gleam on Oskar’s bald head. He
holds out his hands, as though to display perspective, an abstract idea
resting between his palms. ‘After the war we — that is the poor benighted
inhabitants of this country — thought ourselves to be at the culmination of
some historical process. But we were wrong. Actually we find ourselves
in the middle of a process with no idea what the end will be.’

‘What process?’ Hana asks. ‘Darling, you are being opaque.’

‘The dissolution of the Empire, of course. We thought — we were naive
enough to think — that it was all over. The Emperor has gone, Woodrow
Wilson has spoken, the principle of self-determination has been
established, and that’s it. Bye bye the dual monarchy and all that went
along with it; welcome Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Austria and goodness
knows how many other little statelets. But we were wrong. We weren'’t at
the end of a process, we were merely in the middle. That's what I'm
saying. It's like a happy couple strolling through the countryside. They
think they’re in a pretty little piece of woodland and after a while they’ll
break out onto a sunny pasture. But actually they have entered a dense
forest and it stretches hundreds of miles ahead. And they have no idea of
the end.’ He lifts his brandy glass to his mouth. ‘If there is an end.’

Liesel gets up and walks over to the windows. ‘An end to history? Of
course not.’ She presses the button and waits while the central pane
slides gracefully down into the basement and opens the room to the cool
air of the evening. ‘Let’s talk about something else. It's always politics.
Politics, politics, politics. Let’s talk about people.’



‘We are talking about people,” Oskar insists. ‘Politics is people.’
‘How’s your refugee lady?’ Hana asks, ignoring her husband.
‘Katalin?’

‘It's Katalin now, is it? Should | be jealous?’

‘Don’t be silly, darling. She’s a common little thing but really quite bright.
And tough. When you think what she’s been through. She has done
some wonderful work for me. You know she used to work for Habig?
Making hats. And then dressmaking with Griinbaum or someone. One of
those houses. | mean, quite a talent. And then all this happens and she’s
just thrown on the mercy of others ...’

Thus set on a new course, the conversation shifts, first to the contingent
trials of Katalin and then, to Viktor’'s relief, to the self-imposed trials of
another pretty little thing, Vitulka Kapralova. ‘Have you heard?’ Hana
asks. They haven’t, of course. They wait on Hana for gossip, for
distraction, for delicious morsels of scandal. ‘Well, you know about her
affair with Martin(i, don’t you?’

‘Only because you told us.’

‘Don’t be silly, darling. Everyone knows it. So she’s there in Paris in the
arms of the doting Martind, leaving his wife all alone in their country
house, and then something happens — we know not what, perhaps the
wife cut up rough — and she’s off on an extended holiday with a new
boyfriend.’

‘A hew one?’

‘Some unknown engineering student she met. His name is Kopec,
apparently. From Prague. Anyway, off she goes, to Italy and the south of
France, abandoning poor old Martind to his wife.’

‘How do you know all this?’ Liesel asks.

‘A little Parisian bird tells me. Then, apparently, she gets back from her
holiday and falls straight back into Martin(’'s arms again. And now — well
you've got to hand it to her — now the little koketa sets off, with Martin(l
in her baggage, to London, to that music congress. You heard about that



from Kapral himself, didn’t you? Everyone was there. Hindemith, Britten,
Bartok, the American Aaron Copland, all of them. And our little minx
actually opened the congress with the ‘Military Sinfonietta’, the piece she
conducted in Prague last winter. Can you believe it? Taking the music
world by storm and Bohuslav Martin(i by the balls.’

‘Hana!’

‘Well | don't know how else to put it. The poor man’s completely
infatuated. They say the stuff he’s writing now is full of coded references
to her.’

The gossip goes on, the suggestions and the intimations, the life of a
young country stumbling to its death. People and politics dissected and
discussed in the cool spaces of the Glass Room, while outside the storm
gathers.

‘By the way, there’s a problem with Liba,” Liesel says, later when Oskar
and Hana have gone and she and Viktor are upstairs. They are in her
bedroom, the quiet box of her bedroom, the plain white box which
contains the most intimate secrets of their marriage, the delights and
disappointments, the silent revelations that they share but never talk of.

‘You're avoiding the issue,’ Viktor says. ‘The issue is what is happening
to this country. It will affect us all, Liesel. We must talk seriously about
leaving while there is still a chance.’

He’s in his pyjamas, sitting in an armchair smoking. She is standing in the
doorway to the bathroom, her head wrapped in the turban of a towel. She
is naked. There is something clumsy about her nakedness, the wide hips,
the rough beard of duncoloured hair between her thighs, her breasts like
wayward eyes. Once she had been shy of his seeing her like this. Now
she doesn’t even realise she is doing it.

‘I'm not avoiding any issue. You see, Liba’'s engaged to be married. She
told me the other day. It's all a bit of a rush and | think she’s pregnant
although she denies it. Anyway, the point is, not only would she not be
able to come with us to look after the children if we did leave, but she’s
actually handed in her notice. She was awfully upset about it, said how



much she loves the children and all that kind of thing, but Jan — that’s
his name — works in Prague. | mean he’s with his regiment at the
moment, of course. But he lives in Prague and she feels duty-bound to
be with him.” She towels herself dry, briskly rubs her head and stands
there with a frizz of damp hair about her face. ‘And so | thought, what
about Frau Kalman?’

Viktor is dumbstruck. What exactly is his wife suggesting?

‘Ottilie and Marika get on remarkably well, and Katalin is a wonderful
mother despite all her trials and tribulations. Martin adores her. What do
you think?’

What does he think? He thinks the immediate thoughts of a liar: how to
react appropriately, how to make the unnatural appear natural, a process
that carries with it the seeds of its own destruction, the premeditated act
betraying itself as unnatural precisely because it is premeditated. A
conundrum.

‘Don’t you like the idea?’
‘| didn’t say anything.’
‘| can tell by your expression. You're not impressed.’

‘Well, does the woman have any experience?’ He is not used to
dissimulation but he discovers a natural talent for it. ‘I mean, we’re talking
about a nanny, aren’t we? Does she know what'’s involved? What is she?
A seamstress? Hardly a qualification. And does she have references?’

‘You make it sound like a job application.’

‘It is precisely that.” It is precisely something imprecise: it is a whole
universe of possibilities. The possibilities confound him. His wife shrugs
her way into a silk nightdress. The material — pale ivory — clings to hips
and breasts and belly. He senses, as though it is something that operates
independently of his mind, something extraneous, the growing insistence
of an erection. How curious that arousal should come when she dresses
rather than when she is naked.

‘There’s also the question of what happens to Katalin and her daughter if



we do leave.’
‘Do we have an obligation to her?’

She looks at her husband with an expression close to outrage.
‘Sometimes you appear so heartless, Viktor. Of course we have an
obligation. In abstract terms we have obligations to all refugees, and we
try to discharge those obligations by supporting the various organisations
that we do. But we also have precise and personal obligations to those
we know and hold in regard.’

‘You sound like a moral philosopher.’
‘You sound like a cold fish.’

‘So you hold Frau Kalman in regard?’
‘Don’t you? | think perhaps you do.’
‘What do you mean by that?’

‘She’s an attractive woman. Men like attractive women. | have noticed the
way you look at her.’

He laughs. ‘Ergo | should want Frau Kalman to become the children’s
nanny? Don’t be ridiculous. Liesel, | don't know enough about her to
judge one way or another. | know that she has been living in the chata for
the last few months and | know that your mother doesn’t like her. And you
apparently do.’

‘My mother didn’t like you either, at first. So that puts you in the same
boat. Anyway, what do you propose doing about her and her daughter?
Are you happy to abandon them? All these things that happen to the
Jews — that's why you are talking about going, isn't it? Are you happy to
leave those two and have such horrors happen to them? Could you face
yourself? Look, why don’t you go and have a word with her? Talk to her a
bit. See what you think.’

He considers this possibility amongst the galaxy of possibilities, a
universe of possibilities greater than anything he might have imagined.
‘Have you mentioned this to her?’



‘Not specifically. We've talked in general terms of what she might do,
where she might go. | suggested Palestine. She says she’s looked into
that. Apparently there are Zionists trying to drum up support amongst the
refugees — the Germans and Austrians are even encouraging it, did you
know that? Apparently they even have an office for Jewish emigration in
Vienna. But she says that the British have quotas and it's not easy to get
In...

‘I'll go and have a word with her.’

‘But be kind. You're not interviewing someone for the firm. You're looking
for someone who might be an addition to the family.’

Proposal

The chata stands quietly in its envelope of hedge and grass. Beyond it lie
the gardens of the big house, and the house itself staring blindly out at
the silent morning. Behind him, from the upper garden, comes the distant
noise of the children playing — Ottilie and Marika, and Martin’s voice
raised in some kind of protest against the girls.

She gives a start of surprise when she sees who it is at the door. ‘What
are you doing here?’ she asks and there is almost panic in her tone, as
though he might do her violence.

‘Liesel suggested | come. So I'm here by right, as it were. She has a
proposal to make.’

‘Proposal?’ She stands aside for him to come in. There is an awkward
moment when they pass in the cramped space, their hands almost
touching, her face looking up at him as though she might be offering it to
kiss. Then she moves away from him to sit at the table, quiet and
composed, her hands folded in her lap, while he remains standing. If
someone were to come in now they would never guess that anything has



ever passed between them. It looks like an employer about to question
the maid. ‘What did she want you to tell me?’

She refuses his offer of a cigarette, but he takes one for himself. It
interests him to see that his hands are quite steady, the flame of the
lighter quite still as he raises it. ‘What do you call her?’ he asks through
the smoke. ‘Frau Landauer? Or Frau Liesel?’

‘| suppose, Frau Landauer. | don't really know.’
‘Frau Landauer wants to take you with us.’

‘With you? What do you mean?’ She frowns. ‘Where to? Where are you
going?’

‘I've already told you. We're going to Switzerland. We’'ve just discovered
that Liba is leaving us to get married, and Liesel had this idea that you
could take her place looking after the children.” He sits opposite her
across the table. ‘What do you think? Come with us when we leave. You
and Marika of course. Would you do that?’

Bewilderment, suspicion, a whole cluster of confused emotions cloud her
face. ‘She had this idea? Or was it yours?’

‘Hers alone. | had no part in it. | promise you that. It was her suggestion.’

She looks away, out of the window at whatever lies beyond, a stretch of
lawn, the tall box hedges that cut the chata off from the main garden. He
has never been able to get the measure of her. What does she want?
What will make her happy? ‘I've told you that we don’t have any papers.’

‘I'm sure something can be done. They can give you something they call
a Nansen passport. I've already spoken to people in Prague. The Human
Rights League can organise things.’

‘You've already done it?’

‘Just in general terms, just to see if it is possible. Look, Kata, | want you
to come with us. | want to help you.’

‘Is that all you want to do?’

‘You know it's not.’



‘Then what?’

‘You know what. You know what has been between us. You cannot just
pretend that it didn’t happen’

‘And you want that again? A little bit on the side whenever your wife is
out of the house?’

‘Don’t speak like that.’

‘But it’s true, isn't it?’

‘It's more than that. It's ..." His fluency deserts him. He fumbles for words.
‘What is it, then? Love? Is that what you're trying to say?’

‘Yes, perhaps that's exactly what I'm trying to say.’

She laughs. She is bright and sharp, that is what he loves in her. Her
mind is as quick and neat as her body, the two things united into
something he has never met before. ‘If it's love then leave your wife and
come away with me.’

‘You know | can’t do that.’

She gives a bitter laugh. ‘I know you won't do it. I'm trapped, aren’t I? |
tried to escape, but | failed.’

‘You're not trapped. You're as free as a bird. | promise you that.
Whatever you want to do, | will pay for it. | paid you once to walk out of
my life. I'll do the same again if that is what you want. But I'm asking you
to come with us.” He pauses, and corrects himself. ‘Begging,” he says.
‘I'm begging you.’

Ship

Viktor stands in the Glass Room looking out at the view that was once a
wild hilltop panorama and now is something framed and therefore tamed,



in the way that the ocean appears tamed when viewed from the bridge of
a ship. He has always liked the ship analogy. Despite being a citizen of a
country that has no shoreline, he feels an affinity with the sea. The Glass
Room is the bridge and the floor above a promenade deck, with cabins
for the passengers. The sound of the wind in the trees is a sea sound
and the house itself is a ship pitching out into the choppy waters of the
city with the wind beating about the stanchions and bulkheads. And
ahead is the storm.

He turns away from the view, crosses to the door and climbs the
companionway to the cabins, from the expanse of one space into the
narrow constrictions of the upstairs. In the hallway he pauses and listens.
Here everything is silent, bathed in the still, amniotic light from the glass
panels. Along the corridor, past Ottilie’s and Martin’'s bedrooms he waits
at the furthest door and listens again, fancying that he can hear the quiet
interior breath of expectation. ‘Come in,” she says when he knocks.

She’s standing by the window looking out onto the steep slope and the
jungle of trees and bushes. The room itself is bare except for the bright
splash of a FrantiSek Kupka abstract painting on one wall. There are only
a few of Kata’s things, those that she managed to take with her in flight
from Vienna, things she could cram into the single suitcase, and those
she has managed to buy since coming here. On the chest of drawers
there’s a photograph of her and Marika in a park, perhaps the Augarten
in Vienna, perhaps the Prater. Mother and daughter are smiling and
squinting against the light, and Viktor wonders — a small pulse of
jealousy — who held the camera.

‘I came to see how you are.’

She turns and accepts his awkward kiss. She’s wearing a plain white
blouse and black skirt, the uniform of a governess or a female companion
or something. ‘I'm fine.’

‘You're happy?’
‘I'm confused. So much has happened. | feel that it's going to go wrong.’

‘It's not. It's not going to go wrong.’



There is nothing much more to say, really. Whether it is going to go
wrong is not up to her or to him. The wrongness or right-ness of the
future is a matter of the purest contingency. Viktor has always worked on
the principle that the future is there to be handled, manipulated, bent and
twisted to one’s own desires but now he knows how untrue that is. The
future just happens. It is happening now, the whole country poised for
disaster; it is happening now, his standing there confronting Kata.

Out of the window through the dense fretwork of branches he can just
see the sky, small pieces of sky like fragments of a mosaic. Turquoise
blue, winter blue, a deeper blue than Kata’'s eyes. He wonders what lies
beyond the horizon of her gaze. ‘I love you,” he thinks, and finds the
assertion as thrilling as anything he has known, as enrapturing as, say,
flying. There is the sudden elevation, the unexpected lightness of spirit,
the same sense of your whole material existence being predicated on
nothing more than a whim. But he daren’t say it out loud.

‘Everyone seems to be out.’

‘Yes.” She knows that well enough. She has been party to the fact,
walking with the children down the hill to the Montessori school near the
hospital, where Martin has just started in the kindergarten. Liesel and
Hana are at some organising committee setting up a concert in aid of
refugees. They'll be there all morning.

‘So,” he says, and there is a moment of indecision, as though, despite
both knowing what they are about, there is still some uncertainty about
how to proceed. What, in this novel puzzle, are the necessary moves?
Then she begins to unbutton her blouse and it is just like it ever was: the
guiet matter-of-factness of her gestures as she puts the blouse aside,
and shrugs off her brassiere as one might shrug off an inconvenience.

‘We’'ll have to be quick,’” she says.

He watches, breathless, as she steps out of her knickers and stands
naked in the small, spare room. She has, he realises with a small start of
recognition, exactly the body of the Maillol sculpture downstairs in the
Glass Room, the same loose breasts, the same swelling to her belly, the



same firm thighs and plump shoulders. ‘One of my men-friends only
wanted to look,” she told him once. ‘All he wanted was that | undress and
lie down so that he could look at me. He never touched me. | had to do
various things — open my legs, bend over, that kind of thing — and he
just looked. He must have been short-sighted, | think. He’d look so close
that | could feel his breath on me. But he never touched me. Wasn't that
strange?’

But Viktor understands the remote desires of that anonymous Freund. He
feels that he could spend whole days just looking at the marbled
whiteness of Kata's body, at the curves and creases, at the deft folds of
flesh and the sinuous hair. What could be more perfect than to look? And
yet mere looking is not enough: while the Maillol torso stands forever
motionless and detached in the cool and rational space of the Glass
Room, upstairs in the small cabin of her bedroom Viktor goes down on
his knees before her. He feels neither fear nor shame: there is only this
compulsion filling his whole being so that for those few moments he is
helpless. Afterwards, after the convulsions of mind and body, comes the
anxiety, the fear of discovery, that razor's edge of panic. They pull their
clothes on, adjust hair and skirt and collar and tie, prepare to return to
that ordinary world of convention and decorum. ‘How can this go on?’ she
asks.

He doesn’t have an answer to her question. Deception in the Glass
House is a new experience for him. He has no idea how to go about it. ‘I
think we should all live in glass houses,’ he said years ago. It was at the
housewarming party they gave when the house was newly completed.
Hana was there, and Oskar probably, and Liesel of course. But there had
been others listening. Rainer von Abt himself. And Professor Kundera
and the composer Vaclav Kapral. And that journalist who had come
uninvited with one of the other guests. And the pianist Némec. Dozens
and dozens of them all looking up to him and listening to his brave words.
‘If we all lived like that there would be no more secrets, no more deceit.
We could all live openly and honestly.’

The little speech amused Hana. ‘You are a spoilsport, Viktor,” she



accused him. ‘I love deceit. Everyone loves deceit. Without deceit there
would be no art.’

Leaving Kata in her room Viktor makes his way — feeling light and yet
replete — down to the Glass Room. He feels no shame. He has new
memories to treasure, new thoughts and sensations to augment the
miserly store that he keeps from previous times with Kata. He has love —
sexual, spiritual, total — to elevate him above the downward pull of guilt,
like a bird rising against the earthly tug of gravity. He feels immensely
and illogically happy. lllogically because all this is threatened, this house
and the life within it, their presence in this city, in this country. The world
is crashing down around them, pulled down by the gravity of events, yet
he feels only elation.

He comes through the door and finds Lanik standing there in the middle
of the Glass Room. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asks sharply.

‘Looking for you, Herr Viktor.’

Is there a sly insolence in the youth’s expression? Liesel says there is,
and now Viktor discovers it as well. ‘Why? Why were you looking for me?’

‘I wanted to know if you need me this afternoon. Otherwise | was going to
visit my cousin in Slapanice.’

‘Go,’ Viktor said. ‘Take the afternoon off. If | need to | can drive myself.’

‘Unless ..." Lanik pauses. Is that a smile? He seems to consider his
words.

‘Unless what?’
‘Unless Fratlein Kalman needs to go anywhere.’
‘Frau Kalman,’ Viktor corrects him. ‘And | don’t imagine that she does.’

‘And if she did, you could drive her, Herr Viktor, couldn’t you?’

The Last Year in Marienbad



That summer the Czechoslovak army became Landauer Motors’ largest
customer. The contracts were for military vehicles — the Popular car
converted for army use and one of the production lines turned over to
making lorries. That summer, as always, the family took a holiday at
Marienbad, staying at the Hotel Firstenhof. They took two suites, one for
Katalin and the children, the other for Viktor and Liesel. It was a week of
fine weather, with crowds thronging the Kolonada and the bands playing
Strauss and the illusion of being projected back into the past, when
things were settled and the future seemed assured, when King Edward
VII was in residence in the Weimar and Emperor Franz Josef was at
Klinger's and all was well with the world. But there were shadows behind
the confectionery fagades: graffiti on the walls called for Anschluss,
union, and the flags flying over the spa gardens were the red and black of
the Sudetenland. On a drive to the monastery at Tepla the Landauer
party encountered a column of army trucks making its way towards the
border.

‘Are they going to fight?’ Martin asked his father.
‘They are just on manoeuvres,’ Viktor replied.

That evening a parade of young people — men in lederhosen and knee-
length socks, women in dirndls — passed directly below the windows of
their rooms. The marchers were watched by an applauding crowd. Ein
Volk, ein Reich, ein Fuhrer, a banner proclaimed. A band marched with
them and the marchers’ voices were raised in song. Die Fahne hoch!
they sang, Die Reihen fest geschlossen! Further down the road there
was an encounter with the police, some shouting and a scuffle which
ended with the banner being smashed. But still the parade went on. ‘The
flag is high! The ranks are tightly closed! they sang and the people on
the roadside cheered and waved.

‘What will happen?’ Liesel asked.
‘How the hell do | know what will happen?’ Viktor snapped.

Next morning the town awoke to find itself daubed with swastikas.



Small Issue

‘Tomorrow,’ the voice from the radio says, ‘parliament is going to meet
and | shall be making a full statement of the events that have led up to
the present anxious and critical situation ..." It is a thin, precise voice, the
voice of a cleric enunciating points of theological exactitude. It speaks in
English and Oskar frowns, understanding little of the language.

‘Shh,” Hana says when he complains. ‘Let’s listen.’

They are in the library area behind the onyx wall, Oskar, Hana, Liesel
and Viktor. Outside it is evening, a cool autumnal evening, the trees in
the garden illuminated by the backwash of light from the sky.

‘An earlier statement would not have been possible,” the voice goes on,
‘when | was flying backwards and forwards across Europe and the
position was changing from hour to hour, but today there is a lull for a
brief time and | want to say a few words to you men and women of
Britain, and the Empire, and perhaps to others as well.’

Viktor is standing with his back to the others, smoking and looking into
the conservatory where cacti and rubber plants take up stylised positions.
Hana and Liesel are sitting together on the sofa, holding hands. Oskar is
in an armchair, smoking a cigar and frowning as he struggles to grasp
what the voice is saying. The Glass Room is immensely still, a space of
guiet and calm around them, a barricade against emotion.

‘And first of all | must say something to those who have written to my wife
or myself in these last weeks ...’

‘His wife!” Hana exclaims.

‘... to tell us of their gratitude for my efforts and to assure us of their
prayers for my success. Most of these letters have come from women,
mothers or sisters of our own countrymen; but there are countless others



besides, from France, from Belgium, from Italy, even from Germany, and
it has been heartbreaking to read of the growing anxieties they reveal
and their intense relief when they thought, too soon, that the danger of
war was past.’

‘The danger is past?’ Liesel asks, misunderstanding the awkward
academic construction.

‘Shh!’

‘If | felt my responsibility heavy before, to read such letters has made it
seem almost overwhelming.” Here the voice pauses, and when it
continues there is a sudden and unexpected catch of emotion, even
revulsion: ‘How horrible, fantastic, incredible it is that we should be
digging trenches and trying on gas masks here because of a quarrel in a
faraway country between people of whom we know nothing ...’

Hana gives a cry of disbelief, and Oskar asks, ‘What did he say?’ but the
voice doesn’t wait, doesn’t pause for the listeners to take in the import of
its words. It continues, thin, exact and pusillanimous, ‘It seems still more
impossible that a quarrel which is already settled in principle should be
the subject of war. | can well understand the reasons why the Czech
government have felt unable to accept the terms which have been put
before them in the German memorandum. Yet | believe, after my talks
with Herr Hitler, that if only time were allowed, it ought to be possible for
the arrangements for transferring the territory that the Czech government
has agreed to give to Germany to be settled by agreement under
conditions which would ensure fair treatment of the population
concerned. You know already that | have done all that one man can do to
compose this quarrel. After my visits to Germany | realise vividly how
Herr Hitler feels that he must champion other Germans ...’

“Turn it off,” Hana says.

But Liesel doesn’t move and the voice continues, cutting through the thin
rush of the ether, ‘He told me privately, and last night he repeated
publicly, that after this Sudeten German question is settled, that is the
end of Germany’s territorial claims in Europe.’



Finally Viktor reacts. He laughs. ‘That's it, then, isn't it? That is the end.’
He crosses over to the radio and reaches out to turn it off.

‘Wait!’ cries Hana.
‘What for? To hear more of this drivel?’

An argument breaks out between them, a ridiculous dispute about
whether they should prolong the agony, whether this irresolute man, who
holds the future of their country in his hands, should be allowed to
continue. ‘Don’t be childish! Hana cries in frustration and fear, and Viktor
stays his hand, just in time to hear the voice express its careful anguish
over the death of an entire nation:

‘However much we may sympathise with a small nation confronted by a
big and powerful neighbour, we cannot in all circumstances undertake to
involve the whole British Empire in war simply on her account. If we have
to fight, it must be on larger issues than that ...’

Viktor turns the radio off.

‘That's us,” Hana says. ‘Do you realise that? Us. A small issue. People of
whom they know nothing.’

The fact is, she is in tears. Oskar pats her shoulder in a vain attempt to
comfort her. But the tears continue.

How do you dismember a body? There are two fundamentally different
approaches — that of the surgeon and that of the mad axeman. The one
is cool and calculating and progressive, with the application of bone-saw,
scalpel and shears. The other is a frenzy of hacking and tearing, with
blood everywhere and the taste of iron in the mouth. But whichever way
you do it the result is the same — dismemberment. That autumn the
Great Powers assisted at the dismemberment of the country. They
witnessed the cutting off of limbs from the body, the severing of arteries,
the snapping of ligaments and tendons, the sawing of bones. That
autumn the Czechoslovak army stood down and watched while men in
field grey tramped into Eger and Karlsbad, into Teplitz and Liberec. In the
north, like a vulture taking an eye from a dying man, the Polish army
snatched part of Czech Silesia. In the east Hungary took parts of



Slovakia. Everywhere refugees fled from the advancing soldiers like
herbivores scattering before a pack of predators. They shuffled along
roads and across fields, pushing handcarts with their belongings,
humping sorry bundles on their backs. The trains were packed, the roads
crowded. It was the effect of war without the fighting, a kind of rehearsal
for the future.

By the end of autumn, shorn of its limbs, only the ruined trunk remained.
The Republic of Czechoslovakia had ceased to exist and in its place was
born a hyphenated, hybrid cripple, CzechoSlovakia, destined for the
shortest of lives imaginable.

‘Surely this is the moment for Prince Vaclav to wake up and come to the
rescue.” Oskar is referring to a popular and ancient legend, the
awakening of Good King Wenceslas who lies with his knights beneath
the Blanik Hill near Prague awaiting the call to save the homeland.

‘I wouldn't bet on it,” Viktor replies. ‘The twentieth century is not a time for
miracles.’

He and Oskar have been going over some of the points connected to the
transfer of ownership of Landauer Motors. They are on one side of the
onyx wall; the children are on the other, with Liesel and Hana and
Katalin, decorating the Christmas tree. Marika has never had a Christmas
tree before. She has seen Christmas trees, but they have never been
part of her life. Not part of Viktor’s life either, until his marriage. Hanukkah
was the winter feast celebrated in his family, a feast that commemorates
the kind of thing that he detests: a miracle.

Oskar gathers up his papers and stuffs them in his briefcase. He looks
up, his expression difficult to read. There’s regret there, and fear. Viktor
has seen fear before of course, during the war, when men were going up
to the front; but it is strange to see fear in a man’s face when there
doesn’'t appear to be any outside reason. Yet that is what you see
everywhere these days, fear on the peaceful streets. ‘Do you think they’ll
invade?’ Oskar asks.

Viktor laughs. ‘Invade? They won'’t invade because they won’'t need to.



They'll just walk in when it suits them. Be realistic, Oskar. We have a
puppet government, no defences and an army that was ordered not to
fight at the only moment when it might have held its own. We’ve no more
chance of surviving than an overripe plum has of staying on the tree.
Even Lidové Noviny has advocated accommodation with the Germans.
They’ll wait for spring, that's all.’

The children are laughing and arguing. Something about the star on the
top of the tree. Hana says there should be a fairy, but a fairy seems
absurd. ‘She’d fall off,” says Martin’s voice.

‘But fairies can fly,” Hana points out.

The laughter comes round the onyx wall, the delight of children
discovering the stupidity of adults. ‘Not really they can’t. Auntie Hana, you
are so silly. Fairies aren’t real”

‘Are you really going to leave?’ Oskar asks. The conversation has slipped
into Czech. They discuss legal issues in German but they talk in Czech.

‘I don’t think there’s any choice, but Liesel does. We're still in
negotiation.’

‘It's the other way round with us. Hana says we should go but | say, what
the hell will I do kicking my heels in Venezuela or some place? | wouldn’t
be able to work, would 1? And they’ll always need lawyers here, even if
it's only for the Jews, don’t you think?’

‘I don’t know what to think.’
‘What'll you do with the house?’

‘We won't sell it, if that's what you mean. We’'d never sell it. Liesel's
people will look after it. They think we’'re mad, of course. Running away,
they say. So the place will become Germanified again, what does that
matter? That's their attitude. It's always been a German city anyway.’

‘Maybe they’re right.” Oskar hesitates, briefcase packed, business over,
but still with something holding him back. His voice is lowered even
further, to make certain that it cannot be heard on the other side of the
onyx wall. “You know, | used to think that you and Hana ...’



‘Me and Hana?’

‘Keep your voice down, old fellow. You know what | mean. | thought that
you were one of her men.’

Viktor smiles at the man’s confusion. It is not often that he sees a lawyer
embarrassed. ‘Don’t be absurd.’

‘I don't mind her having her men friends,” Oskar explains, ‘but | don't like
to know them, if you see what | mean. It got quite difficult when she had a
crush on that piano player. Anyway, it makes things easier now | know
that you are not.” He smiles, as though delighted to have got that over
with. ‘Shall we join them?’

So they go round to where the women and children are standing round
the tree admiring it. ‘Look, Tatinku!" Ottilie cries as they appear. ‘Isn't it
wonderful?’

Viktor stands by the Maillol torso and looks at the decorated tree and the
three children standing round it, and the three women with them. Beyond
the glass wall snow is falling. It is falling over the whole city, out of a sky
as heavy and sombre as a funeral shroud. It is falling on the soldiers in
the Sudetenland as they establish their new possessions, and the
soldiers in the Czech lands as they try to consolidate the hurriedly
improvised border. It is falling on the triumphant and the dispossessed,
on those that have and those that have not. It is falling on the Hrad in
Prague and the Spilas in M&sto, on the hills and forests of Bohemia and
Moravia, snow falling softly through space but giving the illusion, when
seen from the Glass Room of the Landauer Villa, that the flakes are
stationary and the Villa itself is rising, the whole Glass Room softly rising
in the air, borne aloft on light and space.

Will they invade?

They won't invade because they won't need to invade. They’ll just walk in
when it suits them. They’ll wait for spring, that’s all.

The next day the sun shines and the children toboggan down the sloping
lawn. Their voices are raised in laughter. Katalin has a go as well,
shrieking with the delight of it, until the toboggan slews sideways and



throws her into the snow. She comes back up the slope to where Liesel
and Viktor are watching, her face flushed, her hair damp, her fingers
numb with cold. Viktor wants to take them in his hands to warm them, he
wants to do that more than anything in the world. He wants to hold her.
He wants to press his face against her cold wet cheeks. He wants to take
each raw, icy finger in his mouth and suck it warm. But he doesn’t move.
It is Liesel who clasps Katalin’s hands in hers and rubs them to restore
them to life.

‘March at the very latest,” Viktor tells Liesel. ‘If we delay any more it may
be too late.’

Storm in March

‘Have you heard?’ Hana'’s voice on the phone. The phone hasn't stopped
ringing all morning — friends, acquaintances, people from the Human
Rights League. Outside there’s a blizzard, and then a break when the
sun attempts to shine, and then another gust of snow. The weather is as
unstable as the mood of the city.

‘Have | heard what?’
‘The news.’
‘Of course I've heard the news. The radio has been on all morning.’

‘Can | come round? Are you doing anything? Can | come round and see
you?’

‘You know what we’re doing. We’'re packing.’
‘But can | come round?’
‘Of course you can.’

There’'s something ragged about her, something uncertain. As though
she is damaged inside but isn’t showing it yet, doesn’t even know herself,



perhaps. Alcohol or drugs or something? It is only eleven o’clock in the
morning and she seems inebriated, intoxicated, riven with misery and
chemicals. She stumbles on the stairs down into the Glass Room and
crosses the room like the victim of a car crash staggering away from the
wreckage. Except that she has staggered into the wreckage for it is there
all round her as she walks into the centre of the space: the packing
cases, the tea chests, all the litter of the removal men. Wood shavings
and wood wool on the floor. Rolls of wrapping paper. Two removal men
are lifting a chair into a case.

‘Hanic¢ka, what the hell’'s the matter?’

‘I've been drowning my misery, darling. Have you seen? They're
everywhere, everywhere. Like a plague of rats. They moved in overnight
and the whole city is swarming with them. And that idiot Oskar Judex has
taken over the town hall with his mob. That's what they say, anyway.’

‘Has there been any fighting?’

‘Not a shot fired in anger from what I've heard. The whole country has
just lain down and rolled over.’

Liesel watches her. Her love is tempered by something: impatience, fear
maybe; and the underlying sense of panic that she has been trying to
suppress for days now, ever since Viktor, sitting quietly at the breakfast
table and putting his newspaper down, said, ‘I've booked the flight. The
seventeenth.’

Now it might be too late.
‘s Katalin here?’ Hana asks.

‘She’s gone out to do some last-minute shopping. Look, darling, I'm very
busy, you can see that ...’

‘Will you get away?’

‘God knows. The weather’'s even against us now. But we can’'t change
our plans now, can we? Viktor has gone to ring the airport to see if the
flight is going to happen. Can they stop an international flight? | suppose
they can. | suppose they can do anything they please.’



The foreman of the removal people comes over. ‘Is the piano going as
well, ma’am?’

She touches the cool flank of the case. She has played her last piece on
the instrument. Wherever they are going, if they go, if the bloody weather
lets them, if the German army lets them, they will have to hire one. ‘“You
know it isn’t. We said it wasn't.’

‘Righty-ho.” He has this manner of forced jocularity. What is there to be
jocular about at a time like this? There are German troops in the city and
fanatics have taken over the town hall and this fool is saying ‘righty-ho’
and ‘okey-dokey’ as though the world is going on just as normal.

‘Maybe we can go upstairs, Hana. They haven'’t started on my room.’

So they go upstairs and closet themselves in the bedroom. ‘What have
you been drinking?’ she asks as she closes the door.

‘How do you know it’s drink?’

‘| can smell it on your breath. For God’s sake, HanicCka. It's eleven o’clock
in the morning.’

Outside on the terrace there are the signs of the children — a football of
Martin’s, his pedal car, Ottilie’s pram. They should be under cover in this
weather. Surely that's Katalin’s job, to look after the children’s things. As
she stands there, she feels Hana come close behind her, putting her
arms round her waist and resting her chin on her shoulder. ‘What are you
thinking? Apart from my drinking habits? Are you wondering how to get
rid of me?’

‘I was wondering why Katalin hasn’t got the children to put their things
away.’

‘Ah, Katalin. Is it her you think of now?’
‘Don’t be silly.’

‘Do you love her?’

‘Don’t be idiotic.’

‘And what about Viktor? Does he love her?’” She nuzzles against Liesel's



neck. Her voice, a mere whisper, is loud in Liesel’'s ear. ‘Mm, you smell
nice. Motherly, | suppose. You smell like my mother used to. Warm and
yeasty, like fresh bread. Does Viktor love Katalin, do you think? Does he
..." a pause, for courage perhaps, ‘fuck her?’

‘Hana!’ Liesel pulls away. ‘If you're going to say that sort of stupidity, you
may as well go immediately. Really, you are impossible at times.’

‘I'm sorry. It was a joke. One of Hanicka’'s outrageous jokes. You know
that.’

They confront each other now, standing opposite each other. No holding
hands or standing arm in arm or anything like that.

‘You really are going, aren’t you?’ Hana says.
‘If we can.’

‘How can you bear to go, Liesi? Your family, your friends, your whole
world. This wonderful house, how can you bear to part with that? Me?
What about me?’

Liesel shrugs. ‘You've seen what has happened. Viktor has been
predicting this for months. If he’d had his way we would already be safe
in Switzerland.’

‘What if the whole country did what you are doing?’
‘The whole country isn’t Jewish.’

‘Oskar’s staying put.’

‘That’s his choice.’

‘And you're taking Katalin with you?’

‘Of course we are. She’s part of the household now. Look, Hanicka, I've
got stacks to do ...’

‘And what about me?’

What about her? That is a question Liesel can’t answer, has never really
been able to answer. What about Hana, whom she often loves and
sometimes loathes, to whom she owes secrets and with whom, in her
turn, she shares secrets; what about her? ‘I'll write. We’ll keep in touch.



Maybe you’ll come too in a while. Maybe Oskar will see the folly of his
ways and you'll join us. We could have a wonderful time together ...’

Hana laughs. She is sitting on the bed and looking at Liesel with that
sceptical expression that is so much part of her. ‘You know what a
wonderful time is for me? It's you alone. That may sound silly but it’s true.
All the men, all the women, all the silly pleasures of life, they’re nothing
beside you. There I've said it. That's what | came to say and I've said it.’

Liesel watches her, feeling a muddle of emotion that is far too difficult to
disentangle. Affection, and sorrow, and impatience, and a thin veil of
repugnance. And love of course. Of course love. So how can you be
repelled and attracted at the same time? She finds a packet of cigarettes
on the chest of drawers, lights one and turns to look out of the window.
Outside there’s another flurry of snow. Out there spring is trying to
happen despite the snow, despite the fact that the German army has just
marched into the whole country, despite the fact that their homeland is
even now disappearing under the flood. Out there the clouds hang low
over the city, almost touching the spires of the churches that Hana
always says look like hypodermic needles. Out there men in grey are
tearing her whole world to pieces. ‘It's eleven thirty in the morning,” she
remarks, inconsequentially.

Hana laughs. ‘1 told you once that things couldn't last. Do you
remember?’

‘You always say that kind of thing.’

‘And now it has happened.’

Flight

The Glass Room is almost empty. The piano stands where it has always
stood, in the space behind the onyx wall, but except for that and a couple



of chairs, all the rest has gone. In some ways this has returned the room
to its moment of birth, when the builders and the decorators left it and the
furniture had yet to arrive. Just the space, the light, the white. Just the
gleaming chrome pillars. Just the onyx wall and the curved partition of
Macassar wood. The cool, calm rationality of the place undisturbed by
any of the irrationality that human beings would impose upon it. They
pause for a moment and look.

Is it rational to have a sentiment about a place? A place, a room is just
space enclosed, volume sequestered by concrete and glass. ‘Does it
break your heart?’ she asks, holding his hand and glancing at him.

He doesn’t reply directly. ‘It's still ours. We haven't sold it, we haven't
given it away. Your parents will keep an eye on it. There’s still Lanik and
his sister.’

‘That’s not the point, is it?’
‘We’'ll come back.’
‘Will we? When?’

He squeezes her hand, and leans across and kisses her on the cheek.
‘Come on, they’re waiting.” The briefcase he is carrying has everything
important in it — birth certificates, marriage certificate, the deeds of the
house, all those things that document who you are and who you might
be, those scraps of paper that give you existence. Where that goes, they

go.
‘You haven’t answered my question.’

‘I'm not going to because | can't. | told you, | can't predict the future. |
can’t even be sure that the flight will be allowed.’

‘They told you it will be.’
‘They hope it will be. But who can tell for certain? Now come.’

But she stands for a moment, one last moment, looking at the Glass
Room. Rain runs down the windows like tears from her eyes. The light is
diffused, refracted, blurred by the water; just so are memories distorted
by time and mood. This is no place for sentiment. It is a place of reason.



And yet sentiment is what she feels, the anguish of departure, the
exquisite pain of remembering, the fragility of being. When will she be
here again?

Ten minutes later a small convoy of cars heads away from the house
down Blackfield Road. Viktor and Liesel are in the front car with the
children. Katalin follows in the second car with Marika and the luggage.
Oskar and Hana follow behind. They set off on the right-hand side of the
road — new regulations have come into force, a new highway code, a
new way of driving. The convoy goes down the hill past the children’s
hospital to the main road, then turns right and heads down towards the
Ringstrasse. There is no other traffic around, and few pedestrians. It is
like a Sunday morning, but it isn’t a Sunday morning. It's a Friday, Friday
the seventeenth.

‘What's happened, Lanik?’ Viktor asks through the hatch in the panel
between the driver and the passengers. ‘Where is everyone?’

Lanik glances round. ‘Dunno, sir. Who can tell these days?’

They turn onto the Ringstrasse, bump over the tramlines. There’s a tram
stopped at a light and a thin crowd on the pavement. Another tram
passes in the opposite direction, heading towards the north of the city,
but there isn’'t the usual traffic and there aren’t the usual crowds. As they
reach the Grand Hotel they find military vehicles parked across the wide
road, blocking access to the railway station. Soldiers flag the cars down.
A few civilians have gathered on the pavement to watch.

Lanik winds down his window as one of the soldiers advances. The man
looks puzzled, as though he feels he should recognise these people and
these vehicles. He's dressed in that uniform that they’ve heard about but
never seen until the last two days: dove grey with a hint of green about it.
On his chest hangs a silver breastplate. Feldgendarmerie, it proclaims.
‘At least he’s a German,’ Viktor says. ‘That must be better than one of the
local fanatics.’

The children stare at him with that open curiosity that children have, as
though nothing will affect the even tenor of their lives. Liesel grasps



Victor’'s hand for reassurance.
The soldier peers into the car and demands their papers.

‘We're heading for the airport, Sergeant,” Viktor explains. ‘We have a
plane to catch.’

The man shrugs. ‘Well you can’t pass here. The road’s blocked.’
‘Why? We’ll miss our flight.’
‘Orders, sir. An important convoy. You'll just have to wait.’

There’s a feeling of panic. The plane won’t wait, the world won’t wait.
They'll be stuck here for ever, held back by a squad of soldiers. Viktor
opens his briefcase and hands the documents over. ‘There is also the
children’s governess and her daughter travelling in the car behind,” he
explains. ‘Her documents are there too.’

The soldier examines the papers with a mixture of indifference and
incomprehension. Behind him there’s a stir in the crowd. People are
pointing and craning to see down the Bahnstrasse towards the ornate
station building. A father has lifted his child onto his shoulders. There is a
crowd there at the entrance to the station, soldiers drawn up, a banner
flying and vehicles waiting.

‘Why are these people here, Sergeant? What are they here to see?’
‘| can’t tell you that, sir. Orders.” He hands the papers back.

‘But these people know.’

‘Maybe, maybe not.’

There’s a distant roar of engines. Abruptly the soldier leaves the window
of the car and snaps to attention. One of his colleagues salutes, arm
extended in that absurd, histrionic gesture. Viktor climbs out of the car to
look. Liesel calls him back but he ignores her. Behind them Oskar and
Hana are out of their car. The people on the pavement are straining to
see, some with excitement, others looking on with indifference. And
suddenly the object of all the interest is there, in an open-topped six-
wheel car, driving out of the station forecourt, standing there in the front



seat of the vehicle, a figure of inconsequential ordinariness who has
nevertheless become iconic across the continent, the sallow face with its
paintbrush moustache and the eyes that stare out of newsreels and
newspapers, gazing into a history that seems already destined and
defined. And then the small parade of vehicles has roared away, across
the station road and down Masaryk Street towards the city centre. People
in the crowd around them are weeping, but whether they are tears of joy
or tears of misery it is impossible to tell.

‘Did you see?’ Hana asks. She has come to the window on Liesel’s side.
‘Did you see who it was?’

‘Who was it?’ Martin asks. ‘I didn’t see the man. Who was the man?’
‘Shut up Martin,” Ottilie says.

Hana is tense with excitement, as though she has come out here to wave
and cheer. ‘How has he done it? They say he was in Prague yesterday.
Here today. How does he do it?’

‘It's not magic, is it?’
‘What's magic?’ Martin asks. ‘Why won't people tell me? Tell me,
Maminko, tell me.’

The soldiers are relaxing. The onlookers drifting away. ‘May we continue,
Sergeant?’ Viktor is asking. His voice is quiet, as though he is confiding
something to the soldier. ‘We turn left just there, before the station.
Otherwise we’ll miss our plane.’

The man hesitates. “You turn down there right away? Is that understood?’
‘Of course it's understood, Sergeant.’

‘Get in,” Liesel says to Hana, opening the door. ‘We can’t wait.” So Hana
climbs in beside her and takes her hand for comfort and their little convoy
moves forward, manoeuvring past the army vehicles and turning left into
the tunnel that passes below the railway line, away from the city centre
and towards Cernovice and the aerodrome.

‘How did you know he was a sergeant?’ Liesel asks.



Viktor looks tense, as though the ordeal is still to come. ‘He wasn't a
sergeant, he was a corporal. But | always promote a soldier if | can. It
makes them feel good.’

Hana laughs and the children laugh with her, Martin because he always
follows Ottilie. Liesel joins in and the laughter is immoderate, a lifeline
they grab to pull them out of their anxiety. The only traffic on the road
seems to be military. The whole country is under siege.

‘Have you heard?’ Hana says, to try to keep the mood light-hearted.
‘Apparently they put up curfew notices in Olomouc yesterday — you
know, just like the ones here — in German and Czech. Only they got it
wrong. The ones they put up in Olomouc were in German and
Romanian.’

The laughter starts again, and then dies away. It isn’t so funny after all.

‘Why Romanian?’ Ottilie asks. ‘Are there German soldiers in Romania as
well?’

‘No there aren’t,’ Liesel assures her. ‘But if Auntie Hana’s story is true it
looks as though there soon may be.’

The airfield lies beneath a plain and windy March sky. Grey vehicles
sporting iron crosses are parked round the perimeter and soldiers are
patrolling with their weapons at the port. They let the cars through
reluctantly, only when Viktor shows them the tickets and explains the
problem and they have talked about it amongst themselves.

On the airfield are aircraft of the Luftwaffe, grey machines that look like
coffins. Inside the concrete airport building a crush of people threatens
the airline desks. Policemen, ordinary Czech policemen, are trying to
keep order. Voices are raised in argument. Soldiers stand guard, German
soldiers here as everywhere else. Viktor wades into the crowd waving
their tickets aloft. A voice over the public address system announces that
the Air France flight from Paris has been cancelled. The announcement
is in German and Czech, but the German comes first.

Through the windows of the airport building they can see their aircraft on
the concrete apron, wings spread, its nose up, its tail like a Swiss flag



flung out by the wind. Daylight gleams on the corrugated metal fuselage.
The other aircraft on the perimeter are dull grey and bear the Hakenkreuz
on their tails, and there is a strange antinomy between the two symbols,
the straight Swiss cross and the crooked German one.

‘Will our aeroplane take off?’ Liesel asks a passing official, but he just
shrugs. Nobody seems to know anything. She clings to Hana for comfort,
dear Hana who seems so strong now, not the fragile fractured creature of
the other day. ‘HaniCka, maybe it won’'t go. Maybe we’ll have to stay.’
And a part of her, an unexpressed, suppressed fragment, hopes that it
will be so, that the airport authorities will deny their pilot permission to
take off, that they will have to return to the cars and reload the luggage
and set off back to Mésto and the quiet comfort of the Glass Room.

Viktor comes over, with his face stern but satisfied. She knows the look.
He doesn'’t like to celebrate his triumphs. Outside, a trolley loaded with
suitcases is being pushed across the concrete towards the aircraft. ‘I'll tell
Lanik that he can go,’ Viktor says. ‘We’'d better get a move on before they
change their minds.” And there is the announcement over the Tannoy,
that the Swissair flight to Zurich will be departing in fifteen minutes.

Liesel shepherds her children towards the gate. ‘We’re going to fly!
Martin says. ‘We’re going to fly"

Viktor walks behind, with Katalin and Marika. Hana and Oskar follow like
a couple at a funeral — the same drawn faces, the same searching for
things to say and failure to find them. At the doorway a border guard
checks documents. Katalin and Marika’s Nansen passports are glanced
at, then passed back with a shrug. He asks Hana for hers. She shakes
her head. ‘We’re just friends,” she tells him. ‘We’re just the people left
behind.’

At the door they say their farewells, exchange kisses and hugs. Hana
clings to Liesel and whispers in her ear, Miluji té, | love you, and then lets
go and stands there bereft. They go out into the cold, uncertain day,
Viktor leading the way across the concrete. ‘We’re going to fly"" Martin
announces to the hostess who stands at the foot of the steps. Holding
her hat on against the wind, she bends towards him. “You'’re a very lucky



boy,” she says.

They climb the steps and duck in through the door. The cabin is a
narrow, sloping tunnel with seats on either side and a dim twilight coming
through the windows. It seems the very antithesis of the Glass Room,
with no sense of design but instead a hard, factual functionality. Above
the seats there is netting for hand luggage and behind each seat a paper
bag for vomit. At the summit of the tunnel is an open door and a glimpse
of daylight where the pilots and navigator are at work.

The other ten passengers are already settled into their seats. The
Landauers strap themselves in, Viktor and Liesel across the aisle from
each other, Ottilie and Martin behind them, Katalin and Marika just
ahead. The pilot appears at the door at the top of the slope.

‘We must apologise for the delay, ladies and gentlemen, but as you know
these are unusual times.” He has the jovial manner of a sea captain
about to set off on a cruise. He even uses the word: ‘We’ll be cruising at
an altitude of three thousand metres. And an estimated flying time of
three and a half hours. The weather seems to be improving a bit, but be
prepared for a bumpy flight.” He says bockig for bumpy. Martin and Ottilie
giggle, and look over at Marika. ‘Bockig,’ they whisper and make the
gesture of a bucking horse.

‘Are there many first-time flyers?’ the captain asks. ‘Well, you mustn’t
worry about it. It's what the birds do. Quite natural. If you do feel sick
there’s a bag in the pocket opposite you. There will be a bit of a bang
when the engines start, but don’t worry, it's quite normal.” He returns to
his cockpit, closing the door behind him.

‘Will we be sick?’ Katalin asks. She looks round at Viktor. He is the
expert, the only one of their party who has done this before.

‘Some people are, some people aren’t. It's a bit like a fairground ride at
times.’

‘I went on the Riesenrad once,’ Liesel says. ‘With Benno.’

‘A bit more than the big wheel, | think. A roller-coaster, maybe.’



The passengers wait expectantly. But still they jump when the explosion
comes and the engines start. The cabin is flooded with noise, like the
inside of a drum when the drummer beats a military roll. Katalin looks
round and tries to smile. Liesel pulls the curtain aside and peers out of
her window at the aluminium wings and the shining disk of the propeller.
It seems an insubstantial thing, a ghost of something that cannot possibly
pull them up into the sky. Are they really going?

‘We really are going, aren’t we?’ she says, not to Viktor, not to herself but
somehow to the low line of hills she can see out there beyond the limits
of the airfield.

The engine note rises in pitch and the aircraft begins its move forward,
swinging its tail from side to side, bumping over the grass. ‘Bockig"
Martin shouts above the engine noise. ‘Bockig"

Liesel tries to shush him to silence but the endeavour is futile. The racket
of the engines drowns everything including his child’s voice. She reaches
out and holds Viktor's hand across the aisle and wonders whether this is
usual, this monster of noise, the cabin shaking, the aircraft snaking
forward, the lurching and bumping.

‘Everything’s fine,” he mouths when he sees her expression. ‘This is what
it's like.’

At the far end of the airfield the aircraft turns and settles for a moment,
the cabin shaking. Then the shaking becomes a shuddering and the
engines roar against the brakes, and abruptly the passengers are thrown
back into their seats as the machine moves forward, faster and faster, the
wheels rumbling beneath them, the grass rushing by, the airport buildings
and the fuel trucks and the grim grey military aircraft all rushing by, and a
small crowd of spectators at the windows of the terminal building, among
whom, Liesel presumes, are Hana and Oskar. And then there is
something magic, a sudden lightness, a last kiss of the earth, and they
are free, detached, floating up into the Raum above them, the ground
dropping away, the aircraft rocking and the engines shouting in a call of
triumph. Liesel looks down on buildings and streets and the sinuous line
of the river, the Svitava, there like a snake winding through the



undergrowth. Then more houses, and a factory, surely the Landauer
factory, and dense clusters of houses, like decorative stones embedded
in concrete, slipping beneath the wings and falling away behind. ‘Oh,
Viktor, it's wonderful!” she cries, overwhelmed for a moment by the pure
sensation. ‘Oh, do look! Do look at that!

And then there is a line of buildings and a street that somehow she
recognises even from this unaccustomed angle: the bulk of the hospital
and then a slope of grass and trees, and there, outstanding on the lip of
the hill, the long low shape of the house itself, her house, hers and
Viktor’s, the pure dimensions of von Abt's vision drawn with a ruler
across the land, the blank wall of glass, the Glass Room, der Glasraum.
And suddenly she weeps, that she might never see the house again, that
all that has happened is past and that the future is uncertain and full of
fear.

Lanik

Lanik stands in the centre of the Glass Room examining the place, the
chairs that have not yet been packed and sent to storage, the glistening
flooring, the wooden partition of the dining area and the honey-coloured
partition of the onyx wall, the chrome pillars and the milk-white lights and
the plate glass. He feels an immense relief. They have gone. He is his
own master. Not that he covets the house in any way. In fact, he dislikes
it. ‘Can’t see what they see in the place,” he has said often enough to his
sister. ‘More like a fish tank than a house. And if it's a house it certainly
isn't a home.” But whether or not he likes the place, he prefers it to be
within his own sphere of influence.

He walks round the room fingering the fittings, running his hand — they
all do that, he has noticed — over the surface of the onyx wall. ‘I think
you had better board that up,” Herr Viktor said to him as they were



preparing to leave. It was almost the last command given to him before
they went to the airport. ‘Plasterboard either side, turn it into an ordinary
partition wall. See to it, will you?’

For the moment the matter can wait. The place is his. The sensation is
not of unalloyed contentment: he feels like someone in the audience who
has suddenly been invited up on stage but then discovers that the set
has been abandoned, the actors have all departed and there are only the
props left behind. Still, there’s something of the magic of the performance
hanging round the place. Faint echoes. Memories of listening from
behind the door to the kitchen and occasionally sneaking out for a peep,
and hearing things, even — occasionally — seeing things that he can
mull over in his mind.

He pours himself a whisky (the glasses have been packed away and
shipped, but the drink is still there in the library area) and walks over to
the front of the onyx wall to sit in one of the chairs. A Liesel chair, he
happens to know. It's not the kind of chair he likes — much better to have
something with proper padded arms, something you can nod off to sleep
in, listening to the wireless — but it's funny to sit in a chair she sat in, her
round arse against the same leather. That gives a small stir of pleasure.
Pani Landauer. Pani Liesel. As he lights up a cigarette and contemplates
the view through the windows, he says the name out loud, savouring it.
‘Liesel.’

There’s a footfall behind him. He turns to see his sister coming out from
the kitchens, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘I thought | heard someone
in here. What you doing?’

‘Just sitting. | thought | owed it to myself.’

‘It's not your place to sit, is it?’

‘Isn’t it? Do you reckon it’s theirs still?’

‘Well, it is, isn’t it?’

‘You think they’ll be back? They’ll settle in Switzerland or wherever, won’t
they? People like them never really have a fixed home, do they?’



‘What do you mean, “people like them”?’
He sniffs and turns back to the view. ‘Yids.’

‘She wasn't a Yid.’ It has become the past tense now. ‘I'll miss her, you
know that? Miss her, | will.’

‘Not him?’

‘You know | didn’t like him. Cold fish. You said so yourself.’
‘ told you, he’s a Yid. That'’s his problem.’

‘You were happy enough to take his money.’

‘He’s got enough of it, hasn’t he? Look at this place.’

She stands in front of him, between him and the windows, her bulk
blocking the light. “Your tea’s going to be ready soon. You'd best go and
wash.’

He looks at her with a sly smile. ‘You know | saw her once? In her
bedroom.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘It was almost dark. | was doing something on the terrace, unblocking a
drain or something. And | saw her in her room. No clothes on.’

She laughs. “You dirty old thing.’

‘| couldn’t help it, could 1? The curtains weren't properly drawn and | just
looked round and there she was, naked as the day she was born.
Looking at herself in the mirror. Small tits.” He grins. ‘But a nice bush.’

‘You're making it up.’

‘No I'm not. She touched herself, you know that? She touched herself
there. Swear to God.’

‘Since when did you take any notice of God?’
‘Got me stirred up, it did. Like a bloody bargepole—

She turns to go. ‘I haven't got time to stand around listening to your dirty
talk. I've got to get tea ready.’



‘Let’s eat at their dining table,” he calls after her. ‘No reason why we
shouldn’t use the place if we want to.’

‘There’s more,” he tells her twenty minutes later, when they’re sitting at
the round table eating.

‘What do you mean, more?’

‘About them. There’s more about them.” He lifts food to his mouth and
talks through the chewing. When he was a kid she used to stop him
doing that but now he’s his own master and he’ll do what he pleases.
‘You know that refugee woman? Kalman. You know her?’

‘Frau Katalin, you mean?’

‘Call her what you like, she was being fucked by him. I'll bet you didn’t
know that, did you?”’

‘You just talk dirty. It's disgusting really, what you say.’

He laughs through his mouthful of pork and potato dumpling. ‘It might be
disgusting but it's true. | caught them at it. One morning when there was
no one around. The kids were at school and Frau Liesel had gone
somewhere and | went looking for him. Wanted the rest of the day off, |
did. Anyway, | go up to the top floor—

‘You're not meant to do that.’

‘Well 1 did it, didn’'t I? And | caught them at it in her room. | listened
outside the door and they were going at it hammer and tongs, | tell you.
Like he was strangling a pig with his bare hands.’

‘You're lying.’

He laughs again. ‘What do you think, that they're all like you? These
people love it, | tell you. They play the respectable but really they love
fucking each other. It's what they do.’



Exile

The villa resembled a small castle, complete with turret and crenellations
and a front door that looked as though it would keep out a siege army. A
monstrosity in the Wagnerian style, Viktor called it. They settled in
amongst the heavy drapes and the heavier furniture and felt like raiders
camping in the abandoned ruins of the enemy.

‘It's only for the time being,’ Liesel told herself. ‘Soon it will all be over
and we’ll be able to return.’

At first she tried to imagine it like that, as a holiday, one of those summer
vacations when they rented a villa on a lake and spent the days in an idle
simulacrum of domestic normality: visiting local sights, taking a sailboat,
feeding the ducks, walking in the hills. But holidays are circumscribed by
the inevitability of their ending. You know you are going home to pick up
those threads of a life that has merely been suspended. This was
different. Life had not been suspended, it had been ended and a new one
had to be constructed out of a poverty of component parts: this house,
this garden, this view of the lake and the mountains, these three adults
and three children. Six characters in search of a home.

She wrote sitting at the desk in her bedroom with the view of the lake
before her. She wrote in the strange abstraction of exile, talking to people
who no longer existed except in memory: her mother, a favourite aunt, an
old school friend of Benno’s who wrote to her saying how sorry he was
that they had found it necessary to leave and how things were not so bad
and at least all that was finest about German culture was being
preserved. And Hana.

My Darling Hana,



How are you and Oskar? And how are all our friends? And how is the
dear house managing without us? You must go round and see it from
time to time. | told Lanik that you would, so don’'t accept any nonsense
from him. | feel quite strange thinking of you being there without us, but
you are so much part of me that in a sense it would be me, wouldn’t it?
Me by proxy. | miss you, HaniCka. Of course | miss you. But | truly
believe it won't be long. This awfulness cannot continue.

But it was not long before the idea of return came to seem absurd. The
children were found places in schools nearby and settled in quickly, and
Viktor was making plans. His latest project involved the manufacture of
instruments for both cars and aircraft. It would combine traditional Swiss
expertise in clocks and watches with his own knowledge of the motor
industry. During the daytime he was often in Zurich, occasionally in
Geneva, meeting people. There were potential investors to persuade,
partners to coerce, contacts to establish.

Liesel waited patiently for his return from these outings to the city. There
wasn’'t much else to do except wait, Katalin doing some needlework and
Liesel writing letters or practising the piano. Almost the first thing she had
done on arrival was to hire a piano — a Bosendorfer grand just like the
one in the Glass Room — and find a piano teacher. Piano teachers were
two a penny here, Jewish refugees struggling to make a living.

Right at the start she had invited Katalin to come down from her room
and join her in the sitting room. It seemed absurd to pretend that she was
a mere employee, a servant of the family. ‘We might as well keep each
other company,’ she suggested.

Katalin had seemed hesitant, but perhaps that was to be expected. She
came from a different world, and had to adjust to this new experience.
They talked about the places they had left behind, about the dream of
return, about all those vague aspirations that are symptoms of ennui and
exile. Outside a thin rain was smudging the view of the lake.

‘Maybe we’ll be back home before Christmas,’ Liesel suggested. It was
always she who suggested the possibility of return. ‘Maybe everything



will settle down.’

‘But you can’'t go back, can you?’ the younger woman said. ‘You can only
go forward.’

Liesel gave a small, humourless laugh. ‘Goodness, we sound like two
characters from Chekhov.’

‘What's Chekhov?’

‘You don’'t know Chekhov?’ She didn't meant to sound so surprised, but
Katalin’s manner sometimes belied her ignorance, that was the trouble. It
was easy to forget that she did not possess the same qualities as their
other friends. Qualities, Eigenschaften, was a word Liesel liked to use.
Viktor was a person of Eigenschaften and so, of course, was Hana. The
gualities were implied rather than defined: a level of intellectual
understanding, a high degree of culture, a certain liberal attitude, a
delight in the modern and a loathing of the bad things of the past. But
Katalin is a charming companion for all her limitations, she wrote to
Hana, and we get on very well. For they did have things in common and,
thrown together by circumstance, were happy enough in each other’s
company, going round the market in Zurich together, or taking a steamer
trip on the lake with the children, or swimming from the landing stage at
the foot of the garden. Katalin turned out to be an excellent swimmer.
The first time she ventured into the water she surprised them all by diving
off the end of the jetty with a sudden fluid grace that had barely disturbed
the water: just a liquid plop! and there she was beneath the surface,
swimming strongly and silently towards the shore. The children had
clapped as she emerged, as though the dive had been quite unexpected
and remarkable; but Liesel saw that Katalin had that about her,
something sleek, like an otter.

Summer passed, the first summer in exile, and when the first snowfall
came they took the children tobogganing in the hills behind the house.
Later, before Christmas, there was the first trip to the ski slopes where
Ottilie could show off her skills already learned in the Tatra Mountains.
She and Marika were almost inseparable by now, a pair of precocious
young females with budding breasts and knowing smiles. Marika had



taken to calling Viktor Onkel. He seemed to find that amusing. ‘Show me
how to ski, Onkel Viktor,” she would cry. ‘Please show me how to ski.’ Or,
‘When are you going to take us tobogganing, Onkel?’ Or, ‘I want to do ice
skating, Onkel Viktor, please come and watch me ice skating.’

‘He has become like a father to her,” Katalin confided to Liesel. Her face
was flushed and her eyes shining, happiness and cold conspiring to
make her seem so young. ‘You don’t know how much we owe to him.’

But Liesel did know. There were signs, of course there were signs, small
hints, like the first indications of age in a someone’s face, changes that
you don't notice if you are living together until you wake up one day and
there they are: the greying hair, the crow’s feet round the eyes, small
creases of disapproval at the corners of the mouth. In retrospect she
realised that she had noticed them even before they had left Mésto. It
wasn’t the way that Viktor and Katalin looked at each other, it was the
way they didn’t look. It wasn’t the notes, it was the silences between the
notes. Some music is the very enemy of silence, keeping the sounds
coming so that the listener has no time to reflect. But other music, the
music she played for herself, was different. In that music — the music of
Janacek, for example — the silences matter. They are silences of
foreboding, anticipatory echoes of the sounds that are yet to come.

Viktor bought a sailing boat and taught himself to sail on the lake. Once
or twice Liesel went with him but she didn't enjoy the experience.
Absurdly — it seemed absurd in such a small craft — it made her feel
sick. So it was Katalin who crewed for him, with one of the children as a
passenger. They couldn't take more than one passenger, there just
wasn't room. And sometimes they just went on their own and Liesel
looked after the children. She wasn’'t a fool. She saw the laughter in
Katalin’'s eyes when they came back, and something else as well, a hint
of shame.

Then one night when she couldn’t sleep because of a headache Liesel
opened the door to Viktor's room. She was in search of aspirin and there
was none in the bathroom and she knew he kept a bottle at his bedside,
so she crept into the bedroom like a shadow, determined not to wake



him. But in the event there was no risk of that happening because he was
not in his bed.

She whispered his name, ridiculously she whispered his name. ‘Viktor?
Viktor?” Whom was she hoping not to disturb? Anyway, there was no
reply. The bed had been occupied, but not for a while. The sheets were
cold. She waited but he did not appear. So she left the room and crept,
breathless and fearful like a child, up the stairs to the attic floor. The
corridor was silent, illuminated only by a night light at the far end where
the children’s rooms were. The first door was Katalin’s. For long minutes
Liesel stood with her ear against the door, listening. What she heard was
the breath of slumber, the mutter of sleep-talk, the moan of nightmare
and then a voice crying out in despair or pain, Katalin’s voice crying Oh,
oh, oh in short, staccato bursts, as though her very life were being
shaken out of her. And then a quietness that held within its embrace a
low mutter of contentment.

Liesel turned and went back down to her bed. She slept fitfully for the
remainder of the night, her sleep disturbed by dreams in which they were
back home in the house on Blackfield Road, and she was standing
outside on the terrace looking in through the windows into the Glass
Room and seeing Viktor making love. The object of his love was Katalin,
was Hana, was herself, the three women metamorphosing one into the
other, then becoming one, a chimera, and the man becoming Hana,
Hana with a penis, Viktor with a vulva, the act of love transformed into
something that people watched, crowds of people packed into the space
between the onyx wall and the windows, an audience that laughed and
applauded as the protagonists performed, giving and receiving sperm
that was like rice thrown at a wedding.

She woke to a pale dawn and the grey lake beyond the garden, and a
misery that remained ill-defined until she remembered what she had
discovered during the night. She sat in her room listening to the familiar
sounds — footsteps on the floor above as Katalin got the children up, the
running of a bath in her and Viktor's bathroom, the door opening
downstairs as the maid let herself in, all this domestic familiarity standing



as sharp contrast to the silence of the night and the dark shadows of
suspicion.

Over breakfast she watched Viktor and Katalin for signs. There were
none. No glance exchanged, no secret contact. Life, domestic life, went
on as normal.

Viktor glanced up at her from his paper. ‘Are you feeling all right, my
dear?’

‘I'm fine,” she replied. ‘I just didn’t get much sleep last night.’

He smiled and nodded and went back to his reading. The Neue Ziircher
Zeitung was the usual catalogue of disaster — Jewish refugees being
held on the border, questions being asked in the assembly of the League
of Nations, people being arrested in Prague, German forces massing on
the Polish border this time, nobody doing anything effective. The meal
continued, the cook hovering, wanting to ask about lunch, Viktor reading,
Katalin talking to the children, explaining to Martin how he should eat a
good breakfast, how it would set him up for the day. ‘What's “setting up”
mean?’ the boy asked in the manner of children, who will ask a question
even when they know the answer.

‘Can | have a word with you, Viktor?’ Liesel asked. She felt like a
supplicant, bereft of the natural authority that she should feel in her own
household. What would Hana have done in such a situation? How would
she have behaved?

He looked at her over his paper. ‘Really?’
‘If you don’t mind. In the study, perhaps.’

The idea of leaving the breakfast room for a private discussion seemed
both surprising and amusing. He folded his paper open at the place he
was reading and got up from his chair. ‘If you wish. | have to catch my
train in twenty minutes. | have a meeting in Lausanne.’

‘Perhaps it won'’t take long.’

Katalin watched as they left the room. The children were arguing about
the meaning of ‘setting up’. ‘Setting down’ they knew. ‘Setting up’ was



surely the opposite. “Settling up” is when you pay your bills,” said Ottilie,
who knew more than the others.

‘Tell me,” Viktor said as he closed the study door. The study had become
his territory ever since they moved into the villa. When Liesel wanted to
write letters she went to her room looking out over the lake. Here, on the
other side of the house, with a view of the front garden and the road, it
was a male refuge, all heavy oak panelling and leather-upholstered
armchair and a wide desk with a leather skiver.

‘It's about Katalin.’
‘About Katalin?’
Carefully, she paused. ‘Is she happy?’

He seemed surprised by the possibility of happiness. ‘Happy? | don’t
really know. | think so. You speak to her more than | do. What do you
think? Goodness, she has enough to be thankful for. | mean, what would
have happened to her if she'd stayed behind?’

‘Of course there’s that. But what kind of future does she have here?’
‘With us, do you mean?’

‘| suppose with us. She doesn’t have anyone else, does she? And no
way of supporting herself.’

He looked puzzled. ‘What are you driving at, Liesel?’

She shrugged. She didn't really know the answer to his question. What
was she driving at? The expression implied intention, a target, an aim,
and in truth she had none. There was just the dull notes of accusation.
‘What do you think of her?’ she asked. ‘Do you find her attractive?’

‘Certainly she’s attractive.’ It was impossible to read his expression. Just
a faint smile, as though the question revealed more about her than it did
about him. ‘EliSka, | do believe you are jealous.’

He never called her EliSka, not these days. ‘Do | have reason to be?’

‘Of course you don’t.” He paused, considering. There was nothing in his
expression, no guilt, no shame. So much so that a small part of her



wondered whether she had imagined the whole thing last night, whether
it was all part of her dream. ‘We can be honest with each other, can't
we?’ he asked.

‘Can we?’

‘| think we can. | think we ought to be.” He seemed to be thinking about
the form of words he might use, like a chess player wondering how his
move would affect his opponent, how that move would affect the next,
how the single first step would reverberate on throughout the game. But it
wasn't a game, was it? There were no boundaries and no rules. ‘Nothing
that is due to you is compromised by Kata being here,” he said.
‘Whatever is mine is yours, you know that. And if you were to say that
Kata must leave, then she would have to go. Is that what you want? Is it?’

‘I don't know what | want.” She turned away and looked out of the
window. She needed a cigarette. She rarely smoked so early in the
morning but she felt the need now. Her hands were trembling as she
dealt with cigarette packet and lighter. She drew on the cigarette and felt
the smoke in her lungs, consoling her. Out there beyond the window,
beyond the limits of the garden and the boundaries of this country
everything was happening: politicians were ranting, troops were massing
on borders, people were being shipped off to camps, the whole world
was coming apart. And here there was this intestine, undeclared conflict.

His voice came from behind her. ‘You can tell me that she must go and
there will just be the two of us. If that's what you want. Look, I'll miss my
train. We’'ll talk this over when | come back. Is that all right? Until then |
suggest you say nothing to her. Will you do that for me?’

She nodded at the window. Perhaps she nodded. Anyway, she felt that
she nodded, and then he was gone: the door had opened and he had
gone. She could hear the children, and Katalin hurrying them up to get
ready for school. And soon she saw him walking up the drive with his
briefcase in his hand. What would Hana have said? What would Hana
have done? She felt that strange longing for the familiar and the
unexpected, those demon things that she had known with Hana. Nothing
more perfect. A completeness of body and soul.



Dearest, darling Hana, she wrote, | have no one else to confide in here,
and of course you are the one person | would tell if we were still at home

It was fruitless, of course. The letter wouldn’t get there for more than a
week, and it would be more days before the reply came back. But she
could talk to the page, and talking would make things clear. | know what
you'll say. You'll say I told you so. You'll say, men are like that. You'll say
all those things that you warned me of. As you make your bed, so you
must lie on it. Literally, | suppose. And now | have to lie on it without my
Hanicka by my side ...

She didn’t come down from her room until the middle of the morning. Out
in the garden there was a fresh breeze from across the lake, a feeling of
open sky and air. Sunlight glittered. There were sailing boats on the
water, a small regatta like something in a painting by Raoul Dufy, all
bright colours and cheerfulness. She walked down to the water's edge
where there was the landing stage and Viktor's little sailing dinghy
moored, and Katalin, standing there.

‘I think we need to talk,” she said.

The girl didn’t turn. Was it absurd to think of her as a girl? Young woman,
then. She was watching the boats and her profile was presented to
Liesel, the curved nose, the childish forehead, the prominent lips. Very
lovely, of course. Alluring. And those eyes, their startling pale blue, paler
by far than the sky. She spoke to the lake. ‘You know, don’t you?’

‘Yes, 1 do.’
‘It's stupid, isn’t it? After all you've done for me, to let this happen.’

‘But it has happened and now we’ve got to decide what we do about it. It
had better be us to decide, don’t you think? We are the vulnerable ones.
Viktor’'s going to be all right whatever happens so the question is not
what is he going to do, but what are we going to do?’

Katalin shook her head. ‘Do you mean which of us wins and which loses?
I'll lose. How can | do anything but lose?’



‘I'm not talking of winning or losing. I'm trying to suggest a resolution.
Viktor always has a plan. Maybe he’s even got one now. But I've been
thinking as well. I've been writing letters and I've been thinking. All the
possibilities. For example, | could just leave, return home. I’'m not a Jew.
My family isn’t threatened.’

‘The children?’

‘I could take them with me.” She paused. Ducks had appeared on the
water before them, three pairs of mallard. They lived in the reed bed just
along the shore and when anyone appeared at the water's edge they
congregated, expecting food. There was the soft chuckle of their
laughter, as though the humans on the bank were performers in some
comedy of the absurd. She wished now that she had brought some bread
for them. Uxorious birds, she thought, content in their couples. ‘Or | could
leave them with you and Viktor.’

‘But you’re not going to do that, are you?’

‘It's tempting. Even with all that's happening at home, it's tempting. But |
think you are right. | don’t think I'll run away.’

‘And where does that leave me?’

The ducks chuckled softly. ‘I should have brought something to give
them,” she said, lighting a cigarette. She was smoking too much. Her
fingers were tinged yellow. ‘When did you first meet Viktor?’

The qirl looked round. ‘In your house, of course. That meeting. It was
awful, really. Like being something in the zoo with all those people
watching.’

‘I don’t think that’s quite right, is it? That wasn'’t the first time. I've only just
put everything together. | think he recognised you the moment that you
appeared in the Glass Room.’

The girl hesitated, looking for a way out of this confrontation and finding
none. ‘It was in Vienna,” she admitted. ‘| used to ... go walking in the
Prater. You know the Prater? The gardens, the cafés, the big wheel, all
that stuff ...’



‘Of course | know the Prater.’ Liesel drew on her cigarette. The sensation
of shock was as much physical as emotional: a lightness of head, a
sensation of nausea, almost the feeling that she had had in that aircraft
as they took off from Meésto. It was strange how the emotional could
manifest itself so clearly in the organic. That connection between mind
and matter. But she was going to keep calm. She was going to embody
reason and balance. ‘So you were walking in the Prater and Viktor picked
you up? Is that it? Or did you pick him up? Did he pay you?’

Katalin shrugged. ‘He helped me from time to time. It was difficult to get
by sometimes.” And then she looked up, suddenly defiant. ‘Do you want
me to say that I'm ashamed of taking money from him? Well, I'm not.
You've never had to worry about where you're going to spend the night,
have you? Or where your next meal’'s coming from. Or how you are going
to buy clothes for your baby. But when you can't find a job and you can’t
afford the rent, then things look very different.’

‘And when was this?’
‘A few years ago.’

The girl looked as though she was about to cry, that was the absurd
thing. She made a small, sorry figure standing there looking at the ducks,
her face pale, her eyes glistening, her mouth drawn down in childish
misery. Like Ottilie when she was about to burst into tears, but not Ottilie
now — Ottilie when she was six. A child. ‘I'm sorry, Frau Liesel, but |
don’t want to lie to you.’

‘In a way you already have, haven't you? Did you plan it all? Coming to
Meésto, | mean. Did you think you might find him and inveigle your way
into his family?’

Katalin shook her head vehemently. ‘I had no idea where he lived. | didn’t
even know his name. Only Viktor. And we’d not seen each other for some
time. I'd got frightened, see.’

‘Frightened?’

‘Of what | felt for him. The occasional pick-up was easy to forget. But not
him.” She blinked the tears away. ‘| moved away from my place and got a



job and | never expected to see him again. He’d given me a bit of money,
for Marika really, and | thought we could make a fresh start with that.
Look, I'm sorry about this, Frau Liesel, it's not what | wanted to say but
you really surprised me with that question. You'll probably throw me out
now, won't you? What'll | do then? | can’t get work here, can I? I'll have to
go back ...’ She was weeping now, like a child faced with some
impossible demand. Liesel watched her, barely comprehending.

‘I'm not saying that at all, Kati. | don’t really know what | am saying. Or
what to think.” But she was thinking: she was thinking an image, just an
image that shifted across the screen of memory: people crowded into the
Glass Room. And the noise, the talk and the laughter, she heard that;
and the sound of metal — a knife — against glass, and Viktor being
helped up onto a chair and standing there and calling for quiet, and an
approximate hush descending so that his voice could rise above the
residual chatter to talk of transparency and clarity and how he wanted his
house to be like that — transparent and full of light. And all the time he
was going on business trips to Vienna and fucking Katalin in the shabby
opaque world of some hotel bedroom.

She drew on the cigarette. And yet she had known, hadn’t she? From the
moment that Katalin had stood there on the stage in the Glass Room and
he had looked at her with shock, with horror even, she had known.

She looked round. ‘Are you in love with Viktor?’
There was a long pause. ‘Yes, | think | am.’

Liesel thought for a minute. It seemed very important that she get this
right, use the right words, say the correct things. Which weren't correct at
all, not in that sense. Most incorrect, in fact. The kind of thing she would
only have dared say to Hana. ‘You don’t speak Czech, do you? Of course
you don’t. Well, in Czech we have an expression, propadnout lasce, to
fall in love. You can’t do that in German, can you? In German you just
come into love. But in Czech you can fall into it. Am | making sense? Well
that never happened to me. | never fell in love with Viktor. Came into it,
perhaps, but never fell. And then when Martin came along ...” She drew
on the cigarette and held the smoke in her lungs before letting it out in a



thin stream. ‘The birth was very difficult. | lost a lot of blood and was very
ill afterwards. When it was all over things had changed.’

‘Changed?’

‘Between us. It's difficult to explain. My need for him had gone. Isn’t that
strange? | found him ... intrusive. | mean physically. Can you understand
what I'm saying, Kati?’ She glanced round. ‘I don’t even know whether |
should call you that. Kati? Kata? Which? What does Viktor call you?’

‘Kata’s fine. Or Kati.” The girl looked ahead across the water, with a faint
frown, as though she was trying to understand which should be her
name. ‘I don’t mind which, Frau Liesel, really | don't.’

Captivating, Liesel thought. She understood exactly what Viktor saw in
her: that pliancy of body, the scent of her skin and her hair, the neat
symmetry of her face, the swelling of her bust, much fuller than her own.
But something else as well, the hint of blatant sexuality beneath the sleek
innocence, the knowledge that she had of men. ‘I like Kati. And that
strange Magyar sound you give to it. Koti. Maybe you should call me
Liesel now, when we’re alone together.” And then, ‘I'm sorry, | shouldn’t
confide in you like this. And yet | have no one else. I'm here on my own
and I've no one to whom | can tell these things.” And quite unexpectedly
both to herself and, presumably, to Katalin, she was in tears, tears
running down her cheeks, tears threatening to dissolve the fragile fabric
of her face, tears racking her body. ‘I'm sorry,” she said through her
weeping. ‘I've never spoken to anyone like this, Kati, and somehow
telling it has made it all the more real.” And Katalin turned to her and put
her arms around her, the smaller woman comforting the taller. It was
ridiculous really, Liesel thought. Height should give you some kind of
defence, make you less vulnerable, make you able to control your life
and your love and your destiny; but it doesn’t. A tall person in tears
somehow seems, and feels, ridiculous.

On the surface of things little appeared to change, but that evening
Katalin joined Liesel and Viktor for dinner when previously she had
always eaten earlier with the children. Viktor didn’t remark on the change.
Did he even notice? He was full of his account of meeting Fritz Mandl at



lunch in Zurich. Mandl was going to South America, to make his fortune
— his third or fourth fortune, Viktor couldn’t be sure which — and maybe
that was where they should go, Venezuela or Argentina or somewhere.
Mandl was looking for partners. ‘Do you know what happened to his
wife? Apparently she left him; apparently she’s making a career in
Hollywood.’

‘| told you that, Viktor. Hana helped her, don’t you remember?’
‘Did she? How strange ...’

The conversation died away. It was like a family meal after the
announcement of a death, stories started but not completed, comments
stillborn. ‘How are the children getting on at school?’ he asked, which
was not the kind of thing that usually concerned him. But the question
was treated like a serious enquiry, each child’s progress analysed,
teachers discussed, progress dissected. Katalin thought that Marika
needed some help with her Latin — she hadn’t studied Latin before —
and Viktor thought that it might be arranged. Some private tuition,
perhaps. The cost? The cost would be no problem.

After the meal Katalin left them alone. ‘Perhaps we should talk,” he said.
‘About that business this morning.” He had spoken to Katalin, she knew
that. His face betrayed him: anxiety, distraction, the knowledge that a life
that had been disrupted by circumstance could now be blown to
smithereens. The roles, she understood, had neatly reversed.

‘Why didn’t you do what | asked? Why did you speak to her?’

‘Why should | do what you ask? Because you're my husband? It's been
going on for years, hasn't it? We've been sharing you for most of our
married life.” She lit a cigarette. ‘All those trips to Vienna when you could
so easily have come home. Oh yes, | know all about them. At least, | can
imagine all about them. | thought it was just women, tarts, whatever.
What men do. But it wasn't tarts, was it? It was her. No, she hasn’t told
me anything but it doesn’t take much to work it out. | tried to contact you
once at the Sacher and they were most apologetic that you weren't there.
As though it was their fault. You weren't at the Bristol either. You weren’t



anywhere | knew.” She gave a bitter laugh, lighting a cigarette and
drawing the smoke deep into her lungs. ‘I suppose it happens all the
time. | suppose the hotel staff are used to it.’

‘You never said anything.’

‘| didn’t want to believe it myself. We spend much of our lives not wanting
to believe it ourselves, don't we? When did it start?’

He shrugged but didn’t answer. She tapped cigarette ash onto her plate,
something that he loathed. ‘Years, she said. ‘Before Martin? | suppose
so. Did you love her as much as you loved me? Or maybe you never
loved me. Maybe that’s it. | suppose she does things for you that | won’t
do? Is that it? What does she do, suck your penis, is that it?’

‘Don’t be vulgar.’

She laughed, but the laughter didn’t really work. It seemed more like a
cry of misery or pain or something. ‘You know what Hana always says?
The way to a man’s heart is through his cock. She’s right, isn’t she?’

‘No, she’s not.’

‘Anyway, | don’t want to talk about it, Viktor. | don’t want to hear mention
of it again, nor do | ever want to be embarrassed by it. And it goes
without saying that the children must never, ever know. Now, if you don't
mind, | must go to bed. | was up most of last night and | feel very tired.’

Dispossession

The man from the planning department examines the hallway
suspiciously, then glances at the plans that he has just taken out of his
briefcase. He frowns, as though he expects to find inconsistencies
between reality and the official documents. ‘Five bedrooms?’ he says,
tapping with his finger. But he doesn’t wait for an answer as he sets off



down the corridor, opening doors as he goes. Except for the odd bit of
furniture — a bedframe in one, a cupboard in another — the rooms are
bare.

‘These are the children’s rooms,” Lanik explains as he hurries along
behind.

‘Were,’ the man says. ‘They were the children’s.’

‘Were. And the nanny’s room at the end. They had a nanny to look after
the kids.’

The man writes something in his notes. ‘And the master bedroom?’
“Two bedrooms, either side of the main bathroom. Back there.’

They examine those equally barren spaces. ‘This one was hers,” Lanik
says of one of them. His tone is soft and affectionate. ‘She was all right.
Lovely woman really. But he was a bastard. Arrogant, you know what |
mean?’

‘A Jew,” the man says, his tone implying, what do you expect? He opens
the door onto the terrace. Outside it's like the wreckage of a seaside
holiday cottage — the pergola bare and rusting, the semicircular bench in
need of a lick of paint, the sandpit empty. There are even some weeds
growing round the edge of the sand, ragged, thrifty plants finding some
kind of living in that unpromising soil. ‘Where the kids play during the
summer,’ Lanik explains.

‘Played.’
‘Played. That's what | meant. Look, if they’re not coming back—

‘I've told you, they no longer own the house. So even if they were to
come back they wouldn’t come back here. Not without taking the matter
to court. And they're Jews. Jews aren’t going to win any more cases
now.’

‘But what about me and my sister? That's what | want to know. We live
here as well.’

‘That remains to be seen. It all depends what we do with the building. But



for the moment ...’
‘But we need to live. We need a roof over our heads.’
The man ignores him. ‘Now the lower floor, | think.’

Lanik shows the way, back inside and down the stairs. At the entrance to
the Glass Room the surveyor pauses and glances at the plans once
more. ‘Open-plan living space, eh? Very classy.’

‘They were classy people.’

‘But not very practical.” He stalks around the Glass Room, tutting all the
time. It's a habit he has. The tut of bureaucratic disapproval. When he
passes the piano he lifts the lid and plays a single note. The note does
nothing in the place, just dies away amongst the chrome and the glass.
He sniffs, looking round the empty expanse. ‘Where has all the furniture
gone? Back in the office they said that it was all specially designed for
the place, all of a piece. Where is it?’

‘Where is what?’
‘The furniture.’

‘Oh, that. They took it. Virtually all of it. Stacks of money, you see. So
they just shipped it all out. Except for the piano. As you can see.’

The man glances in at the kitchens. ‘What’s downstairs?’

‘The basement. Pokey little rooms — laundry, storerooms, boiler, that
kind of thing. Do you want to see? It's not really worth it.’

The man opens the plans on a table. He points. ‘This is the garage?’

‘That's right. Empty of course. Used to have a couple of Landauers, but
they’ve gone too. And that’ — he gestures over the man’s shoulder to
indicate the rooms behind the garage — ‘is where me and my sister live.’

The man isn’t really interested. He looks at the plans with an expert eye.
‘What is it? Sixteen by thirty-two, something like that. Over five hundred
square metres per floor and not a lot you can do with it.” Shaking his
head he folds the plans away and returns them to his briefcase. ‘You can
hardly put people in here, can you? It's more like a gymnasium than a



living room. What a waste.’
‘So what d'you think’ll happen?’
‘No idea. They’ll probably pull the place down.’

‘What about us? What about me and my sister?’ The surveyor shrugs. ‘In
the meantime there needs to be somebody on site. I'll have a word back
at the office, see if | can fix you up as caretaker.’

The letter from the lawyers in Mésto reached the Landauer breakfast
table days later. The mail — delivered promptly at seven o’clock by the
celebrated Swiss postal service — was always placed beside Viktor’s
plate. There were the usual bills, letters addressed to him about various
business concerns, sometimes a letter for Liesel from home — perhaps
from her mother, rarely from her father, occasionally (as this morning)
from Hana. But this time there was also one from the family lawyers, a
letter distinguished from the others by a certain gravity, as though the law
firm’s legal fees could somehow be sensed by the weight and texture of
the paper. Viktor glanced at it and then looked at her with a bleak
expression that she did not quite recognise. But then there were many
things she did not recognise about Viktor nowadays. ‘It's from
Prochazka.” Prochazka was the partner who always dealt with personal
matters of the family.

‘What is it? Oh God, not a death?’

He made a small sound that may have been a sign of disapproval, may
have been a deprecating laugh. ‘Not exactly a death.” He passed her the
letter. ‘It seems we no longer own the house.’

‘What on earth do you mean?’ She peered at the sheet. Without her
glasses the words were no more than a blur.

‘Prochazka informs us that it has been confiscated by the government.
Taken from us, expropriated, whatever you want to call it. Stolen.’

‘Why?’
‘Why?’ He looked at Liesel in astonishment. ‘Because | am a Jew, Liesel.’

‘And they've taken it? But it's not theirs to take. It's ours. We built it, we



own it. It's yours and mine, and Ottilie’s and Martin’s when we go.’
‘Where are you going?’ Martin asked.
‘Nowhere, darling.’

‘What's happened to the house?’ Ottilie’s tone was sharply admonishing,
the tone of her mother when she was telling the children off.

It wasn't often that Viktor addressed the children at breakfast but he
turned to her and explained. ‘I'm afraid it isn't ours any longer, Ottilie.
Now it's theirs, the property of the so-called Protectorate. The decree has
been signed in the name of the Reichsprotektor of Bohemia and Moravia
himself.’

‘Is that Hitler?”

‘No it's not Hitler, but it is Hitler's representative.’
The girl was angry. ‘But it’'s our house. It's ours!’
‘Otti,” Katalin said quietly, ‘you mustn’t shout.’
‘Isn’t there any redress?’ Liesel asked.

‘Redress?’ Viktor laughed. ‘How quaint. Of course there’s no redress,
Liesel. These people write the laws to suit themselves.’

‘What will they do with it?’
‘God knows. Pull it down probably.’
‘Pull it down?’

It was only at the suggestion that the house might actually be demolished
that Liesel finally broke down and wept, not only for the beautiful house
on the hillside in Mésto, but for her lost life and her lost love and because
of the whole world of exile in which reality is elsewhere and the life you
live seems to be something happening to someone else, a dream world
that hesitates on the edge of nightmare. The children had never seen
their mother weep. They watched in astonishment at this display of
emotion, while at the head of the table Viktor looked impatient and
helpless, as though she had done something silly but he didn’t know how
to explain the right way to do things. It was Katalin who got up from her



chair and came round the table and put her arms around her shoulders to
comfort her.
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Occupation

Stahl calls for the car to stop.
‘I'll get out here and walk,” he tells the driver. “You go on and wait for me.’

He climbs out and lets the car pull away up the hill ahead. You aren’t
advised to do this, to appear alone on the streets in uniform, but on this
guiet road with no one about and the sun beating on the asphalt he is
prepared to dispense with caution for a moment. Walking is what he likes
— hiking in the Kaisergebirge or walking along the dunes of Usedom
island on the Baltic coast — and he has had all too little opportunity to
stretch his legs in recent weeks. He strides up the hill enthusiastically.
The road climbs. It is hot in the sunshine. There are trees and birdsong,
the mundane things of suburban life. Houses hiding behind carefully
trimmed vegetation. A dog barking in some garden nearby. The road
reaches the brow of the hill and widens out and there it is, on the left-
hand side with the view of the city beyond it — the Landauer House.



Startling, the reality, although he knew what to expect from those
photographs and plans that he saw in an architectural journal some years
ago: a long, low, almost featureless pavilion, somewhere that you might
store sports equipment or furniture. A kind of stylish anonymity. The
architect’'s name was Abt, he knows that as well. There is a story going
round that Speer tried to persuade Abt to work with the Party on their
new vision, their new aesthetic, but seeing this example of his work one
wonders what the point would have been. The Party’s vision is one of
triumph and grandeur, not this kind of understatement. What happened to
the man? Detention, probably. It isn’t worth being lukewarm towards the
regime. He who is not for me is against me, that is the watchword.

By the time he reaches the gate the driver is already inside the fence and
arguing with someone. ‘Is there a problem?’ Stahl asks.

The man turns and salutes. ‘Herr Hauptsturmfihrer, this fellow refuses to
open to us. He says it's council property. I'm not sure if he really
understands what's going on.’

Stahl smiles. He looks round at the houses across the street. They seem
deserted, indifferent to his presence there in the forecourt of the
Landauer House. Does a curtain twitch? He turns back to the problem at
hand. The custodian is a surly looking Slav with the typical broad features
of the race, the wide nose and blue eyes. Young. Couldn’t be more than
thirty. Not unintelligent. The Slavs aren’t unintelligent of course, just
emotionally unstable, liable to great heights and great depths. That is
what science tells one. Look at Tchaikovsky. Look at Dostoyevsky.

‘He understands all right.” He smiles pacifically at the fellow and tries to
cajole him into acceptance of what is a fait accompli. ‘Now come on my
man, we don’t want a silly argument, do we? Everything is above board.
Legal.” He enunciates the word precisely, in case it is not understood.
Rechtlich. ‘We are possessing the property for purposes to do with the
war effort. It's all written here in black and white.” He points to the foot of
the document that the driver is trying to push into the man’s hand. The
requisition order — transfer of ownership from the Municipality of Mésto
— is in German but there cannot be any doubt in the man’s mind, can



there? The former owners were German speakers so he must know the
language well enough. ‘Signed by the Secretary of State of the Reich
Protectorate. See? Stamps, signature — Karl Hermann Frank —
everything. My name’s Stahl, by the way. Hauptsturmfihrer Stahl. And
yours is Lanik, | believe. Isn’t that right? Look, Pane Lanik, why don’t you
just show me round — as a visitor, if you like — while you think things
over?’ It is important to understand how to treat these people. What is the
point in coming over all arrogant when all that is needed is a bit of
persuasion? ‘I mean, we’re going to get inside one way or the other,
aren’t we? So why not make it peaceably?’

Lanik sniffs, looking from the officer to the driver and back.

Finally he shrugs and leads the way across the pavement towards the
building. Stahl follows. The custodian opens the door and stands aside.
Nodding approval, Stahl steps in and finds himself in a vestibule like the
waiting room to a medical studio, all sterile white and gleaming chrome
and dark wood panelling. Appropriate for what is planned for the place.
The floor is pale limestone of some kind. There’s a table where a dentist
might have put a pile of magazines, copies of lllustrierter Beobachter and
Frauen-Warte, that kind of thing. A stairwell on the left leads down to the
floor below.

‘The rooms?’

Lanik opens doors in the panelling. It's almost a conjuring trick, mere flat
panelling — one expects a cupboard — opening to display entire rooms.
The rooms are bare, stripped of furnishings, except that one of them still
has a bedframe and a set of fitted bookshelves. There are two
bathrooms, tiled in white. One of them, a children’s bathroom
presumably, has a row of small rubber mats on the floor depicting a
family of ducks advancing towards the bath from the door: mother and
father duck and a trail of four ducklings.

‘Where are the original owners?’ Stahl asks.
‘Away.’

‘| can see they are away. Where have they gone?’



Lanik shrugs. ‘Abroad.’

‘And you're not going to say where?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You have no contact?’

‘No.’

Stahl contemplates the Slav thoughtfully. ‘They were Jews, weren’t they?’

Again, that shrug. It borders, just borders on the insolent. That is the
mood of the whole, damned country: indifference bordering on the
insolent. The universal shrug. For the most part the Germans are
enthusiastic enough, of course, like converts to a new religion. It's the
Slavs that are the problem. He looks into the man’s eyes and wonders
what is there behind them. They are Aryan blue, but it is well known that
the inheritance of eye colour is not an infallible guide. ‘Are you a Jew?’

‘I'm a Catholic.’

‘That means nothing.’

‘I don't like Jews,’ Lanik offers.

‘Neither does that. Didn’t you like your employers?’
‘They were all right.’

‘Ah. Bad Jews in general, good Jews in particular, is that it? The usual
story. Show me downstairs.’

They go down, Lanik leading the way. Twelve steps down to the turn,
then a further nine, and a door opens onto the living room. Lanik stands
aside and lets him go through first.

Glénzend! Even more impressive than the photographs: a great open
space of a place, almost the entire floor area of the whole building. Open
plan. Stahl likes that. Ideal for a laboratory. Clean and bright, with those
huge glass windows shedding the cold light of reason into the place.
None of your Bohemian Gemditlichkeit, thank God. He finds it difficult,
when the future beckons, to applaud the Party’s obsession with the past,
all that mystical folk-lorish stuff.



‘What happened to the furniture?’

‘It went.’

‘All of it? I've seen photographs. Good modern stuff.’
‘All of it except the piano.’

‘A pity.” He walks round the room like someone looking to rent a property,
running his finger along a surface, tapping the wooden panelling,
touching with his palm the cool stone of the partition that crosses the
room and divides part of the space in two. What stone is it? Alabaster or
something. The tortuous veining resembles the contour lines of some
remote countryside, twisted hills and sudden, surprising gorges.
‘Remarkable, this.’

‘It was chosen by Pani Landauer herself.’
‘Where did it come from?’
‘Africa, they say. | don’t know.’

He lifts the lid of the piano that stands there in the shadow of the
partition. ‘A Bésendorfer. Who played?’

‘Pani Landauer, a bit. But they used to have recitals sometimes. Public,
like. For charity and stuff.’

‘Patrons of the arts, were they?’ He sits at the instrument and plays some
notes, listening to the sounds with a practised ear. ‘It needs tuning.’

‘Pani Landauer used to see to that.’

Then Stahl begins to play, picking out the main theme of Smetana’s
Moldau. The trills, the flurries, lap around the Glass Room. ‘Do you
recognise it?’

Lanik shrugs.

‘It's one of your Slavic composers. Smetana. “Ma Viast’ or “Mein
Vaterland”. Which should it be?’

‘I don’t know anything about that. I'm not political.’

Stahl shuts the lid of the piano and stands up. ‘Everyone’s political these



days, Lanik. Being non-political is a political act.” He walks round the
stone partition into the sitting area where the glass windows look out over
the sloping lawn and across the rooftops of the city. There’s the Spilas
fortress in the distance.

‘Where she is now, your Pani Landauer?’
‘| told you, | don’t know.’

Stahl laughs. ‘Why are you so suspicious of me, Lanik? I'm not
concerned with tracking her down or anything. Scientific research, that’s
what I'm here for. Anthropology. Biometrics. The measurement of man.
You, Herr Lanik. We'll measure you. And tell you whether you are a Jew.’

The next day lorries draw up outside the Landauer House and men begin
to unload — chairs, shelving, desks, filing cabinets. A wooden guard hut
is assembled inside the gate and two soldiers erect a notice, a metal sign
capped with a wreathed Hakenkreuz:

Rasse- und Siedlungshauptamt
Forschungsstatte fiir Biologie
Biometrik Abteilung

Neighbours peer through lace curtains at the work going on. A group of
children gathers at one of the barricades and is chased away. Meanwhile
the two houses directly across the road are requisitioned, one of them as
a staff hostel. There is work to be done, bedrooms to be set up, kitchens
to be equipped. No-entry signs abound.

A week later the scientific staff arrive, a dozen of them, three women and
nine men, all of them young, all of them in civilian clothes, the women
plainly dressed, their hair gathered back severely from their faces
emphasising their good bone structure, the men wearing jackets or suits,
with their hair cut military short. They stop first at the hostel and settle in,
then they cross the road to the Landauer House.

There is uncertain laughter as they look round their new workplace. It is
like the start of term, the same nervousness, the same exploring of new



acquaintances. ‘What a place!’ one of them exclaims. ‘Just like a clinic.’
‘Is this a Jew house?’ another asks.
‘More like an art gallery.’

A voice, heavy with irony, says, ‘Degenerate art, and there is more
laughter, confident laughter now as they begin to sense each other’s
views. Stahl is delighted with them. Perfect examples of the finer points
of the Teutonic race. His children, he thinks, although they are barely
younger than he is; his flock. Two of them, a man called Weber and a
woman called Elfriede Lange, worked under Fischer at the Kaiser
Wilhelm Institute in Berlin where Lange was a pupil of the redoubtable
Agnes Bluhm. Lothar Scherer and Ewald Amsel have come from Jena,
from Karl Astel’'s Institute for Human Genetics and Racial Policy. There is
a representative of Fritz Lenz’s group in Berlin and another from Reche’s
Institute for Race and Ethnology at Leipzig University. Three others come
from the newly established Institute for Racial Biology at Charles
University in Prague and bring with them the advantage of speaking
Czech. ‘We must look upon ourselves as pioneers in this great
endeavour,” Stahl tells them. ‘Remember, always remember, that we are
first and foremost scientists. It is as scientists that we shall comport
ourselves in this delicate work.” He talks to them in inspiring terms, of
science, of discovery, of the frontiers of knowledge being pushed forward
even as the armies of the German people push forward the frontiers of
the Third Reich. ‘We live,” he tells them, ‘in historic times.’

By now the house has been transformed. The upstairs rooms have
become offices and the kitchens are being converted into a laboratory. In
the basement one room is being prepared to receive an X-ray machine.
Another room is already a photographic darkroom, left by the original
owners. Curtains have been drawn in order to divide one section of the
Glass Room from another. There are anthropometrical devices in front of
the onyx wall, scales for weighing, a vertical stand for measuring height,
a chair that resembles a dentist’'s but with a construction of steel rulers
suspended above the head rest, tables with callipers lying ready. Drapes
have been hung in front of the semicircle of Macassar panelling and



lights erected to shine on the focus of the curve, converting the dining
area into a photographic studio. A camera — a Rolleiflex twin lens reflex
— stands ready on a tripod. Only the piano, incongruously, remains from
the past. Stahl has seen to it that a piano tuner, a Jew, has done his work
and restored the perfect tones of the Bosendorfer.

After the furniture comes the documentation equipment. A lorry draws up
outside and heavy machines are unloaded into the garage. Workmen
undo the packaging and stand back to examine what they have been
carrying: great black contraptions in steel and Bakelite with the name of
the manufacturer on brass plates, Deutsche Hollerith Maschinen
Gesellschaft mbH. One of the machines resembles a mangle. Another
has a typewriter keyboard but the machine itself is out of all proportion to
a typewriter, as large as an upright piano; a printing machine, perhaps.
The whole space that once housed two Landauer motor cars now takes
on the aspect of the print shop of a newspaper. There is the same hum of
machinery, the same smell of ink and ozone. Soldiers carry boxes and
boxes of files into the main building, all the documentary evidence that
has been collected so far in Vienna and is forming the basis for the most
important catalogue on human variation that the world has ever seen.

And then the subjects begin to arrive.

A bus offloads them at the gate, no more than a dozen at a time. There is
a uniformity about each group — either a dozen males or a dozen
females, all of approximately the same age. The soldiers on the gate
watch as the visitors are ushered across the pavement to the front door.
There is no shouting, no military coercion, just the quiet, polite indication
of where they should go and what they should do. Czech or German is
spoken as required. ‘We are scientists,” Stahl has reminded the staff.
‘Zoologists treat animals with due respect. So as anthropologists we must
treat our human subjects with due respect.’

The subjects are taken by the receptionist down to the lower level, into
the Glass Room. Details are filled in on a form: date of birth, place of
birth, first language, second language, other languages, religion, race,
nation. There are other matters — a record of diseases suffered, of



conditions present in the ancestry: mongolism, alcoholism, criminality,
mental retardation. It is all confidential. It is all in the interests of pure
science.

Clutching their files the subjects move into the library area. Here there is
a series of tests to perform — shapes to match, series to complete,
patterns to identify. Then they move to one of the cubicles to change into
medical gowns. From there they move to a desk where a needleprick —
a sharp intake of breath, sometimes a small cry — reveals blood groups,
and a sphygmomanometer measures blood pressure.

Stahl watches.

In the measurement areas the staff work in pairs, a recorder and an
examiner, the one positioning the subject at the stadiometer — legs
fractionally apart, heels, buttocks and shoulder blades in contact with the
back board, heads held in a grip, chins horizontal with the ground —
while the other waits, pen in hand. The examiner kneels down, pushing
and pulling, adjusting and cajoling. It all has to be just right, standardised,
exact. Measurements are taken: total height, hip diameter, chest
diameter. Then sitting: leg measurements, arm measurements. Then the
dentist’s chair: head dimensions, the callipers holding the different crania
in their cool jaws. The smooth girls, the grizzled men, the matrons and
the husbands. Skin colour is assessed, the inside forearm compared with
a von Luschan chromatic chart. Eye colour is recorded, rows of glaucous
model eyes staring back at the examiner to be matched with those real
ones, wide and anxious, in the subject’'s own face. ‘It's all right,” the
examiners reassure their subjects, ‘there’s nothing to worry about. No
pain, no discomfort.’

Stahl watches.

Precision, the cool gaze of scientific objectivity. The measurement is as
perfect as the dimensions of the Glass Room itself.

‘Now we will just take some photographs, and then everything is done.
Please take off your gown and hand it to the assistant. This is a scientific
examination. We are all scientists here. And the records are entirely



confidential.’
Stahl watches.

Gown handed aside, the subject stands naked under the lights and
before the judgement of the camera. Sometimes they are as white and
pure as alabaster, sometimes mottled or brushed with hair, sometimes
creased and sagging like old cloth, sometimes firm and youthful, some
bellies bloated, some mere cushions, ribs visible in some, breasts
sagging like bladders or sharp and prominent like fruit, penises hanging,
strangely ageless, like the probosces of blind, hirsute animals. The whole
gamut of human variation.

Stahl watches, enthralled by the systematic measurement of what
defines human and subhuman, of what makes Herrenvolk and
Untermenschen.

Rainer

Switzerland was an island in the midst of disaster. All around swirled the
floodwaters of war, fetid and dangerous, carrying with them the wreckage
of lives and places. They heard on the wireless and read in the
newspapers of armies marching, of men dying, of refugees fleeing, of
Paris itself disappearing under the flood.

Have you heard about Kapralova?, Hana wrote. Nowadays the letters
always came with official stamps — the eagle with the Hakenkreuz in its
talons — and a sticky label holding the flap down and announcing
Gedffnet, opened. Liesel imagined bored men and women glancing over
the banalities, missing the little bits of personal code, peering dully into
other people’s private lives, seeing everything and understanding
nothing.



You know she dropped Martinl and married this fellow on the rebound?
Perhaps you don’t. Jifi Mucha, Alfons Mucha’s son, would you believe!
Well, she fell ill and was in hospital just as the Germans were
approaching Paris. Can you imagine the panic? Apparently — | got this
from Kundera who heard it from old Kapral himself — her husband
managed to get her out of the city just in time. They fled south, to
Montpellier, I think. But there was nothing to be done: the poor girl died in
hospital two days after the fall of Paris. God knows what it was. An
ectopic pregnancy? Anyway, the lovely creature is dead, and Kapral and
his wife distraught.

Liesel looked up from the letter. Kapralova dead! Another part of the past
dead. The young dying as often as the old. Out of the window the sun
was bright on the lake, but she saw the wreckage of lives all around her,
and herself cast up on this island of safety. How long would it last, she
wondered?

We ourselves are as poor as church mice nowadays, Hana continued.
She wrote that bit in Czech — chudy jako kostelni mysS. That's what she
did, mixed her German and Czech, perhaps to make it difficult for the
censors. All O’'s money is frozen — some new move against his people
— and we are living hand to mouth. Darling, you cannot imagine how
dreadful it is becoming ...

‘His people’ was code, Liesel had worked that out months ago. It meant
the Jews.

| think I may have to look for work, can you imagine?! God knows what I'll
do — walk the streets, probably!

She smiled at Hana's exaggerations, folded the letter back into its
envelope, put it away in a drawer and hurried downstairs. The reply
would have to wait. It was almost midday and they had a guest for lunch.
‘Are the children ready?’ she called to Katalin. ‘I want them to look
presentable.’

Then she hurried around, putting things right in the sitting room, going in



to the kitchen to make sure that the cook was prepared. They saw so few
people these days, and this was a very special person, a link with the
past, a link back to the house. He would bring with him that air of bullish
self-confidence that would put everything else in perspective for a few
hours.

‘There’s the car! We must all go and greet him. Hurry, let’s hurry.’

They came out to welcome him as the taxi drew up on the gravel, Martin,
Ottilie and Marika standing in an obedient line in their Sunday best with
Katalin behind them and Viktor beside Liesel. And their guest played the
part to perfection, almost as though he was inspecting a guard of honour,
bowing solemnly to Marika and her mother, shaking Martin’'s hand and
proffering a cheek for Ottilie’s kiss. ‘I remember when you were just a
little baby,” he told the girl; and Liesel remembered too. She remembered
baring her breast for the baby to suck, and Rainer watching, his cheeks
flushed, perhaps with embarrassment, perhaps with desire, maybe both.
Liesel felt something like that now, a flush of something that was not
guite embarrassment.

‘| see you've betrayed the cause, Landauer,” he said, looking up at the
front of the villa, at the ogive windows and the crenellations, at the tower
with its pointed turret. ‘If ornament is crime then this house is a capital
offence.’

Viktor smiled. ‘We are beggars now, von Abt. Beggars can’t be
choosers.’

‘They can always choose the bridge they sleep under.’

‘Let me show you the garden,” Liesel suggested. ‘You may loathe the
house but you will love the garden. Viktor, are you coming?’

But Viktor was going to see about the wine. He had a particularly fine
Montrachet, something that Rainer would surely appreciate. Not quite
beggars yet. So Liesel and Rainer walked down the lawn to the lakeside
together, Liesel with her arm through his, the children running on ahead.
She hadn’'t expected to be so delighted with his visit. He reminded her of
the excitement of those early days, the days of optimism when they were



planning and building the house, when there was hope and confidence
and the storm clouds were so far away on the horizon that it was possible
to ignore them altogether. ‘How do you enjoy the life of a refugee?’ she
asked. ‘Are you like me, in danger of dying of exile?’

But he insisted that he was not a refugee. He had a project in Zurich,
some bank that wanted a new headquarters. And then the German
government wanted him to go back and design entire towns. ‘That fellow
Speer has been begging me. He’s not a complete fool like some of them.’

The idea was shocking. ‘But you won'’t accept?’

That loud and roguish laugh. ‘Certainly not. They can do their own dirty
work. When I'm finished here I'm off to America.’

‘Americal’

‘They've offered me a post at one of their absurd universities that no one
has ever heard of. The Michigan Institute for Science and Technology. It
is known to one and all as MIST. How do you like that? Out of the
European mess and into the American muck.”

She laughed at the joke and hugged his arm to her. Rainer gave her
hope, a sense of possibility. He talked of steel and glass, of light and
volume, of buildings soaring up so high that clouds obscured their
summits. America! Apparently this institute of the future wanted him to
redesign their whole campus. It seemed incredible: in Europe they were
destroying but in America they were building.

‘You know the house is no longer ours?’ she told him. ‘They took it from
us, stole it. Because Viktor is a Jew.’

‘That means nothing. When the war is over ...’

‘But will it ever be over? That's what | want to know. Will it ever be over?
It was terrible when we left, you know that? Our beloved house. Viktor's
and mine, but yours as well. It was like having a limb amputated. We
were so happy there. You know | compose it in my mind? It's like
recreating it in a dream. | walk round the terrace and pick up the
children’s toys. | go inside and walk into the rooms, Ottilie’s, Martin’s, and



their bathroom with the ducks — you’'d be appalled to see them, Rainer,
a line of rubber duck silhouettes following their mother across the tiles
and into the bath. Then | go down into the Glass Room — twelve steps to
the curve, and then round and down nine more, and the space opens out
around me just as it really was. I'm there, right there, where we were so

happy.’
‘And you're not happy now?’

She wanted to tell him. She wanted to explain about Viktor and Katalin
and the awful penalty of isolation and indifference. Surely Rainer would
understand. ‘I don’t feel | belong here. Viktor says he belongs anywhere.
He claims to be a citizen of the world, but I miss home and friends much
more. And everything is so uncertain. He always talks of going to the
United States, but it's not that simple for people like us, without work,
without relatives there. They have quotas. He says that one way of doing
it is via Cuba, but who wants to go to Cuba?’

‘Why don’'t you come with me?’ he suggested. ‘Leave Viktor and run
away with me to America.’

For an ephemeral moment his tone seemed serious, and the very idea
possible, this man snatching her away from enigma into certainty. Then
she laughed — ‘Don’t be absurd’ — and he laughed with her and they
strolled along the lakeside and onto the landing stage, laughing at the
idea of her running off to America as though it was the greatest joke
imaginable. She hadn’t laughed like that in years.

Lunch was eaten on the terrace at the back of the house in the pale
sunshine, the three of them together at one end of the table, Katalin with
the children at the other. The conversation was about the past because
that is what exiles talk about, what was and what would never be again:
the house in Mésto, the light and the balance and the beauty; and the
people who had inhabited it, creatures of light and beauty as well.
‘Sometimes | feel that the place never existed,” Liesel said. ‘That it's no
more than a figment of my imagination. Can we really have been so
happy there?’



‘That is why | built it,” Rainer said. ‘To make you happy.’

‘But now whom are you making happy? Banks in Zurich and universities
in America? Why not stay here? We’ll knock this pile down and you can
build another house of glass and make us happy again.’

Rainer laughed and caught her hand across the table. *Viktor,” he said,
‘you don’t know how lucky you are with your wife.’

Viktor's expression was of detached amusement, like an adult with over-
enthusiastic children. ‘What makes you think it's luck? It's all planned.’

And Liesel thought, watching Katalin at the foot of the table talking to the
children and only occasionally joining in the adults’ conversation that,
yes, it was a plan, all of it was a plan. While the world itself was thrown
around in the storm, Viktor had managed to plan the little world of his
family down to the smallest detail. When Rainer came to leave after lunch
she found herself absurdly close to tears. Somehow he represented the
truly uncertain, the capricious and the dangerous. It was only in the
unknown that hope lay. ‘Maybe we’ll meet up in the United States,” she
said as his taxi drew up.

‘And then | will design you another house,’ he assured her.

She had to bend to kiss him goodbye. She’d forgotten that, that she was
taller than he. Somehow being with him, you forgot a simple physical fact
like that.

* German Mist is ‘muck’ or ‘manure’.

Encounter

He sits at a window table in the café, watching. The place seethes with
talk and laughter, an inchoate sound that reminds him of the noise from



some animal colony. Men and women, hooded crows and parakeets, as
though a species boundary is being crossed — crows and parakeets
mixing together against the laws of nature. He remembers hours, days
spent in a hide on the Baltic coast near Peeneminde watching terns
nesting — the chattering, the raucous calling, the manoeuvring for mates
and territory. Later, in the ornithological section of the Kaiser Wilhelm
Institute, he chloroformed his samples and handed them to the
taxidermist for skinning and preserving. The skins lay in drawers, their
feathers bright and sharp as though they were still alive; but each with a
small inflorescence of cotton wool poking out of its eye sockets. As with
these women in the café the faint smell of mothballs clung to their
plumage.

‘May | join you, Herr Oberst? All the other places appear to be taken.’

Stahl looks up. A woman, perhaps in her thirties, certainly older tha