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PART 1




1

In a way they were born to be aunts. Emancipated, eccentric and brave, the Norchester sisters lived in a tall grey house in Bloomsbury, within a stone’s throw of the British Museum.

It is a district known for its intellectuals. Blue plaques adorn many of the houses, paying tributes to the dead dons and scholars who once inhabited them and even the professors and librarians who were still alive walked through the quiet London squares with the abstracted look of those whose minds are on higher things.

No. Three Gowan Terrace, the home of Charlotte, Phyllis and Annie Norchester, belonged firmly in this tradition. It was a three-storey house of amazing discomfort. The furniture was dark and disregarded; the bedrooms contained only narrow beds, desks and outsize typewriters; in the drawing room the chairs were arranged in rows to face a large table and a notice board. Yet in its own way the house was a shrine. For the sisters, now middle-aged, had belonged to that stalwart band of women who had turned their back on feminine frippery, and devoted their whole beings to the securing of votes for women.

Charlotte, the oldest, had been for six weeks on hunger strike in Holloway Prison; Phyllis had spent more time chained to the railing of the hated women’s gallery in the Houses of Parliament than any other suffragette; and Annie, the youngest, had knocked off the helmets of no less than seven policemen before being dragged away, kicking and protesting, to join her sister in prison.

It had been a glorious time. Victory had come in 1918 when the heroic work of women in the Great War could no longer be gainsaid. But though women had had the vote now for some twenty years, the sisters were faithful to the cause. The curtains – in the suffragette colours of purple, green and white – might be frayed and dusty but they would never be removed. The picture of their leader, Mrs Emmeline Pankhurst, still hung in the dining room, though she herself had been dead for many years and was now a statue on Victoria Embankment. Rubbing themselves down with the frayed, rough towels in the bathroom with its cake of carbolic soap and rusty geyser reminded them of those heady days being hosed down by brutal wardresses in prison; the boiled fish served to them by the elderly cook general scarcely differed from the food they had thrown out of the windows of their cells as they began their hunger strike. And the suffragette motto, They Must Give Us Freedom Or They Must Give Us Death was still written in large letters on a poster in the hall.

But if they played the ‘Do you remember?’ game as they sat in their Jaeger dressing gowns drinking their cocoa, Charlotte and Phyllis and Annie never forgot how much was still owed to women even though the vote was won.

Charlotte had qualified as a doctor and was now Senior Registrar at the Bloomsbury Hospital for Women – a brisk and busy person who wore her stethoscope as society women wore their pearls. Phyllis was the principal of a teacher training college and Annie was the only female professor of Applied Mycology, not only in the University of London, but in the whole of Britain.

They might thus have rested on their laurels, but they did not. Every week there were meetings in the ice-cold drawing room: meetings to proclaim the need for more women in Parliament, in the universities, on the committee of the League of Nations. Lecturers came to discourse on the evils of female circumcision in Bechuanaland, on the shamefully low intake of women in the legal profession, on the scandalous discrimination against girls in Higher Mathematics. Leaflets were circulated, articles written, meetings addressed and as the Twenties moved into the Thirties and the canker of Fascism arose in Germany and Italy and Spain, women were urged to declare themselves against Hitler with his dread doctrine of Kinder, Kirche und Kuche which threatened to put them back into the Middle Ages.

But it was during this decade that something disquieting began to be felt in Gowan Terrace, a development as unexpected as it was difficult to deal with, and it concerned Charlotte’s only daughter, Ellen.

None of the Norchester sisters had intended to marry but in the year 1913 a brave and beautiful women named Emily Davison threw herself under the King’s horse in the Derby to draw attention to the suffragette cause, and was killed. It was at her funeral that Charlotte found herself standing next to a good-looking gentleman who, when she faltered (for she had loved Emily), took her arm and led her from the open grave. His name was Alan Carr, he was a solicitor and sympathetic to the movement. They married and a year later their child was born.

It was, fortunately, a girl, whom they named Ellen, and Alan had time to dote on her and spoil her before he was killed at Ypres. The baby was enchanting: plump and dimpled with blonde curls and big brown eyes – the kind of person found in paintings leaning out of heaven and bestowing laurel leaves or garlands on deserving mortals down below.

What mattered, however, was that she was clever. Every possible kind of intelligence test proclaimed that all was very well and her mother, Dr Carr, and her aunts, Phyllis and Annie, spared no effort to stimulate the little creature’s mind. This girl at least should not struggle for her opportunities. Oxford or Cambridge were a certainty, followed by a higher degree and then who knew . . . an ambassadorship, a seat in the cabinet – nothing was out of Ellen’s reach.

So they did not, at first, feel in the least alarmed. All little girls picked daisies and arranged them in paste jars, usually in inconvenient places, and Dr Carr, bidden imperiously by her daughter to smell them, duly did so though the scent of daisies is not easily perceived by someone accustomed to the strong odours of lysol and chloroform. It was natural for little girls to bake buns and Ellen, perched on a stool beside the usually morose cook general with her curls tied in a handkerchief, was a sight that her mother and her aunts could appreciate. Children made little gardens and planted love-in-a-mist and forget-me-nots, and for Ellen to claim a patch of earth in the sooty square of ground behind the house which all the sisters were far too busy to cultivate, was natural. But children’s gardens are generally outgrown and Ellen’s little patch extended until she had cultivated a whole flower bed and then she found cuttings of honeysuckle and clematis and trained them to climb up to the first-floor windows.

Then again there was the question of the maids. It was of course all right for children to help servants: servants after all were a kind of underclass and should have been liberated except that it wasn’t easy to see how to run a house without them. But it soon became clear that Ellen enjoyed making beds and polishing the grate and setting fires. They would find her folding sheets and putting her nose voluptuously against the starched linen. Once when the maid was ill they came across her with her school uniform hitched up, scrubbing the floor, and she said: ‘Look, isn’t it beautiful, the way the light catches the soap bubbles!’

Did she perhaps do altogether too much looking? The sisters had read their Blake; they knew it was desirable to see the world in a grain of sand and eternity in an hour. But the world in a scrubbing brush? The world in a bowl of fruit?

‘Perhaps she’s going to be a painter?’ suggested Aunt Phyllis.

A great woman painter, the first female president of the Royal Academy? It was a possibility.

But Ellen didn’t want to paint apples. She wanted to smell them, turn them in her hands and eat them.

Other members of the sisterhood were called in, honorary aunts to the child, and consulted: Aunt Delia, an inky lady who ran the Left Book Club Shop in Gower Street, and the headmistress of Ellen’s school, a full-bosomed and confident person whose bottle-green girls were the most academically motivated in London.

‘She is clever, isn’t she?’ Dr Carr demanded. ‘You wouldn’t lie to me, Lydia, after all we’ve been through together.’

And Lydia, who had shared a cell with Charlotte after they threw a brick through the windows of No. 10 Downing Street, said:

‘I tell you she is very bright indeed. Her last exam results were excellent.’

But at the end of the following term Ellen came to her and asked if she could take cookery lessons in the Sixth Form.

‘Cookery! But my dear, that’s just for the girls who aren’t going to university.’

‘I don’t want to go to university,’ said Ellen. ‘I want to go to a domestic science college. A proper one where they teach you to sew and to cook and clean. I want,’ she said, opening her soft brown eyes in a look of entreaty, ‘to use my hands.’ And she spread them in the air, as pianists spread their fingers over an invisible keyboard, as if cooking was equivalent to the playing of a Chopin étude.

In facing this crisis, Ellen’s mother and her aunts knew whom to blame. A woman who was the embodiment of everything they disliked in their sex: an abject doormat, a domestic slave, a person without a mind or will of her own – an Austrian peasant who kept house for Ellen’s grandfather and whom Ellen, since the age of six, had inexplicably adored.

The grandfather in question did not come from the Norchester side of the family. He was Alan Carr’s father; a scholar engaged in a great work, the compilation of a glossary of Greek fishes, which seemed unlikely to be completed before he died. He had travelled to Vienna shortly after the end of the war to consult some manuscripts in the Hofburg library and had taken lodgings in an inn in Nussdorf, where Henny, the landlady’s daughter, had looked after him. She was a quiet, fair girl, gentle and deft, who both admired and pitied the serious Professor, for he had lost a son in the war and a wife soon afterwards with cancer.

When he returned to Britain he asked her if she would come and keep house for him and she agreed.

No house was ever so ‘kept’ as Walnut Tree Cottage in Wimbledon. Henny cooked the Professor’s meals and washed his clothes and polished his furniture but she did much, much more. She found the pieces of paper with their Greek hieroglyphics which he had dropped on to the floor; she warmed his slippers; she cultivated the little London garden in which, inexplicably, there was no sign of a walnut tree.

‘Well, you see, he is a very clever man and I like to make him comfortable,’ was the only defence she could put up against the shocked comments of Ellen’s family.

After she had been with him for three years the Professor said he thought they should be married.

Henny refused. She was not of his world, she said; it would not be suitable. She had shared his bed from the start, understanding that this was as important to gentlemen as the proper preparation of their food and the certainty of hot water for their baths, but when visitors came she retreated to the kitchen which alone she had claimed for herself and turned into a replica of the country kitchen in the Austrian mountains where she had grown up.

Ellen was six years old when she was first taken to Wimbledon. Wandering away from the drawing room, where literature was being discussed, she found Henny with a cullender in front of her, shelling peas.

Afterwards Henny always remembered the child’s first words. She did not say ‘I want to help,’ or ‘Can I help?’ She said: ‘I have to help.’

So it began. In Henny’s kitchen with its scrubbed table and red and white checked curtains, its potted geranium and cuckoo clock, she spent the hours of her greatest happiness. Together she and Henny tended the little garden with its rockery of alpine flowers; they baked Krapfen and Buchteln and embroidered cross-stitch borders on the towels. Ellen learnt to hang up muslin to make Topfen and that cucumber salad could have a smell – and she learnt that it was all right to be pretty. Being pretty had worried her because she had noticed that when visitors came and praised her silky curls or big brown eyes, her mother and her aunts had not been pleased. But Henny laughed and said being pretty came from God and gave people pleasure and it meant one had to brush one’s hair and buff one’s nails just as one had to scour out the saucepans to keep them shining.

Henny held coloured stuffs against her face and said, look how it brings out the gold of your eyes, and without her saying a word about love, Ellen knew that Henny loved her, and loved the selfish old Professor with his Greek fishes, and learnt that this much discussed emotion could be about doing and serving and not about what one said.

One day they were making Apfel Strudel. The white cloth was spread on the table and they were lifting the paper-thin dough from below . . . lifting it with spread fingers so slowly, so gently, making it thin and ever thinner without once letting it go into holes, and Henny stopped for a moment and said more seriously than she usually spoke: ‘You have a real talent, Hascherl. A proper one.’

Even so, when the time came to choose her career, Ellen didn’t have the heart to rebel; she took her Higher Certificate and went to Cambridge to read Modern Languages because she spoke German already and was extremely fond of chatting. As it happened, not much chatting went on during her tutorials and her supervisor found the Austrian dialect in which she recited Schiller’s poetry singular in the extreme. But she liked Cambridge well enough – the river and the Backs, and the friendly young men who paid her compliments and took her punting and asked her to dances. She learnt to deflect their proposals of marriage and made good friends among her fellow students, the shopkeepers and the ducks.

With Kendrick Frobisher she was less adroit. He was a blond, serious, painfully thin young man of twenty-eight with pale blue eyes, and belonged to her life in London, where he assiduously attended the meetings at Gowan Terrace, addressed envelopes and showed a proper concern for the Higher Education of Women.

Kendrick was the youngest son of a domineering mother who lived in Cumberland and had, when she was a young woman, personally delivered a camel on the way to church. This had happened in India, where she grew up, the daughter of an army colonel stationed in Poona. The camel was pregnant and in difficulties and though she was only nineteen years old, Kendrick’s mother had unhesitatingly plunged an arm into its interior and done what was necessary before passing on, indifferent to her blood-stained dress and ruined parasol, to worship God.

Returning to Britain to marry a landowner, this redoubtable woman had produced two sons, young men who hunted, shot, fished and would presently marry. Then came Kendrick, who was a disappointment from the start – an unsporting, pale, nervous boy who was bullied at school and read books.

In the London Library, researching the minor metaphysical poets on whom he was planning a monograph, or at the many lectures, art exhibitions and concerts he attended, Kendrick was happy enough, but real people terrified him. It was causes that he espoused, and what more worthy cause than the education of women and the emancipation from slavery of the female sex?

So he started to attend the meetings in Gowan Terrace and there found Ellen handing round sandwiches.

‘The egg and cress ones are nice,’ she said – and that was that.

Because he was so obviously a person that one did not marry, Ellen was not careful as she was with the young men who kissed her in punts. It seemed to her sad to have a mother who had delivered a camel on the way to church, and Kendrick had other problems.

‘What is your house like?’ she asked him once, for he lived in a small bachelor flat in Pimlico and seldom went home. ‘Wet,’ he had answered sadly.

‘Wetter than other houses?’ she wanted to know.

Kendrick said yes. His home was in the Lake District, in Borrowdale, which had the highest rainfall in England. He went on to explain that as well as being wet, it was red, being built of a particular kind of sandstone which became crimsoned in the rain.

Realising that it could not be easy to live in a wet red house with two successful older brothers and a mother who had delivered a camel on the way to church, Ellen was kind to him. She accompanied him to concerts and to art galleries and to plays without scenery, and smiled at him, her mind on other things, when he paid her compliments.

These were not the ordinary kind: they involved Kendrick in hours of pleasurable research in libraries and museums. Ellen’s hair had darkened to an unsensational light brown and she had, to her great relief, largely outgrown her dimples, but in finding painters and poets who had caught the way her curls fell across her brow, or the curve of her generous mouth, he was on fertile ground.

‘Look, Ellen,’ he would say, ‘here’s a portrait of Sophronia Ebenezer by Raphael. Or it may only be by the School of Raphael,’ he would add conscientiously. ‘The attribution isn’t certain. But she’s tilting her head just like you tilt yours when you listen.’

In the delectable Nell Gwyn Kendrick discerned the curve of Ellen’s throat and her bestowing glance, and Wordsworth’s lines: ‘She was a phantom of delight’ might have been penned with her in mind. Even music yielded its images: the Scherzo of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony seemed to him to mirror precisely her effervescent capacity for joy.

Aware that he was enjoying himself, Ellen was caught quite unawares when he followed her into the kitchen one day as she was making coffee and forgetting Sophronia Ebenezer and Nell Gwyn and even Beethoven, seized one of her hands and said in a voice choked with emotion: ‘Oh Ellen, I love you so much. Won’t you please, please marry me?’

Too late did Ellen reproach herself and assure him that she did not love him, could not marry him, did not intend to marry anyone for a very long time. It would have been as well to try to deprive Sir Perceval of his quest for the Grail as persuade Kendrick that all was lost. He would wait, if need be for years, he would not trouble her, all he asked was to serve her family, address even more envelopes, attend even more meetings – and be allowed to glimpse her as she went about her work.

Ellen could hardly forbid him her mother’s house; there was nothing to do except hope that he would grow out of so one-sided a passion. And during her last year at university something happened which put the erudite young man entirely out of her mind.

Henny fell ill. She had terminal cancer and Professor Carr, whom she had served with her life, proposed to send her to the geriatric ward of the local hospital to die.

Like many peasants, Henny was terrified of hospitals. Ellen now stopped trying to please her relatives. She left college three months before her finals and told her grandfather that Henny would die in her own bed and she would nurse her.

She had help, of course, excellent local nurses who came by day, but most of the time they spent together, she and Henny, and they made their own world. Herr Hitler was eliminated, as was Mussolini, strutting and braying in Rome. Even the clamour of King George’s Silver Jubilee scarcely reached them.

During this time which, strangely, was not unhappy, Henny went back to her own childhood in the lovely Austrian countryside in which she had grown up. She spoke of the wind in the pine trees, the cows with their great bells, about her brothers and sisters, and the Alpenglühen when in the hour of sunset the high peaks turned to flame.

And again and again she spoke about the flowers. She spoke about the gentians and the edelweiss and the tiny saxifrages clinging to the rocks, but there was one flower she spoke of in a special voice. She called it a Kohlröserl – a little coal rose – but it was not a rose. It was a small black orchid with a tightly furled head.

‘It didn’t look much, but oh Ellie, the scent! You could smell it long before you found the flowers. In the books they tell you it smells like vanilla, but if so, it’s like vanilla must smell in heaven. You must go, Liebling. You must go and put your face to them.’

‘I will, Henny. I’ll bring back a root and –’

But she didn’t finish and Henny patted her hand and smiled, for they both knew that she was not a person who wanted things dug up and planted on her grave.

‘Just find them and tell them . . . thank you,’ said Henny.

A few days later she spoke of them again: ‘Ah yes, Kohlröserl,’ she said – and soon afterwards she died.

Ellen didn’t go back to finish her degree. She enrolled at the Lucy Hatton School of Cookery and Household Management and Henny was right, she did have talent. She graduated summa cum laude and her mother and her aunts and Kendrick Frobisher watched her receive her diploma. As she came off the platform with her prizes, grace touched Dr Charlotte Carr, who was a good woman, and she threw her arms round her daughter and said: ‘We’re all so proud of you, my darling. Really so very proud.’

And three months later, in the spring of 1937, answering an advertisement in the Lady, Ellen set off for Austria to take up a domestic post in a school run by an Englishman and specialising in Music, Drama and the Dance.
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It was listed in the guide books as an important castle and definitely worth a detour, but Schloss Hallendorf had nothing to do with drawbridges or slits for boiling oil. Built by a Habsburg count for his mistress, its towers housed bedrooms and boudoirs, not emplacements for guns; pale blue shutters lay folded against pink walls, roses climbed towards the first-floor windows.

Carinthia is Austria’s most southern province; anything and everything grows there. In the count’s pleasure gardens, morning glory wreathed itself round oleander bushes, jasmine tumbled from pillars, stone urns frothed with geraniums and heliotrope. Behind the house, peaches and apricots ripened in the orchards and the rich flower-studded meadows sloped gently upwards towards forests of larch and pine. And to the front, where stone steps descended to the water and black swans came to be fed, was a view which no one who saw it ever forgot: over the lake to the village and up . . . up . . . to the snowy zigzag of the high peaks.

But the Habsburg counts fell on hard times. The castle stood empty, housed wounded soldiers in the Great War . . . fell empty again. Then in the year 1928, an Englishman named Lucas Bennet took over the lease and started his school.

Ellen stood by the rails of the little steamer and looked back at the village with its wooden houses, the inn with its terrace and chestnut trees, the church on a small promontory. It was a serious church; not onion-domed but with a tall, straight spire.

In the fields above the village she could see piebald cows as distinct as wooden toys. Were they feasting on Henny’s Kohlröserl, those fortunate Austrian cows?

There was still snow on the summits, but down on the lake the breeze was warm. It had been a moment of sheer magic, coming through the Mallnitz tunnel and finding herself suddenly in the south. She had left London in fog and drizzle; here it was spring. The hanging baskets in the stations were filled with hyacinths and narcissi, candles unfurled on the chestnut trees; she had seen lemon trees and mimosa.

The steamer which rounded the lake three times a day was steeped in self-importance. The maximum amount of bustle accompanied the loading and unloading of passengers, of crates, of chickens in hampers – and the captain was magnificently covered in gold braid.

They stopped at a convent where two nuns came out with wheelbarrows to fetch their provisions, passed a small wooded island and stopped again by a group of holiday houses.

‘That’s where Professor Steiner lives,’ said an old peasant woman in a black kerchief, pointing to a small house with green shutters standing alone by the water’s edge. ‘He didn’t get on with the Nazis so he lives here now.’ The boat drew away again and she moved closer to Ellen. ‘You’re bound for the school then?’ she asked.

Ellen turned and smiled. ‘Yes.’

‘Visiting someone?’

‘No. I’m going to work there.’

A rustle of consternation spread from the old woman to her neighbours. They drew closer.

‘You don’t want to go there. It’s a bad place. It’s evil. Godless.’

‘Devilish,’ agreed another crone. ‘It’s the devil that rules there.’

Ellen did not answer. They had rounded the point and suddenly Schloss Hallendorf lay before her, its windows bathed in afternoon light, and it seemed to her that she had never seen a place so beautiful. The sun caressed the rose walls, the faded shutters . . . greening willows trailed their tendrils at the water’s edge; a magnificent cypress sheltered the lower terrace.

But oh so neglected, so shabby! A tangle of creepers seemed to be all that held up the boathouse; a shutter flapped on its hinges on an upstairs window; the yew hedges were fuzzy and overgrown. And this of course only made it lovelier, for who could help thinking of the Sleeping Beauty and a castle in a fairy tale? Except that, as they came in to land, Ellen saw the words EURYTHMICS IS CRAP painted on the walls of a small Greek temple by the water’s edge.

‘The children are wild,’ hissed the old woman into her ear. ‘They’re like wild animals.’

The steamer gave an imperious hoot. A boy came forward with a rope.

‘You can always come back,’ called a youth in lederhosen. ‘They’ll find room for you at the inn.’

Ellen made her way down the gangway, left her suitcase and walked slowly along the wooden jetty. There was a scent of heliotrope. Two house martins darted in and out of the broken roof of the boathouse with its tangle of clematis and ivy – and in the water beside it she saw, among the bulrushes, a round black head.

An otter? An inland seal?

The head rose, emerged and turned out to be attached to the somewhat undernourished body of a small and naked man.

It was too late to look away. Ellen stared and found unexpected feelings rise in her breast. She could feed him up, whoever he was; help him, perhaps to cut his hair – but nothing now could be done about the manic zigzag which ran like disordered lightning across his lower abdomen.

‘Chomsky,’ said the dripping figure suddenly. ‘Laszlo Chomsky. Metalwork,’ – and with extreme formality, he clicked his heels together and bowed.

Which at least explained what had happened. A Hungarian, born perhaps in the wildness of the puszta; a place abundantly supplied with horses, geese and windmills, but lacking entirely the skilled doctors who could deal competently with an inflamed appendix.

Moving up the shallow stone steps which lifted themselves in tiers between the terraces towards the house, she saw a girl of about twelve come running down towards her.

‘I’m late,’ said the child anxiously. ‘We forgot the steamer’s on the summer schedule now. I’m supposed to be meeting the new matron but she hasn’t come.’

Ellen smiled at the first of the ‘wild’ children to come her way. She had long dark hair worn in pigtails which were coming unfurled, and a sensitive, narrow face with big grey eyes. Her white ankle socks were not a pair and she looked tired.

Ellen put out her hand. ‘Yes she has; I’m her,’ she said. ‘I’m Ellen Carr.’

The wild child shook it. ‘I’m Sophie,’ she said, and put one foot behind the other and bobbed a curtsy. The next minute she blushed a fiery red. ‘Oh I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.’

‘Done what?’

‘Curtsied. No one does it here like they don’t go to bed much and they don’t wear white socks, but I haven’t been here very long and in Vienna in my convent it was all different.’

‘I liked it,’ said Ellen, ‘but I won’t give you away. However I have to tell you that now I’m here people will go to bed and if they want to wear white socks they will wear them and they’ll match and be clean.’

The child turned to her, transfigured. ‘Will you do that? Can you really?’ Then her face fell; the look of anxiety returned. For Ellen Carr had shoulder-length tumbled hair and gentle eyes; she wore a green jacket the colour of moss and a skirt that made you want to touch it, it looked so soft. And that meant lovers – lots of lovers – as it had meant with Sophie’s mother, who was beautiful too and had left Vienna for Paris and Paris for London because of lovers and was now in Ireland making a film and did not write. ‘No,’ she said. ‘You’ll fall in love and go away.’

‘No I won’t,’ said Ellen.

She put her arm round Sophie’s shoulders but their progress towards the house was slow. A pink camellia detained Ellen and a white snail, fragile as a snowflake, swaying on a blade of grass.

Then suddenly she stopped. ‘Sophie, what on earth is that?’

They had reached the first of the level terraces. Coming across a patch of grass towards them at an amazing speed was a tortoise. It looked much as tortoises do, its neck extended, its demeanour purposeful – but fastened to its back end was a small platform with two wheels on which it scooted as if on roller skates.

‘It’s Achilles,’ said Sophie. ‘His back legs were paralysed and he was dragging himself along. We thought we’d have to have him destroyed and then Marek came and made him those wheels.’

Ellen bent down to the tortoise and picked him up. Retreating only briefly into his shell, Achilles submitted to being turned upside down. The contraption supporting his withered legs was unbelievably ingenious: a little trolley screwed to his shell and supporting two highly oiled metal wheels.

She put him down again and the tortoise scooted away over the grass like greased lightning.

‘It took Marek hours to do. He shut himself up in the workshop and wouldn’t let anyone come near.’

‘Who’s Marek?’ Ellen asked – but before Sophie could answer, a stentorian and guttural voice somewhere to their right cried: ‘No, no, no! You are not being rigid, you are not being steel. You are not being pronged. You must feel it in your spine, the metal, or you cannot become a fork!’

Deeply curious, Ellen crossed the terrace. A second, smaller set of steps led down on to an old bowling green surrounded by a yew hedge. On it stood a large woman with cropped hair wearing a hessian tabard and a pair of men’s flannel trousers, shouting instructions to a dozen or so children lying on their backs on the lawn.

‘Now open the fingers . . . open them but not with softness. With these fingers you will spear . . . you will jab . . . you will pierce into the meat.’

‘That’s Hermine. Dr Ritter,’ whispered Sophie. ‘She’s terribly clever – she’s got a PhD in Dramatic Movement from Berlin University. She makes us be bunches of keys and forks and sometimes we have to give birth to ourselves.’

But before the children could exhibit proper forkdom there was a fierce, mewing cry from what seemed to be a kind of herring box under the yew hedge and Dr Ritter strode over to it, extracted a small pink baby, and inserted it under her tabard.

‘That’s her Natural Daughter. She’s called Andromeda. Hermine got her at a conference but no one knows who the father is.’

‘Perhaps we should show her how to make an opening down the front of her smock,’ said Ellen, for the baby had vanished without trace into the hessian folds. ‘And I didn’t see any nappies?’

‘She doesn’t wear any,’ Sophie explained. ‘She’s a self-regulating baby.’

‘What a good thing I like to be busy,’ said Ellen, ‘for I can see that there’s going to be a lot to do.’

She followed Sophie into the castle. The rooms, with their high ceilings, gilded cornices and white tiled stoves, were as beautiful and neglected as the grounds. But when she reached the top floor and Sophie said: ‘This is your room,’ Ellen could only draw in her breath and say: ‘Oh Sophie, how absolutely wonderful!’

The child looked round, her brow furrowed. The room contained a broken spinning wheel, a rolled up scroll painting of the Buddha (partly eaten by mice) and a pile of mouldering Left Book Club paperbacks – all left behind by various housemothers who had not felt equal to the job.

But Ellen had gone straight to the window.

She was part of the sky, inhabiting it. One could ride these not very serious clouds, touch angels or birds, meet witches. White ones, of course, with functional broomsticks, who felt as she did about the world.

Lost in the light, the infinity of space that would be hers each day, she lowered her eyes only gradually to the famous view: the serrated snow peaks on the other shore, the climbing fir trees above the village, the blue oblong of water, with its solitary island, across which the steamer was chugging, returning to its base.

Sophie waited. Her own view was the same – the room she shared with two other girls was only just down the corridor – but when she looked out of the window something always got in the way: images of her warring parents, the terror of abandonment, the letters that did not come. Now for a moment she saw what Ellen saw.

When Ellen spoke again it was to ask a question. ‘Are there storks here, Sophie? Do you have them at Hallendorf?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘We must get some,’ said Ellen decidedly. ‘We must make them come. Storks are lovely; they bless a house, did you know?’

Sophie considered this. ‘It could be difficult about the blessing,’ she said, ‘because we don’t have anybody to do it here. We don’t have God.’

‘Ah well,’ said Ellen, turning back into the room. ‘One thing at a time. What we need now is a bonfire. Can you find me two boys with strong muscles? Big ones.’

Sophie puckered her forehead. ‘The biggest are Bruno and Frank but they’re awful. Bruno wrote “Eurythmics is . . .”, he wrote that thing about Eurythmics on the temple and Frank is always thumping about and banging into people.’

‘They sound just what I want. Could you go and get them for me please?’

Lucas Bennet sat in his study with its book-lined walls, sagging leather armchairs and the bust of William Shakespeare which held down the sea of papers on his desk. He was waiting to interview his new housemother and had prepared himself for the worst. Ellen Carr had only been in the building for an hour and he himself had not set eyes on her, but he already knew that she was very pretty and very young and this could only mean disaster. She would want to produce a ballet based on Book Three of the Odyssey, which she would not actually have read, or write a play in which she would take the lead while the children filled in as woodland spirits or doomed souls in hell. Chomsky would fall in love with her, Jean-Pierre would flirt with her, the children would run wild in their dormitories and after a term she would leave.

Which was unfair, because this time he had taken the advice of his sensible secretary and advertised not in the Socialist Gazette or the Progressive Educator, but in the Lady, a magazine in which employers sought old-fashioned nannies and housekeepers and cooks. Visions of an ample widow with bulging biceps had sustained him ever since Conchita’s need to join a Marxist flamenco troupe could no longer be gainsaid and she had removed herself, two weeks into the term, leaving the children with no one to care for their domestic needs.

And now it was all going to start again.

Ten years had passed since he took over the lease of the castle and started his school. A small, plump and balding visionary, he came from a wealthy and eccentric family of merchant bankers, diplomats and scholars. His time at Oxford (where he read Classics) was cut short in 1916 by the Great War, which left him with a troubling leg injury and a loathing for nationalism, flag-waving and cant. Obsessed by the idea of art as the key to Paradise – as the thing that would make men equal and set them free – he decided to start a school in which children from all nations would come together in a common endeavour. A school without the rules and taboos that had made his own schooling so wretched, which would offer the usual subjects but specialise in those things that were his passion: Music, Drama and the Dance.

The time was ripe for such a venture. The League of Nations gave hope of peace for the world; in Germany the Weimar Republic had become a byword for all that was exciting in the arts; the poverty and hardship of the post-war years seemed to be over. And at first the castle at Hallendorf did indeed attract idealists and enthusiasts from all over the world: followers of Isadora Duncan came and taught Greek dancing; Russian counts explained the doctrines of Stanislavsky; disciples of Brecht came from Germany to run summer schools and put on plays. True, the villagers continued to stand aloof, not pleased to find naked Harmony professors entangled in their fishing nets, but in those first years it seemed that Bennet’s vision would largely be realised.

Now, nearly ten years later, he had to face the fact that Hallendorf’s early promise had not really been fulfilled. The intelligentsia of Europe and America continued to send him their children, but it was becoming clear that his idealistic progressive school was being used by the parents as . . . well, as a dump. The children might come from wealthy homes, and certainly he extracted the maximum in fees so that he could give scholarships to those with talent, but many of them were so unhappy and disturbed that it took more than experimental productions of the Russian classics or eurythmics in the water meadows to calm them. And the staff too were . . . mixed. But here his mind sheared away, for how could he dismiss incompetent teachers when he allowed Tamara to inflict her dreadful ploys on his defenceless children?

It had to be admitted too that Hallendorf’s annual performance in the theatre the count had built for his mistress had not, as Bennet had hoped, brought eminent producers and musicians to Hallendorf. Toscanini had not come from Milan (and a lady rumoured to be the great conductor’s aunt had turned out to be someone quite different), nor Max Rheinhardt from Berlin, to recognise the work of a new generation, and the villagers continued to stay away.

And now of course Max Rheinhardt couldn’t come because he had fled to America along with half the theatrical talent of the German-speaking countries. It had happened so quickly, the march from the last war to the possibility of the next. Bennet did not think that the insanity that was Hitler’s Germany could last, nor did he think that Austria would allow itself to be swallowed by the Third Reich, but fascism was on the move everywhere, darkening his world.

Furthermore, the money was running out. Bennet’s fortune had been considerable, but short of standing on a bridge and throwing banknotes into the water, there is no faster way to lose money than the financing of a school.

A knock at the door made him look up. The new matron entered.

She was all that he had feared yet it was hard to be disappointed. True, she was very young and very pretty, but she had a smile that was funny as well as sweet, and there was intelligence in the soft brown eyes. What held him though, what surprised him, for he had found it to be rare, was something else. His new housemistress looked . . . happy.

‘You’re very much younger than we expected,’ he said when he had asked about her journey and received an enthusiastic reply about the beauty of the landscape and the kindness of her fellow travellers.

She acknowledged the possibility of this, tilting her head slightly in what seemed to be her considering mode.

‘Might that be an advantage? I mean, there’s a lot to do.’

‘Yes. But some of the older children are not easy.’ He thought of Bruno, who that morning had defiled the Greek temple with his opinion of Eurythmics, and Frank, who was on his fifth psychoanalyst and had seizures in unsuitable places when his will was crossed.

‘I’m not afraid of children,’ she said.

‘What are you afraid of then?’

She pondered. He had already noticed that it was her hands which indicated what she was thinking quite as much as her face and now he watched as she cupped them, making them ready to receive her thoughts.

‘Not being able to see, I think,’ she said.

‘Being blind, you mean?’

‘No, not that. That would be terribly hard but Homer managed it and our blind piano tuner is one of the serenest people I know. I mean . . . not seeing because you’re obsessed by something that blots out the world. Some sort of mania or belief. Or passion. That awful kind of love that makes leaves and birds and cherry blossom invisible because it’s not the face of some man.’

For a moment he allowed hope to rise in him. Might she see how important it was, this job he was asking her to do? Might she have the humility to stay? Then he forced himself on to the denouement.

‘I’m afraid I didn’t have the chance to lay out your duties completely in my letter. My secretary, Margaret Sinclair, will tell you anything you want to know, but briefly it’s a question of seeing that the children’s rooms are clean and tidy, that they get to bed on time, of collecting their laundry and so on. We try to see that everyone speaks English during the day. I suppose the English language is the single most important thing we have to offer now. Not because it is the language of Shakespeare,’ he said wistfully, touching the bust of the man who made the whole vexed question of being British into a source of pride, ‘but because increasingly parents look to England and America to save them from the scourge of Nazism. But at night you can let them chatter in their own tongue.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Of course I will do all that, but I was wondering how much time I should spend –’

Ah, here it comes, he thought, and his weariness was the greater because for a moment he had believed in her integrity.

‘Ellen, I have to make one thing absolutely clear,’ he said, not letting her explain to him that she was an experienced producer of operas for the Fabian Society or had understudied Ariel in Regent’s Park. ‘Your job is an arduous one and absolutely full time. Of course you could watch rehearsals at the weekend – last year we did The Lower Depths by Gorky – and if you wish it you could join the choir, although our music teacher has gone to fight in Spain. And the weekly meetings in which the productions are discussed are open to everyone, but –’

Ellen’s eyes widened. She half rose from her chair.

‘Oh please, I can’t sing at all. And I’m not very good at meetings. I was brought up with meetings and they always make me fall asleep. Surely –’ She drew breath and tried again. ‘Of course I’ll do anything I have to do . . . but what I wanted to know is how much time I’m entitled to spend in the kitchen.’

‘Entitled?’

‘Yes. Obviously the welfare of the children comes first, but it’s not easy to separate children from what they eat and I can’t supervise the kitchen staff without doing some of the cooking myself, it wouldn’t be fair on them. And quite honestly, Mr Bennet –’

‘Bennet. We’re very informal here.’

Ellen, remembering the appendix scar, nodded. ‘Well, Bennet, I just think it would be rather unfair if I had to watch rehearsals and listen to meetings about The Lower Depths when I could be cooking.’

Bennet closed his mouth, which had been very slightly open.

‘You mean you have no desire at all to act? To be an actress?’

‘Good heavens no! I can’t think of anything worse – always in the dark and getting up at midday and worrying what people think about you.’

‘Or to produce?’

She leant back and clasped her hands behind her back. She looked thoughtful and – there was the word again – happy. ‘Oh yes, I’d like to produce. I’d like to produce a perfect crêpe suzette for everyone in the school. It’s easy for one person – but for a hundred and ten . . . That’s what interests me very much. How to quantify good food.’ She broke off and looked out of the window. ‘Oh good, how very nice of them! What kind and helpful boys!’

Bennet followed her gaze. There were a lot of ways of describing Bruno and Frank, his two most objectionable seniors, but this was not one of them. Bruno was trundling a wheelbarrow on which were piled a broken spinning wheel, a shattered wooden chair and a pair of ancient bongo drums towards the kitchen gardens. Behind him followed Frank, dragging a sack from which various scrolls protruded and a battered guitar case.

‘I asked them to make a bonfire. No one seemed to want the stuff in my room and they said they’d be very careful and only light it in the incinerator.’ And, as Bennet was silent, ‘You don’t mind?’

‘No,’ said Bennet. ‘I don’t mind at all.’

At the door, leaving to go, she paused. ‘There’s something I think we should have here.’

Bennet glanced at the letter from his stockbroker lying on his desk. ‘Is it expensive?’

She smiled. ‘I don’t think so. I’d like us to have storks. Only I don’t know how to make them come. One needs a wheel, I think.’

‘You must ask Marek, he’d know. He’ll be back in a few days.’

She nodded, thinking of the tortoise. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘he’d know. I see that.’

After she had gone, Bennet limped over to the window and looked out over the lake. Was it possible that something could go right? That she would stay and work – that in her care his children would be seen?

And Tamara is away, he thought. She had not, as he had asked her, organised the turning out of Ellen’s room, but when had Tamara done anything he had asked her? But he would not go down that road. Tonight he would not work late on the accounts. He would go to bed with a large whisky and golden Nausicaa in Homer’s tensile, homely, heart-stopping Greek.

‘She won’t last a week,’ said Ursula, sitting in her hideous striped pyjamas on the edge of her bed.

Sophie sniffed back her tears and agreed. With the advent of darkness the hope she had felt when she met Ellen had died. Ellen would barricade herself into her room like the others had done, Frank and Bruno would go on sliding up and down the corridor and crashing into doors – and her father would go further and further away, past America where he was giving lectures, and disappear over the rim of the world for ever.

‘I get so tired,’ she said.

Ursula shrugged. She didn’t mind Sophie as much as she minded most people, but she was soppy. Ursula got by on hatred – for her ancient grandparents in their horrible house in Bath, for Frank who teased her because she wore braces on her teeth, for Dr Hermine who breastfed her revolting baby during Movement classes and expected Ursula to give birth to herself or be a fork. Above Ursula’s bed was a row of the only human beings for whom she felt concern: a series of Indian braves in full regalia.

The door opened and the new matron entered.

‘I came to say goodnight and see if you needed anything.’

She came over to Ursula’s bed, smiled down at her, put the bedclothes straight. For a dreadful moment Ursula thought she was going to kiss her, but she didn’t. She stood looking carefully at the labelled portraits Ursula had put up: Little Crow, Chief of the Santees, Geronimo, last of the Apaches and Ursula’s favourite, Big Foot, dying in the snow at Wounded Knee.

‘Isn’t that where the massacre was?’ asked Ellen.

‘Yes. I’m going to go there when I’m grown up. To Wounded Knee.’

‘That seems sensible,’ said Ellen. Then she went over to Sophie. ‘What is it? What’s the matter?’

‘She’s lost her parents. I can’t think it’s anything to make a fuss about – I lost my parents years ago. I killed my mother because my arm stuck out when I was born and I killed my father because he went off to shoot tigers to cure his grief and died of a fever. But Sophie gets in a state,’ Ursula explained.

Ellen sat down on the bed and smoothed Sophie’s long dark hair. ‘When you say “lost”, Sophie, what exactly do you mean?’

But what Sophie meant was not something she could put into words. She had been shunted backwards and forwards between her warring parents since she was two years old, never knowing who would meet her or where she belonged. Her homesickness was of that devastating kind experienced by children who have no home.

‘I’ve lost my father’s address. He’s not in Vienna, he’s lecturing in America and I don’t know where he is. And my mother’s making a film somewhere in Ireland and I don’t know where she is either.’

Ellen considered the problem. ‘Is there someone who’s connected with your father’s work in Vienna? Has he got a secretary?’

‘He’s got Czernowitz.’ Sophie was sitting up now. ‘He’s my father’s lab assistant. He looks after the rats. He gave me a rat once for myself. It was beautiful with a brown ear but it died.’

‘It died of old age,’ Ursula put in. ‘So there’s nothing to make a fuss about.’

‘Well look, have you got Czernowitz’s address?’

‘Yes, I have.’

‘Then it’s perfectly simple. We’ll ask Bennet if you can telephone to Vienna and then he’ll tell you about your father.’

Sophie’s sobs grew less. ‘Would that be all right? Could I do that?’

‘Of course you could. Now, where’s Janey, because I’m going to put the lights out.’

‘She doesn’t come to bed. She sleeps in the bathroom.’

‘What?’

‘She wets her bed though she’s quite old. Older than us. And the Coucoushka said she wouldn’t deal with her sheets any longer. She was supposed to look after us when the last housemother left, till you came. Bennet doesn’t know she said it – he’d be furious, because Janey’s mother keeps trying to commit suicide and –’

Ellen interrupted them. ‘Who is this Coucoushka person?’

‘She’s a ballet dancer. Her name’s Tamara. She pretends to be Russian and she likes people to call her Coucoushka because it means Little Cabbage, at least we think it does, and the Russians call people that. It’s an endear—, it’s something you call people when you like them, like the French calling people petit choux. But it doesn’t work in English.’

‘No, it certainly doesn’t,’ said Ellen.

She found Janey, a pale girl with wistful blue eyes, sitting beside the bath, wrapped in a blanket and reading a book.

‘Come to bed, Janey, the others are ready to go to sleep.’

‘I don’t go to bed. I sleep here at the minute.’

‘No you don’t. You sleep in your bed and if you wet it I shall wash the sheets in the morning because that is my job.’

Janey shook her head. ‘The Coucoushka said –’

‘Janey, I am not interested in what the cabbage person said. I am now your housemother and you will sleep warmly and comfortably in your bed. Eventually you will grow out of the whole business, because people do, and till then it’s not of the slightest consequence. Now hurry up, you’re getting cold.’

‘Yes, but –’

Ellen glanced at the cover of Janey’s book, which showed a jolly girl in jodhpurs taking her pony over a jump. ‘Did you know that Fenella Finch-Delderton used to wet her bed when she was young?’

Janey stared at her. ‘The one that got second prize in the Olympics? Honestly?’

‘Honestly,’ said Ellen, whose morality, though fervent, was her own. ‘I was at school with her sister.’

Which left Bruno and Frank. She found them crashing about in the corridor but not, had she known it, with quite their usual energy.

‘Ah good,’ she said. ‘I’m glad you’re not in bed yet. I thought you might be kind enough to roll up the rug in my room and take it down to the cellar; I shall do better with bare boards. And there’s the footstool; it seems to have a leg missing, so that can go down too.’

She kept them at work, going up and down the three flights of stairs to the cellar till Frank stopped, looking mulish. ‘It’s past our bed time,’ he said. ‘We’re supposed to be in bed by nine-thirty.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Ellen innocently. ‘That’s what comes of being new. Hurry along then.’

Ten minutes later the west wing was bathed in silence and Ellen could go to her room. It was almost empty of furniture now; she would pull the bed under the window so that she could see the stars.

‘You were right, Henny,’ she said, leaning out to listen to the slow slurp of the water against the shore. ‘This is a lovely land.’

Images crowded in on her. The first sight of Sophie running down the steps towards her; Bennet’s hand cupping the head of his beloved Shakespeare . . . the house martins skimming in and out of the boathouse roof. But the image that stayed with her longest was that of the tortoise, rollerskating with abandonment across the grass.

There was so much to do here – so terrifyingly much – but she knew that Marek, when he came, would help her. Which made Bennet’s words when she had asked him who Marek was seem all the stranger.

‘That’s a good question, Ellen,’ the headmaster had said. ‘You could say that he works here as a groundsman, and that would be true. Or that he teaches fencing to the older boys, and that would be true also, and that at the moment he is acting as chauffeur to Professor Steiner across the lake. But when you have said that, I don’t know that you have said very much. I think,’ and he had turned to her with his friendly smile, ‘you will have to find out for yourself – and when you do I would be very interested to hear what you discover.’
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