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PART I


CHAPTER ONE

Already, in what passed for their childhood, they had banded together: three only children, their fathers away at the war, their mothers variously distracted and harassed. All the maids in the neighborhood had rolled up their hair and absconded to the munitions factories, where the wages were higher. The cooks, being too old for a new life, had remained, but as there was less and less food to be had, they no longer commanded the same respect. They hid themselves in their kitchens, brewing up slimy messes with chicory and turnips. Having been coddled and spied on for all their short lives, the three children had finally achieved the freedom of young slum dwellers.

Otto was the linchpin: Rolf was his best friend from school, Louisa his shy cousin who lived next door. The two boys were feverish with excitement much of the time, partly brought on, though they did not realize this, by hunger. They chased each other, shrieking, around the garden behind Otto’s parents’ house. They rushed at each other with toy guns and fell down writhing. Then Louisa had to play nurse, fetching cups of water from the house and wrapping their heads in old dish towels. But sometimes she turned mischievous, pouring the water on their faces as they lay there.

Rolf would have smacked her for that, or pulled her hair, but Otto would never permit it. Nobody was allowed to hurt her while he was around; she had a bad enough time of it at home, he said, with her crazy mother, who locked her in wardrobes and beat her with a strap. He, Otto, had pledged always to protect her. Rolf, though he remained skeptical, was impressed by the grave, adult voice in which Otto told him this. Usually Rolf was the commanding one; it was the basis of their friendship.

And sometimes Louisa had a fit of inspiration that redeemed her even in his eyes. When two shops on a nearby street were bombed one night (by mistake—a British Sopwith had flown off course on its way to Munich), it was Louisa’s idea to bring the charred wood from the bomb site and use it to make a fire. Fire-building became their great passion in that last, coldest winter of the war, though it was the two boys who had the job of dragging the planks back to Otto’s garden and making the pyres. Otto said it was because Louisa could not risk soiling her clothes, her mother would beat her, but Rolf thought she was just being a girl.

The streets he traveled to get to Otto’s house were full of the Kaiser’s soldiers returned from the front, men who had marched out as heroes of the Fatherland and come back with wooden legs, or iron noses, or arms made of faded cloth stuffed with rags. There were others, their bodies intact, who staggered and grimaced and argued with themselves out loud. In the beginning Rolf had saluted them, every one, but as their numbers increased, he could not look them in the eye any longer; sometimes he ran away when he saw one approaching, ducking down an alleyway until the man had passed by.

On the night they got the news that his father had been wounded in Russia and might lose his arm, his mother told him, pressing her hands to her cheeks, that really it was nothing to mourn for, they should be grateful instead: now he would be safe behind the front lines. Then she shut herself into the parlor, and Rolf went into his bedroom and read a whole book for the first time in his life. It was about a fearless young German, with a heart pure as fire, who traveled through America and saved the life of a noble red man he recognized as his spiritual twin. Together, inseparable, they performed many heroic feats among the mountains of the Wild West, overthrowing evil and restoring justice. Rolf fell asleep with the light still on and woke, a few hours later, to the sound of his mother crying in the next room. For a moment he could not place the sound; he lay there in confusion, thinking it must be an animal, or a branch scratching at his window, before he remembered. His father would come back like those cripples he could not look at in the street, and it was his fault, a punishment for all the times he had ducked down an alley to avoid them. His throat constricted, the pressure in his chest was mounting until he thought he might burst.

And then a vision came into his head, of the prairies, and the buffalo, and the sunlit rivers full of trout; a space opened inside him, radiant, cleansed of grief. He picked up the book where it had fallen on the floor and clutched it to him as he drifted off again.

When the war ended, and his father came home with two arms after all, but one of them held stiffly, at all times, by his side; when bands of men were fighting each other in the city; when the police fired shots at the Communists in the Hauptmarkt, and the German Fatherland party attacked the Socialists with truncheons; when the cobbled squares were smeared with blood, and there were more women than ever sobbing in the streets, he shut his eyes and conjured up the wheatfields, the white foam on the rivers, the iron horse, with its red caboose, crossing the prairie.

Some day, he knew, he would live in America. He told no one of his plan, not even his mother, until the afternoon Louisa came into Otto’s garden—Otto was off gathering kindling for another of their fires—in a blue dress with a lace collar and a matching blue coat, her red hair released from its braids and tumbling over her shoulders. She stood there expectantly, swishing her skirts from side to side.

“Why are you dressed like that?” he asked.

“I’m going to Munich. To visit my aunt. And we’re going to the ballet. Have you ever been to Munich?”

“No,” he said, and then, because she looked so triumphant, “I’m going to live in America when I grow up.”

She stopped moving, though her hands kept their grip on the dress. “What are you going to do there?”

“Be a cowboy,” he said.

She tossed her head. “No, you’re not.”

“I am so. Like Old Shatterhand.”

“Who’s that?”

“A German who went to live with the Indians.”

“A real one? Or someone in a book?”

“In a book. You look stupid in that dress.”

She looked so stricken he wished he could take it back, he almost told her it wasn’t true. But just then Otto appeared, with an armful of branches. “Don’t you look pretty,” he said in his kindly way.

“Rolf says I look stupid.”

“Then it’s Rolf who’s stupid.”

Immediately she was flushed and excited again, telling him breathlessly about the ballet they were going to, with swans in it, showing him the cameo her grandmother had given her, fishing her kid gloves out of her pocket so he could admire them. As soon as she had gone, Rolf hurled himself at Otto and knocked him to the ground. Twigs went flying everywhere. Otto writhed and bucked with surprising ferocity. Rolf had to sit on his chest to restrain him, and even then Otto went on throwing wild punches. Finally, though, Otto was drained of rage and lay there panting.

“What’s wrong with you today? What was that about?”

“I’m sick of fires,” Rolf said. He stood up, brushing off his clothes, and pulled Otto to his feet. He tried to shake hands, but Otto withheld his. “Don’t be childish,” Rolf said sternly. “I’m going home now. You can build the fire yourself.”

Just when things were normal again—the streets were peaceful, the women had stopped crying and stood in line at the butcher’s for kidneys and offal—Rolf came home from school to find his father striding up and down the library in a rage. The French, it seemed, had marched into the Ruhr on the dubious pretext of some missing reparations. Sigmund’s one good arm swung energetically back and forth as he called them damn swine, greedy duplicitous swine. Meanwhile Rolf’s mother said “Now now now,” in a briskly soothing voice, as though calming a flock of excited chickens. Nevertheless, Sigmund said, glaring, it was mad of the government to permit this talk of a general strike. Rolf sat at the far end of the sofa, where his cat Hansel used to doze in the sun. In the last year of the war, Hansel had gone out the window one day in search of mice and never come back. Sold for food, Rolf’s cousin Hans had told him, when he visited with his mother: “He’ll be all trussed up now, hanging in some butcher’s shop with his thing cut off.”

“And how are they going to pay the strikers’ wages?” Sigmund demanded, wheeling around to face his wife. “Have they even considered that? They are leading us straight into catastrophe.” Doggedly, Rolf tried to picture the waterfalls, the deer racing up a mountain; he shut his eyes and pretended he was talking Apache to himself.

His father was right; within a month, catastrophe had struck. The mark fell and fell—twenty thousand to the dollar, forty thousand, a million, a hundred million. People rushed to the market with all their money as soon as they were paid, trundling the paper notes in wheelbarrows. The headmaster at Rolf’s and Otto’s school, a moist-eyed, wheezing man who had only ever made vague speeches about duty and Fatherland, called an assembly and urged the boys to tell their parents they must buy shares: with any luck, he said, stocks could be counted on to rise at the rate of the mark. It was typical of him that he should be offering this advice long after everyone was buying shares already. The Latin teacher, formerly so punctilious about time—a boy who was one minute late would feel the crack of the ruler on his palm—went rushing out of the classroom at all hours to check with his broker. The baker’s assistant grabbed his paycheck and ran to the stock exchange. Even the seamstress who came to Otto’s house each Thursday morning to replace collars and sew the old sheets sides to middle took the money Otto’s mother gave her and went to buy shares in steel.

When a pint of milk was fifty million marks, and the papers no longer reported the suicides in the city, Louisa’s father began taking her with him on those trips to the countryside where he bartered the contents of her mother’s trousseau for food. It was her mother’s idea that Franz should bring Louisa with him: she had called Louisa into the living room and yanked up her blouse to show him Louisa’s ribs jutting out through her flesh. Louisa grabbed the hem and tried to tug it down, but Jeannette slapped her hand away. “Look at that, Franz, look at her. And her legs are like sticks. Somebody will take pity on her. Nobody is going to pity you.” It was true that Franz had not had much luck so far, though he had worn his colonel’s uniform, with the Iron Cross on the breast pocket. But there were too many others making the same journey. Half the burghers of Nuremberg, it seemed, were emptying their china cupboards and their wives’ closets and going in search of bacon and turnips. The farmers’ wives appeared in town in velvet dresses, with garnets dangling from their ears.

It was wrong, what she was suggesting, Franz said: he couldn’t use his own daughter like that. Jeannette flew at him, hissing. “Then we must all starve, your daughter too. You will kill her with your principles.” So he took her along, holding her hand as they walked together out of the city.

The farmers had high, hard bellies and leathery hands. Some of them called Louisa over in their guttural German while her father was talking to them. Sometimes they said, “The poor child,” which was a good sign. With her father tensing beside her, they pinched her thin cheeks or stroked her long hair. She could not tell if the painful, churning feeling she had then was because she liked it or because she was frightened. Certainly she did not like their smell, or the calluses on their fingers. She stared at the flowers growing around the steps of their houses and wondered if people ever ate them. Mrs. Müller, the cook, who stayed with them despite being paid in useless money—for Louisa’s sake, she said—boiled dandelions for breakfast when there was nothing else.

Then the bargaining began: so many cabbages, so many moldy potatoes, for the Meissen serving platter with the latticed border; a chicken and a bunch of beetroot for the pale pink tureen with the gold handles. Once a farmer’s wife, a black shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders, came out of the shed with a jug of milk still warm from the cow, which she handed silently to Louisa. Another time, a harelipped boy who had been watching from the kitchen window came hobbling down the steps to present Louisa with an egg. When she got home, Mrs. Müller took it from her reverently, in both hands, and boiled it for Louisa’s supper.

By the time the Ruhr war was over and the New Mark could be counted on to keep its value, the boys’ voices had deepened; the toy soldiers they had played with when the war began—Louisa had made them swords out of darning needles swaddled in silver paper—lay discarded in the attic, gathering dust. With the return of prosperity, Rolf became football-mad, even forgetting about America, and Louisa was sent to dancing classes presided over by a humpbacked Frenchwoman. Then she graduated to tea dances at the homes of her classmates. The dressmaker made her a floaty green chiffon dress with a silk underskirt that rustled against her legs as she moved. Some of the boys she danced with also wanted to stroke her hair—it was a deep chestnut color—but now it was up to her whether to let them or not. She could duck away if she wanted, or slap their hands, or laugh in their faces; she watched their cheeks turn red and noted the sudden stammer in their voices.

A sort of dizziness seized her at those moments, a heady sense of power that she could not allow herself to name. Sometimes she let them kiss her in the street as they walked her home, to see how it would feel; sometimes she gave them a push and walked ahead, waiting for them to catch up. Once one of the braver ones grazed her breasts with his hands, and a little shock went through her, not pleasure exactly but an inkling of what pleasure might feel like some day.

Meanwhile Jeannette was spending more and more time in the blue sitting room at the front of the house, reading the letters her brother had written from the University of Freiburg. His name was Adolf; he had shot himself, aged twenty, after failing an exam in his second year. (It was a time when many young men, brought up on legends of burning lakes and swords, were firing pistols through their temples. Those Jews who prided themselves so on their Germanness were not immune.) For as long as Louisa could remember, his portrait had hung over the marble fireplace in the little parlor; his desk was there too, with his letters tied with ribbon and propped up in the cubbyholes; his leather-bound books were neatly arranged in a locked mahogany bookcase with doors of etched glass. In the year that Louisa turned nineteen, Jeannette had the portrait cleaned and reframed; she unlocked the bookcase and seemed to be working her way through the volumes it contained, though often, when Louisa passed the door, her mother was simply sitting there, twisting her hands in her lap, the book she had been reading open on the sofa beside her.

At the sound of Louisa’s footsteps in the hall, her mother would get up and slam the door, or rush out of the room to accost her. Where was she going, where had she been, didn’t she know what those boys really wanted? She was heartless, a hussy, she had always been an unnatural child. Trapped in the narrow vestibule by the front door, watching her mother’s lips move, Louisa conjured up the image of the green velvet beret in the window of Bamberger’s department store, or a three-legged dog she’d seen on the street. Sometimes Franz emerged from his study, if he was at home, and told Jeannette sharply to leave the child alone, while Louisa escaped out the door or up to her room. “My mother hates me,” she told a boy who had brought her a plate of supper at a dance, and laughed.

“I don’t believe that,” he said. “Nobody could hate you. You’re so beautiful.” But in the dark it was her mother’s words she remembered, not the boy’s.

One Sunday morning her father summoned her into his study and announced that he was sending her to a ladies’ academy in Switzerland for a year. It wasn’t just her mother’s nerves, he said—Jeannette’s condition was always referred to as nerves—though perhaps it would be best for everyone if Louisa got out of the house for a while. But he hoped too that she would apply herself to her language studies; languages, he said, clearing his throat, would be useful if she ever wanted to live abroad.

For several years, gangs of Brownshirts had been roaming the streets of the city, shouting of the great cleansing that was to come. The men who came to sit with Franz in his study—members of the veterans’ committees and the board of the charity homes—told each other that soon those young men would settle down; the worst of the hard times was over; unemployment was down; there would be decent jobs for them all, and then they would come to their senses. They recognized, among the marchers, the man who delivered beer from house to house, the man who cleaned the chimneys, the boy who swept up in the Frauenplatz on market day. They were good fellows, they said, ordinary fellows, they only needed to be given a chance. Otto’s mother told Louisa how she made a point of speaking to them kindly when she saw them on their own—the delivery man, for example; she always gave him an extra tip, she said, and had bought a gift for his baby daughter.

Only Jeannette insisted shrilly that this was just the beginning. The country was going mad, one day those men would be shooting them in broad daylight, and nobody would lift a finger. She could see it in people’s eyes, she told Franz as he peeled the figs Mrs. Müller had brought for his Nachtisch: the eyes of the laundress who came and hung out the sheets in the attic, and the dressmaker’s, and the maid’s, and Mrs. Müller’s too. “All the women are in love with the little corporal.” Nonsense, Franz told her, with unaccustomed firmness. She should be ashamed even to suggest such a thing. He leaned across and patted Louisa’s hand. “A nation that gave birth to the Enlightenment will never consent to be ruled by a gang of thugs.”

Louisa never told them, but she had a Nazi admirer—a skinny, rawboned Brownshirt who had materialized on the street one night when she was walking home alone and asked if he could escort her. She remembered him from the marketplace, where his cart had tipped over; apples were rolling everywhere, and she helped him pick them up. The next week, when she was alone again, he appeared in the same place, stepping out of the shadows as she passed. His face, illuminated by the streetlamps, was pale and splotchy, with one tuft of hair protruding from the cleft in his chin; his walk was stiff and shambling, but something about him impressed her, a painful dignity lacking in her dancing partners. Mostly, on those nights they walked together, he was silent, but sometimes, with a kind of clumsy grandeur, he pointed out Orion or the Great Bear. “Imagine how far it is, in what pure air it lives. Up there you have the one true greatness.” “I would have liked to be an astronomer, but it was not possible for me,” he said once. “My parents are very simple people. Good folk, but ignorant. They have no sense of any higher destiny. So I have had to make my own way.”

Another time, as they turned into her street, she asked, “Did you know that I am Jewish?” and felt him grow wary.

Yes, he said, he knew it.

“So aren’t you supposed to hate me?”

He stopped walking. “All that is foolishness. I have no hatred for anyone, I only want to see my country restored to its honor. To take its rightful place among the great nations.”

After that they did not speak again until they arrived at her door, when he took her hand and kissed it, like an old-style knight. He was the only National Socialist she had met, and she could not imagine him shooting her in broad daylight. She felt embarrassed, for his sake, about the things her mother said; she knew he would feel hurt, he would flush bright red if he could hear.


CHAPTER TWO

At the school in Lausanne, the Italian boarders wore silk underwear and high-heeled sandals, and painted each other’s toenails after tea, but they crossed themselves a lot and were strict about their purity. They were saving themselves for the men they would marry. The English, they said, rolling their eyes, had no morals whatsoever. “Is due to their climate. Everybody go to bed with everybody there to become warm.”

But Louisa did not believe that. The English girls, with their light scornful voices and careless grace, were so clearly a higher order of being than anyone else. At dinner they commandeered the best table, as though by right, and afterward took possession of the red parlor next door, where there was a fire laid every night, and a vase of silk peonies was reflected in an ornate gilt mirror. If a Greek or German or Italian wandered in to retrieve a book or a handkerchief left behind during the day, the English girls would fall silent, watching her through narrowed eyes, until she retreated again. Everyone grumbled about them behind their backs—it was a bond among all the other nations—but was nonetheless anxious to curry favor. The Swiss girls seemed grateful to be asked about local dressmakers or the best cafés; the French girls, approached to explain the rules of the subjunctive in their language, were almost pitifully eager to oblige.

The most glittering of the English boarders was Celia, who could often be heard on the telephone under the stairs, expressing disdain: “Tell me you didn’t. You really are too ridiculous … surely not, poppet … not even the Caitfords are that stupid.” She had once stopped Louisa on the landing and asked her if she happened to have seen a pink kid glove anywhere. Louisa wished passionately that she could produce it, but she couldn’t, and Celia carried on up the stairs.

Apart from that, there had been no contact between them until the morning she came bursting into the common room, where Louisa, in preparation for her English class, was going over “The Highwayman” with a girl from Stuttgart. Something too horrible had happened, Celia said, brandishing one of the yellow slips the secretary left in their cubbyholes when they got a phone call. Her fiend of a brother was stopping off that afternoon on his way from Zermatt, having given her no warning, just when she had a date with the most divine creature, who happened, only happened, to be the ninth richest man in Switzerland. Or at least his father was. Not that it even mattered. He was so dishy that money was beside the point. But her English chums had absconded to Geneva for the day, to visit some doddering governess person, which meant there was no one to entertain Julian for her until she got back.

“It’s too shattering.” She looked assessingly at the two Germans and then seized on Louisa. “I don’t suppose you’d be a brick and keep him occupied for me for a couple of hours.”

“I cannot,” Louisa said in alarm. “My English is never yet good enough. It could not be understood to him.”

“What nonsense! You speak marvelous English … Anyway, you can always take him for a walk if you can’t understand each other. Maybe tell him I had to visit an old friend with TB. He can’t be cross if I’m off comforting the sick.” And then, when Louisa expressed doubt, “Honestly, what’s an hour or two in a person’s life? Nothing to make a fuss about really.” So Louisa capitulated, and Celia called her a perfect angel. “I should warn you, petal,” she said briskly, as she was leaving, “he can be a bit difficult … Actually, he’s a perfect brute. But I’m sure you’ll manage him beautifully.”

By four o’clock, Louisa had washed her hair and changed into her new, square-necked green dress with the scalloped hem; she waited on the sofa in the red parlor, rehearsing to herself the explanation about the ill friend she had composed with the help of a German–English dictionary. But the brother, when the maid showed him in, interrupted her just as she was beginning. “Oh, Christ,” he said savagely. “She’s ditched me for some bloke.”

“No, no,” Louisa protested, as he stomped the snow from his shoes and blew into his hands. “Your sister is so much looking forward to again seeing you. She will as soon as possible come back.”

“Well, it’s damned inconsiderate of her, is all I can say. To you too. How did she bribe you into it?” He blew noisily into his very large hands. His hair was the same honey blond as Celia’s, and like her he had an air of commanding deference, but his air of dissatisfaction—and in this too he was not unlike his sister—seemed pervasive, more than the mood of an hour. There was a sense that the world had failed to arrange itself for his convenience.

“Since you’re stuck with me,” he said, stripping off the checked scarf that was wound several times around his neck, “could I ask you to requisition a cup of tea?”

So she headed for the pantry, to place a request with Birgitta, the Swedish maid. On her return he was seated on the couch she had just vacated, his legs stretched out toward the empty grate. She wasn’t sure if he was really extraordinarily tall or if he just occupied space more emphatically than other people. When Birgitta had set down the tray, and Louisa was handing him a cup of tea, she noticed that his hands trembled slightly, which was curiously thrilling.

“So, Ulian,” she said, feeling bolder. “How long is it you are traveling today?”

“Not Ulian. Julian. Like Jew.”

“I am myself a Jew,” she said stiffly, before he could say something worse.

“Oh, Christ, are you? Sorry. I was only correcting your English.”

There was a pause. Perhaps he would like to see the lake, she said with dignity, when he had finished his tea.

“Actually I’ve seen enough bloody lakes since I came to this country. It’s not exactly short of bodies of water. But thanks anyway. Are you a big chum of Celia’s?”

Not really, she said.

“Wise girl. No one should get too matey with my sister, she’s dangerous.” He leaned back, shutting his eyes. She was about to tiptoe out when he sat up and asked if she could scare up some wood; he would build a fire for them, he said.

By the time Celia returned, two hours later, Louisa’s knowledge of colloquial English had improved exponentially: she managed to grasp that Julian had left Oxford in disgrace, having missed his tutorial once too often, and that his tutor had been a sexually suspect man who lacked all sense of humor. Since leaving university, two years before, he had had a bit of a disaster with a City firm and now had a job in advertising, writing ghastly slogans about hair oil and beef tea. “It’s vile work, I can tell you. But I don’t mean to stick it out much longer.”

“Oh, no, you must leave there,” she said fervently.

“I can’t chuck it all in for poetry or anything like that, because I don’t write the stuff.”

“But you will find something else. Something better for you yourself.”

He looked gratified. “What about you? Do you have any plans?”

“I am hoping very much to pursue further studies,” she said, so he wouldn’t think she only wanted to get married. She was most interested in art history, she told him.

“Why not study in London? You could practice your English.”

It was at this point that Celia arrived, full of breathless apologies, and swooped down to kiss him on the cheek. Louisa stood to leave.

“You’re not deserting me, are you?” Celia asked, in mock alarm. “I was counting on you to make him behave himself.”

“You can’t keep the girl against her will,” Julian said. “Maybe she’s dying to escape.”

“Not at all. It is only that you may wish to be alone together.”

“Would you wish to be alone with your brother?”

She bowed her head. “Alas, I have no brother. I am a lone child.”

“Well, if you did you’d know that brothers and sisters don’t generally want to be alone together. In fact, just the opposite.”

He was as horrid as ever, Celia said. She would just run upstairs to change for dinner, she’d leave him in Louisa’s capable hands.

“I meant it, you know,” he said, when she had gone. Louisa could still smell her perfume in the air.

“What is it you were meaning?”

“About your coming to London. I think it’s rather a good idea.”

In the end, he extended his visit to four days. His air of dissatisfaction never entirely left him, but that only made him more compelling. He reminded her of the Englishmen in the novels the girls read under the covers at night, moody, restless young men who always seemed to come to a bad end somewhere far from home, though surely that wasn’t true in life. At times his impatience was turned on her—he would go and stare out the window while she was talking to him, or interrupt with some irritable comment on the stuffiness of the room or the beastliness of the Swiss. Once, when she reached over tentatively to push his hair out of his eyes, he shooed her hand away as though it were a fly. But his very crossness seemed proprietary; if she did not spend every minute with him that she wasn’t in class he became crosser still.

He decided he wanted to see the lake after all, and grabbed and kissed her on the far side, also in the red parlor, which the English girls had ceded to them from his first evening, and twice, more lingeringly, behind an orange tree in the conservatory. “It’ll be smashing when you come to London, you’ll see,” he said on his last evening, and then launched into a description of the white Triumph his friend Rupert was going to sell him if he could raise the money. She could not lure him into mentioning love, however many stratagems she tried; with him, unlike the boys she had danced with back home, the power had been taken from her. The air thickened when he was there, robbing her of will.

As soon as he left she wrote to him, quoting English poetry and describing the snow on the mountains; the letter she got in return was taken up with complaints about the London weather and his vile toad of a boss, who was browbeating him more than ever. “I don’t know how much longer I can stick this. I’m thinking of chucking it in and emigrating to Australia.” But in his next letter he told her about a room to let in Marylebone, quite near the house of his aunt, where he was living. “It’s in a boardinghouse for young ladies. Very respectable.”

She wrote to her father, asking if she could take courses at a new institute of art history that had opened in London. Two other girls from the school were enrolling for the term beginning in January, she said; they would find a place together. It was the first big lie she had ever told him, and she was almost ready to confess when he wrote back approving her plan. The situation in Germany remained unsettled, he said; much though he missed her, it would be wise for her to become fluent in English.

Celia had long since ceased to be charming to her (“Never mind,” Julian said, “some day I’ll tell you the real story of why she was packed off to Switzerland”), but the rest of the school was thrilled with her romance. Ayako, the one Japanese pupil, much admired for her pretty ways and her boredom with lessons, came and sat on Louisa’s bed one night while she was brushing her hair, sighing wistfully and telling her how lucky she was. “I wish I could marry Westerner,” she said, brushing aside Louisa’s protest that she was not engaged to Julian. “If my parents would not disown me I would go right now and find European to marry. Anyone. Big Swiss shepherd, I don’t care.” She came up beside Louisa and examined her face in the mirror, smoothing down her eyebrows. “Do you think some Westerner would marry me?”

“Of course,” Louisa said.

“I think so too. But is hopeless. My papa has already found husband for me. Another diplomat, like him. He is in Portugal now.”

“But then you can live in Europe, if that’s what you want.”

“Yes, yes, I can live there for time being, but even so, my husband will expect me to be Oriental wife. Always meek, docile, my eyes cast down. Never making my own destiny.”

“Perhaps your husband will be more enlightened than you think,” Louisa said, at a loss.

Ayako turned her head, eyeing her profile in the mirror. “No, he will only pretend to be enlightened. I know what such boys are like.” She knotted her hair at the back of her neck, frowning. “I would love to be actress. Or singer. Something not mundane. Don’t you think that’s best?”

But Louisa could not remember ever having such yearnings; all her daydreams had only been of romance, and now it was upon her. Soon she would escape to London, Julian, happiness.

“Oh, look,” Ayako said, brightening. She snatched up Louisa’s malachite ring from the dresser and put it on her finger, where it slid around until it was facing her palm. She laughed merrily. “What hands you all have! So large hands and feet. Mine are very elegant, don’t you think?” And Louisa agreed, sincerely, that they were.

In mid-January she arrived in London on the boat train, with three matching pigskin suitcases. It was early afternoon, and as she pressed her face to the window of the taxi on the way to the address Julian had given her, the rows of brick houses, the sodden-looking trees, the marble pillars, all seemed dense with some heightened meaning she felt herself just on the point of grasping. Even the air, so freighted with damp it was a presence in itself, felt pregnant with richness and mystery. People had warned her about the grayness, but nobody had mentioned the constant, otherworldly changes of light.

But Julian was in one of his fed-up moods when he came to fetch her that evening; now his boss was blaming him for losing a client whom, according to Julian, the man himself had alienated with his swinish behavior; worst of all, Julian’s father was on the boss’s side, he being an old classmate from Radley. “That tears it. It’s Australia for me. I’m going to the consulate tomorrow.” Not until they arrived at their destination, an oak-paneled pub with a coal fire opposite the bar, where they joined a group of his rugger mates at a square table, was she able to share her revelation about English damp, which the friends immediately drank to. Wait until she got chilblains, they said. She could hear herself imitating Celia’s laugh, she was reproducing Celia’s inflections as she described the deportment mistress in Switzerland (“You must float, float into the room, girls; never be defeated by anything so banal as gravity”). All this arduous performance was for Julian’s benefit, to tie him to her with silken threads; if all his friends found her enchanting enough, he would forget about Australia. Afterward, walking her back to her lodging house, he told her that when she was in the loo Clive had said he never thought a German could be so amusing. “Well done you,” he said, but absently, still preoccupied with other things.

Three nights later his aunt went out to a concert at the Albert Hall. First they sat and kissed on the chintz love seat in the sitting room, until Louisa pressed her breasts urgently against him, straining through her blouse. Ever since her arrival in London she’d been waiting for their happiness to start, for the connection between them to be carried onto a different plane. She was no longer sure she could trust him to make it happen.

Breathing hard, he pulled her to her feet and guided her up two flights of dark stairs. His room on the third floor was cluttered with old birdcages and fringed lamps and chairs with broken seats, things his aunt must have wanted banished from public view. But the bed was neatly made, with a white chenille spread—Louisa found herself wondering distractedly if he had made it himself or if his aunt had a maid.

Then he was yanking at her clothes, fumbling with buttons. Jesus, he muttered, when he got to her belt, so that she felt she ought to help him, and did. He kissed her fiercely on the mouth and tumbled her back on the bed, moaning, and wriggled out of his trousers. She lay there in a state of confusion, but felt she must show enthusiasm, and made encouraging noises, until she gasped with the pain, and he stopped. “I’m sorry—am I hurting you?” he asked, and she said he wasn’t, and bit her lip. Shortly after that, just as she was beginning to feel some stirrings of pleasure, it seemed to be over. He lay panting on top of her, before kissing her on the mouth again; then he rested his head on her breasts. She felt a great relief that they had managed it. When he rolled off her, sighing, she propped herself on one elbow and stroked his hair, feeling tender and womanly, while he told her about the red leather seats in the Triumph and his ongoing quarrel with his father, who continued to side with his boss. She was just getting nicely sleepy when he said they’d better get dressed and he’d take her back to Mrs. Webster’s, his aunt would be returning soon.

And so the pattern of her London life was established: her evenings spent with Julian at the pub or the cinema; her mornings taken up with lectures at the Courtauld, couched in a special, German English clotted with compound words; in the afternoons, solitary excursions to Westminster Abbey and the Tower of London and the National Gallery, or solitary wanderings through the streets.

She had imagined that Mrs. Webster’s house would be like school, with the girls running in and out of each other’s rooms, but her fellow lodgers only seemed to communicate through the notes they left for each other in the big drafty bathroom on the second floor. “Personally, I find it extremely offensive to be surrounded by dripping undergarments while I bathe.” “To the girl who’s been using my Floris bath oil: do you think I can’t smell who you are?” It was disturbing to think that all the pink-and-white young Englishwomen who said good morning so politely in the hall should be harboring those secret reservoirs of ill will. She made a running joke of it for Julian and his friends at the pub, saying how very warlike Englishwomen were, how they terrified her. But it was a little bit true.

There were moments of pure elation, when everything she saw—an old red tugboat on the river, a frilled plaid umbrella—seemed redolent with promise, but the euphoria could not be trusted to last, and for whole days she longed to be elsewhere. While she was dressing to go to the pub, leaning toward the mirror to apply her lipstick, her hopes were always high, but the talk about rugger and MGs and the Prince of Wales could not occupy her mind fully, and the unoccupied parts kept wondering what exactly she was doing there.

On the evenings when Aunt Jilly absented herself, things in the upstairs room always seemed to go too quickly, leaving her agitated in a way she could not bring herself to mention. Sometimes she buried her head in the pillow afterward and responded in monosyllables to the saga of his boss’s and his father’s latest piece of perfidy. But the moment he grew offended, the moment he said Bloody hell and flung off the covers, she lost her nerve and started asking lots of questions, until he settled back down and began kissing her, and they started over.

Then, when she had been in London for just six weeks, she got a letter from her father, warning her not to come back. It was an unseasonably warm day in March; the sun had broken through for the first time since she’d come to England, and her period had arrived that morning, after three days of terror and garbled prayers. She was on her way to lunch with a girl from her Neo-Baroque class, a Parisian with short, dyed red hair who had sat beside her in the lecture hall one day and whispered that the professor was all wrong about Poussin. Since then they had spoken together in French several times. She started reading the letter as she waited at the bus stop; all the women in the queue were commenting on the fineness of the weather for that time of year. Then she read it again, more slowly.

“I wish I could be sanguine,” her father had written, “but the German people show no sign of rebelling against these measures. The German people seem very happy indeed. And the more I see of their Führer, the more I am convinced that on the matter of the Jews we must take him at his word … Practice your English, Liebling. You are always in my thoughts. Your mother, too, sends her love.” At the bottom he had added a postscript: “Do you remember Rolf Furchgott, Otto’s friend? He left for America this week, a cousin of his mother’s found him a job with a pencil manufacturer in New York.”

She remembered, for the first time in years, the boy who had told her, in Otto’s garden, that he was going to be a cowboy. Then the bus arrived, and she climbed the steps with the others, clutching the blue air letter. In the unfamiliar sunlight the city seemed to have lost its romance. Buildings she had thought of as stately in their grayness were shown up as covered with grime; the people on the street looked down at heel; the conductor’s voice, when he asked for her fare, was harsh and toneless.

Huddling in her seat, she shoved the letter into her handbag and smiled timidly at two straight-backed elderly women across the aisle, but they looked away without smiling back. She felt they knew, or suspected, that she needed more from them than was decent. She pressed her face against the window. The bus was traveling down a street of neat identical houses, with scrubbed steps and solid brick facades, each with its own brass knocker and high, fan-shaped window. The doors were red or blue or gray or black, their glossy paint shone in the sunlight; she could not imagine any of them opening to let her in. The only English home she had ever entered was Aunt Jilly’s, and that was when its owner was out. She took the letter from her bag and read it again.
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