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Prologue

Prague, 1930

Eva had already scraped back the piano stool and was about 
to slide the music books into her bag when Professor Novotny 
lifted a hand to delay her.

‘Just one more minute, my dear.’ His thin finger pointed 
skywards, in imitation of  the number. ‘I have a piece I would 
like you to take home.’

While the professor rifled through the tottering pile  
of  manuscripts on top of  the piano, Eva cast a glance at 
the wooden clock on the wall. Four thirty. She hoped this 
wouldn’t take long. Already the conservatoire rehearsal 
room was gloomier than when the lesson had started, 
shadows stretching across the floor. Come on. Come on. She 
placed her fingertips on the yellow keys, allowing the cool 
ivory to calm her.

‘Ah, here it is.’ Professor Novotny was wheezing from  
the effort of  finding the score. ‘Hector Berlioz. It’s a villanelle 
from Les Nuits d’Été. One of  his lesser-known pieces.’ He 
switched on the overhead light and the room brightened.

‘A villan . . . ella?’ Despite her anxiety about the time, 
Eva was intrigued. She stood up as her teacher gestured for 
her to relinquish her place at the keyboard and positioned 
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herself  to the side of  the piano, ready to watch Professor 
Novotny play.

‘Yes. A secular Italian song.’ The professor sat down on 
the padded piano stool with a thump. ‘This one is a celebra-
tion of  spring and new love. Perfect piece for a young girl.’ 
He reached for the round black glasses on a cord round 
his neck, put them on as though preparing to play, then 
removed them again. The glasses swung loose on their moor-
ings. ‘There’s to be a concert at the Rudolfinum next year, a 
tribute to Berlioz’s work. I thought you could perform the 
villanelle as your first public solo.’

Eva drew an indignant breath, but the professor flapped 
his hand at her.

‘Those children’s competitions don’t count.’
Those children’s competitions! She straightened her back. 

Hadn’t she won every one? Even the prestigious Dvořák Prize 
for Young Talent. A memory of  lifting the heavy metal cup 
and hearing a crescendo of  applause flashed into her mind.

The professor propped the folded pages of  music against 
the metal prongs of  the rest. ‘I’ll play you a bit. Please turn the 
page for me.’ The glasses were perched in position.

Eva took up her place behind her teacher, trying to remain 
still; it would be rude to appear impatient. But inside her  
head she was begging Professor Novotny to play only a few 
bars. She knew he worked her so hard because he was  
proud of  her, and she was keen to be the best she could,  
but the ornate hands of  the clock showed twenty to five now. 
Today of  all days she couldn’t afford to be late.

‘Listen. You’ll hear the lovers wandering through the woods 
to gather wild strawberries.’
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Eva flushed at the word ‘lovers’. Sometimes Professor 
Novotny spoke to her as though she was older than sixteen. 
But as he started to play, she did indeed hear the light, trip-
ping sound of  footsteps, and felt the freshness of  the spring 
breeze on her face.

She peered over the professor’s shoulder. Beneath his 
tapered fingers, the printed notes skittering across the manu-
script became an airy melody. Teasing, joyful. Eva had always 
seen notes as people. The rows of  joined quavers – the short 
notes – were gangly lines of  boys sporting over-large football 
boots at the end of  their thin legs; or a straight band of  
dancers performing the Lúčnica, in black shoes, with their 
arms linked. The single crotchets – twice as long as quavers – 
were teachers, ramrod straight in front of  a class. And the 
long minims were powerful generals, commanding their  
army’s attention by their stillness. But if  Eva were a note, 
she’d be a really long one: a breve, strong and alone, surrounded 
by space and silence.

The professor finished playing with a flourish, then 
handed her the score. ‘Homework. Start tonight.’ The notes 
hovered in the air before the spring promise of  the tune was 
smothered by the advancing autumn dusk. The sun must be 
even lower now. Eva’s stomach clenched. An allegro beat 
started up in her head.

She thrust the manuscript into her bag, then put on her 
coat. ‘Thank you, Professor Novotny, I’ll be sure to practise.’

‘Make sure you do. I want to hear you play it perfectly at 
your next lesson.’

‘Of  course.’ Eva’s hand was on the doorknob, its polished 
surface greasy under her fingers. She darted another look at 
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the clock. Nearly five. This villanelle had claimed even more 
time than she’d realised. She’d have to run like a wolf  dog.

‘Goodbye, my dear.’
‘Goodbye, Professor Novotny. And thank you for the 

lesson.’
The professor bowed, the overhead light he’d snapped on 

earlier illuminating his bald head. Eva made her escape.

She ran through the darkening streets with the music bag 
clamped under her arm, her chest burning, her breath ragged. 
Yet in spite of  her urgency, Berlioz’s melody still skipped 
through her head, and she tuned her footsteps to the chords 
pressed out by Professor Novotny’s liver-spotted hands. She 
was running through the woods with her lover, away from the 
stifling confines of  the city, her senses alive to the sound of  
the birds and the sweet-sharp perfume of  the strawberries. 
She could feel the boy’s breath on her cheek, his mouth on 
her lips, perhaps – if  her face hadn’t already been red, she’d 
have blushed – his body pressed against hers. Only the pungent 
smell of  coffee seeping out from under the door of  the Kotva 
reminded her where she was. As she darted past the café, 
shadowy shapes lifted cups to their lips, gesticulated in conver-
sation, or blew plumes of  smoke from Stuyvesants whose tips 
glowed red in the gloom. How lovely to linger at the table 
with friends rather than having to rush home for the curfew.

Eva glanced up at the sinking sun. Mutti would have finished 
the chores by now, the challah already baked and resting  
on the lacy cloth, its plumply plaited crust shining with egg 
wash and oozing a fresh bread smell. She would have put on 
her grey dress, wrapped the gauzy scarf  around her hair and 
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gone downstairs to light the candles, whose silver holders 
gleamed from the polish that she’d given them earlier.

Abba, in his shiny black suit and prayer shawl, would have 
filled the Kiddush cup with sweet wine, his lips rehearsing 
the blessing for daughters that he’d speak later with his warm 
hands resting on Eva’s head:

May you be like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah.
May God bless you and guard you.
May God show you favour and be gracious to you.
May God show you kindness and grant you peace.

If  Abba had fathered sons, he’d have asked God to make 
them like Ephraim and Menashe, two brothers who lived in 
harmony. But there’d been no sons. Only Eva. A beloved 
only child.

A mist was rising from the surface of  the Vltava, and  
Eva inhaled the wet air as she sped along the pavement. 
She couldn’t risk stopping to cough properly, so she tried 
to clear her throat in shallow breaths whilst running. She 
wasn’t used to going so fast. Most days her lesson ended 
on time, so she walked to the Josefov via well-lit streets. 
But with sunset approaching, the quickest route home was 
through the cemetery.

An animated mosso beat pulsed through her. Should  
she risk it? Perhaps the gates closed at curfew. Mutti had told 
her again and again to stick to the main roads. They’d be full 
of  people on their way home from work. Longer but safe. 
Yet Eva paused on the pavement to peer at the winding path 
through the tombs. The ancient stones were crammed 
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together as if  the graves had been hastily dug, not placed in 
ordered rows like a modern cemetery. Wind threaded through 
the trees, causing the branches to shiver. To stifle the jump 
of  her heart, she imagined she was performing at the 
Rudolfinum on a gleaming black Steinway, to a shadowy 
audience awed to silence by her playing.

She placed her palm against one of  the dark metal gates 
and it yielded slowly. Perhaps it was a sign she should  
go through the cemetery. She could make up for some lost 
time this way.

Trying to rekindle Berlioz’s melody, to renew the thrills of  
spring and blot out the fears of  autumn, she crept through 
the gate. The dew had already fallen and the leaves were damp 
underfoot. Creepers clung to her stockings and she had to 
kick her feet out to dislodge them. It would be foolish to run; 
the gravestones were too crowded, the path too meandering. 
But she hastened her steps, her senses alert for danger.

Inside the cemetery, tall horse chestnuts and sycamores 
diffused the low sun’s rays. Gravestones loomed either side 
of  the path, inscribed with old symbols and ancient lettering. 
Abba had told her once that some of  the graves held as many 
as ten bodies, all piled on top of  each other to conserve space. 
In spite of  her serge coat, Eva shivered.

She was halfway through when she heard the thud of  boots, 
a harsh laugh, a sharp cough.

She froze. ‘Who’s there?’
No reply, but beyond the shadowy stones she caught a 

glimpse of  biscuit-coloured cloth. Blood pounded affrettando 
in her ears.

‘Who’s there?’ she asked again. Her voice sounded hoarse.
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A uniformed figure stepped out from behind a tree. A 
youth, maybe late teens, with a sweep of  blond hair across 
his forehead.

‘What have we here: a young lady?’ His tone was leering, 
mocking.

Eva pulled her coat tighter, trying to ignore the gallop of  
her heart.

Another youth stepped forward. Then another. She wheeled 
round. Two more came up behind her. She was surrounded 
by five young soldiers, all wearing red armbands.

Was this what Mutti had feared when she’d warned her not 
to go into the cemetery? Eva had nodded solemnly at the 
time, but in her head she’d dismissed her mother’s advice. All 
parents said things like that, didn’t they? Of  course she was 
careful. Although recently, even Eva had felt uncomfortable 
at the sight of  German boys standing on street corners 
muttering to each other and pointing at passers-by. Those 
Hitler Youth seemed to be everywhere these days.

Surrounded by a ring of  menacing young men in their 
distinctive uniforms, she wished desperately that she’d heeded 
Mutti’s words and ignored her lateness. Saliva pooled in her 
mouth, her throat too dry to swallow.

The first youth advanced towards her. ‘Don’t be frightened, 
pretty girl.’

Eva stood her ground, trying not to show her fear. But 
when she opened her mouth to shout for help, the boy reached 
forward and slapped his palm against her lips.

Eva darted terrified glances at the other boys.
The pressure of  the youth’s fingers slackened, but he kept 

his hand close to her mouth, in case she tried to cry out again.
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