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“What are you whispering? Sorrow, sorrow. Joy, joy. Woven together, like reeds in 

moonlight. Woven together, inextricably commingled, bound in pain and strewn in 

sorrow–crash!” 

- Virginia Woolf, The String Quartet -  

 

 

 

 

 

Schoenberg, A. (1910.) Der rote blick [Oil on cardboard.] Lenbachhaus, Munich.  
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VERA  

Allegro Moderato et très doux 

Moderately fast and lively, and very sweet  

 

1 

 

Vera sensed the red gaze at the end of the hallway before it had materialised. Trapped 

amidst the shuffles of the greater crowd, the yellow murmur of foreigner’s voices, she 

wondered if her excursion would make her late. She dismissed the thought. She had 

allowed hours for the travel, the sighting, the escape.  

 A child sucked on a rainbow lollipop and grinned with a green tongue. Vera 

clutched her hands against her winter coat, a kind of clammy sweat drenching her 

palms at the proximate meeting.  

 The gaze penetrated her skin now. Could she blame the cold, the Berlin 

winter? The ticking of the new millennium? 

 Several tourists were standing dumbfounded by the portrait’s title: Der rote 

blick. Vera wondered whether it was bewilderment at the undecipherable German, or 

the macabre subject matter.  

 A man who fled the Nazis and was cheated on by his wife, she thought.  

 ‘Is it a human?’ murmured one of the females. ‘It looks like a ghost.’ 

 ‘Perhaps it is,’ said her husband. ‘These artistic folks always dabbled in the 

dark arts. It’s best to steer clear from them, dearest.’ 

 ‘But aren’t artists supposed to make beautiful things?’ she whispered, 

scurrying towards the Renaissance exhibition. She looked like a wild hare. Vera 



4 
 

stared on in solitude and felt the empty space bloom around her ears. It seemed she 

was the only one who stayed to watch, and to listen.  

 The portrait mocked her, even when she appeased it with rehearsed 

compliments: a murky palette, an attractively fearful visage… but it could not be 

consoled. After all this time, Vera had thought the image pinned on her Oma’s notice 

board would absolve her, but it couldn’t.  

 She remembered her grandmother’s home, curling with warm flames and 

starry with books. Music, foremost: editions of sonatas, and fugues, and quartets, her 

especial favourite. Then there was her purple ring, which reminded the child of 

princesses and ogres, trapped in a fairy-tale – and Oma’s voice: ‘One day, Mäuschen, 

you will see beyond the walls to the stars.’ 

 And now? Vera beheld at last the face of the great musician and thought only 

of the darkness it prescribed. The figure was browned and contorted, blended in a 

ghoulish mustard; the gaze yawned putrid from a hole of hell.  

 If this is what musicians become, Vera thought, then is it worth the cost? 

 A white sheet stained the ground outside the windows. She thought of Oma’s 

description of the city, as a hungry spirit. She heard her grandmother’s pronunciation 

in dissonant vowels, geist, gier, ghost. The name of the exhibition. Signalling some 

remnant of the lost, Berlin as smoke, Oma had said, the decay of regime and 

crumbling will.  

 Her watch told her it was only an hour until the Quartet would rehearse. She 

should return to the apartment now to clear her brain. Perhaps the music would 

bewitch her instead. In any case, she didn’t wish to be late.  

 

2 
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Vera remembered leaving that same apartment once; it must have been ten years ago 

now. The noise had woken her. There were people in the streets, loud and defiant, and 

the police could not control them. Somewhere else, fireworks beamed in orange 

sparks across the sky. She could see it from her window. Everyone, Oma whispered, 

was leaving their homes and filling the streets.  

 ‘What about the police?’ Vera whispered. ‘What about the curfew?’ 

 Oma had taken her hand, boldly grey against the child’s pale skin. ‘We’re 

going past the Wall,’ she said. ‘Do you want to see it, Vera?’ 

 Vera had never been across the Wall. People in the West had called it 

Schandmauer – wall of shame. She had seen no shame in the confinement, only a 

slight bewilderment. At school, she was praised for her clear singing voice, and 

hence, her patriotism. She would return home and peruse her grandmother’s music 

books and was taught the piano. The keys were black and white, yellowed at the tips, 

and she preferred the little viola at the Conservatorium. It had two parts, the 

instrument, and the bow, and sounded like freshly woven silk.  

 But that night, Oma led her into the streets. The frosts bit at her toes, but she 

was wrapped in homemade blue mittens and a grey coat. They crossed a twenty-metre 

strip and saw lights. Vera felt the snow in her hands and carved it into a ball, which 

she threw across the smoking gap.  

 ‘Twenty metres,’ muttered Oma. ‘Twenty metres between the East and the 

West. Barely a stone’s throw.’ 

 They sat in the city square in the East and ate spirals of Baumstriezel. Oma 

said she had eaten it as a child, in the North, and had once been so greedy as to be 
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punished by her mother. Vera laughed, and watched a group of musicians several 

metres away, tuning their instruments to a common A.  

 There were four people, two men and two women, playing stringed 

instruments. The music bloomed between bites of chocolate-coated meringues – 

schaumkuss – bled into intricate melodies and stomped through snowy cadences.  

 ‘I heard this when the war ended,’ whispered Oma. ‘It’s by Ravel. Do you 

know who he is?’ 

 Vera did not, but she would one day, when the Quartet played it in Montréal, 

in the antipodean world.  

But whatever it was, she loved it. Oma was trembling but almost glowing in 

delight. Vera felt the food in her mouth explode. It was this, the sorrow and the joy, 

that made it come alive. She was no longer a fat-cheeked child. She saw, she heard, 

and she became, perhaps at that very moment, a musician.  

 

3 

 

Vera’s – or rather, Oma’s – apartment, was typical of an artist. It was speckled with 

kitsch: china teapots, glass vases, antique teddies, each scented innately with ginger. 

Soon enough, it would bulge with coffee beans, which permeated most quartet 

rehearsals. But in all, she knew, it smelt of home, of pine and German garlic.  

 A knock on the door summoned a flurry of snowflakes, and a red, bulky 

shape: the cellist.  

 ‘Is it always this cold?’ chattered Jerome, stiffly taking the carpet. ‘I’m going 

to freeze to death!’ 

 ‘Hello to you, as well,’ said Vera, frowning.  
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 ‘I’m sorry, Vee,’ he groaned dramatically. ‘My thermostat protests to the cold. 

I grew up in the desert, remember.’ 

 ‘I have no sympathy,’ said Vera.  

 Jerome laughed, then gave her a bear hug. It bore a distinct perfume, a mixture 

of cinnamon, wool and spontaneous coffee swings. They broke apart only a little 

awkwardly. Vera ducked her dark hair behind her ears and Jerome grinned, lips 

chattering blue against his curls.  

 ‘Leymann couldn’t spare us a room today?’ he asked, as they tramped along 

the hallway.  

 ‘Herr Leymann is in Paris on business,’ Vera said. ‘He’ll be back for the final 

rehearsals.’ 

 ‘Next week, then?’ 

 Vera nodded.  

 ‘I still don’t know how he worked us into the competition,’ Jerome declared, 

beginning to unpack his instrument. ‘It’s world class, and we’re not well-known.’ 

 ‘I guess Montréal helped,’ said Vera, ‘but Berlin is certainly the larger boat.’ 

 Jerome’s cello case bore the scars of his travels: there were stickers from 

music schools and festivals, rubbishy tourist motives (Are you a fish? Come to 

Helsinki!), various batterings, and white-outed graffiti. Capped to this was a mound of 

music which scattered onto the floor, annotated in blunt pencil.  

 ‘Damn,’ said Jerome. ‘Vee, can you put on the coffee for me, please?’ 

 Vera laughed, but complied; Jerome had the gift of likeability, in the most 

case.  

 ‘I haven’t heard from Tess yet,’ she said. ‘I’m guessing she’s safely arrived?’ 
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 ‘She left a message for me at the hotel. I think she’s off in a bakery or a 

Christmas market. She’s obsessed with the bread and drinks.’ 

 ‘The foreign are so enchanted by Berlin,’ Vera said.  

 ‘And the locals aren’t?’ said Jerome. His cheeks were still flushed from the 

cold. ‘You seem divided in your admiration, Vee.’ 

 The radio trickled out a stuttering news program. It had been a habit of Oma’s, 

as if she always had an ear for current affiars. The fireplace was extinguished. Vera 

hadn’t the heart to light it.  

 ‘I have my reasons,’ said Vera, feeling the amethyst dilate on her finger.  

 In the corner, Oma’s noticeboard bore the advertisement for the Schoenberg 

exhibition. She shuddered at the sight of the gaunt face; everything coalesced into 

flames.  

 Someone else knocked on the door. Vera hurried over and opened it to reveal 

a pink-faced girl. She wore black gloves, hastily knitted, which seemed juvenile 

compared with the impeccable blue ones laid delicately on the kitchen bench.  

 ‘H-hello,’ the girl chattered. ‘H-how are you, Vera?’ 

 ‘Quite well,’ said the violist. ‘And yourself?’ 

 Tess nodded, but didn’t elaborate. Vera gave a tight smile and gestured into 

the hallway. 

 ‘Did you enjoy the markets?’ she asked.  

 Tess blinked. ‘Oh. Yes, they were nice. Very nice, actually.’ She opened her 

mouth to speak but grew silent once again. Jerome’s cello squealed from the next 

room.  

 There were more hugs around, and Tess began to discuss the competition: who 

was entering, the repertoire chosen, if they could possibly win. 



9 
 

 ‘Well, we impressed the judges last time,’ said Jerome. ‘Even more than that 

French group. And they were practically kinsmen with the Canadian French.’ 

 ‘Quatuor Fauré,’ said Vera. ‘They were very precocious, weren’t they?’ 

 ‘Pretentious, rather,’ said Tess. ‘Did you hear them in the hall at the grand 

final?’  

 Jerome had already drunk three cups of coffee when the door hammered. Vera 

noted the precise timing, like tiny doll’s heads chinking against the pavement: eins, 

zwei, drei1. The room shivered but she moved composedly, as all violists must, to 

reveal a tall boy, tightened in a knitted sweater, with a sleek violin case across his 

shoulder. His face was immutable and distant.  

 ‘Hello, Max,’ she said.  

 

4 

 

Vera remembered the moment she met the Quartet, or, more specifically, Jerome. 

Berlin was blooming with tulips, and everything was ringed in a golden orb of 

sunlight. She was walking through a garden with a violinist from the Hoschule für 

Musik Hanns Eisler, and there were families about, grilling kebabs and fresh 

sausages.  

 ‘What are your summer plans?’ asked the violist.  

 ‘Not much. I’ll be staying in Berlin, although I’m hoping I might get some 

performance opportunities.’ 

 ‘I’m off to Hungary,’ said the girl, ‘then Prague, and Paris, as if we haven’t 

been there twice already…’ 

 
1 One, two, three 
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 Through the fringe of trees, she glimpsed graffiti. It was the Wall, embalmed 

in a spectrum of a thousand colours, and chiselled to a low chunk of stone. Now it 

was small enough to trip over. If she were athletic, it would offer no real challenge in 

a hurdling spree.  

 A boy ran past and treaded on Vera’s toes.  

 ‘Ouch!’ 

 He looked up, and, in lieu of an apology, stared. A wry grin caressed his face. 

It was an attractive nonchalance, Vera decided, and therefore, he was definitely not 

German.  

 Charming, she thought.  

 ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to disturb your day.’ 

 ‘The day has been mediocre, so you haven’t ruined it in any way,’ she 

responded in crisp English.  

 ‘That’s not good,’ said the boy. He caught sight of her instrument case. 

‘You’ve got an unruly package there. A violist, I’m supposing?’ 

 Vera nodded. ‘And you must be a cellist.’ 

 ‘How did you know?’ demanded the boy.  

 ‘I am like an ornithologist of musicians,’ Vera said. ‘It’s one of my talents, 

associating the man with the music, and so forth.’ 

 ‘Vera?’ called the violinist. ‘Lunch?’ 

 ‘Maybe another time,’ she replied. The girl shrugged and glowered off into the 

patches of flowers.  

 ‘So, Vera the violist,’ said the boy. ‘Nice alliteration.’ 

 ‘What’s yours?’  

 A deep-eyed girl hurried over. ‘Jerome! The audition is in half an hour!’ 
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 The boy frowned, glancing at his watch and fiddling with the strap. ‘So it is. 

Yet another occasion to be musically early.’  

 He looked up. ‘Well, Vera, it was an honour to meet you.’ 

 ‘Jerome!’ repeated the girl. ‘Hurry up!’ 

 She shot a casual glance at Vera and smiled nervously.  

 Vera inclined her head. ‘I’d better not keep you both. Best of luck. Where are 

you off to?’ 

 ‘The Staatskapelle,’ said the girl. Vera noticed there was a slight bulge in her 

throat.  

‘We thought if we started at the top, the only direction was downwards,’ said 

Jerome, ‘which isn’t so bad, since it follows gravity.’ 

 ‘That’s some excellent logic,’ complimented Vera. ‘But you’ll need more than 

luck to win a seat in the world’s best orchestra.’ 

 ‘Just as well it’s not permanent,’ said Jerome. ‘It’s only casual work for a 

symphony.’ The girl had begun to fidget and pull towards the iron gates. The cellist 

followed but stopped short to wave.  

 ‘I’ll see you again soon, yeah?’ he called.  

 Vera shrugged and the boy grinned. He looked like a god, carting around a 

heavy red object in his wake. Her stomach crimped like a pink rose. Her Oma would 

warn her to discard flattery, but Vera didn’t much care. She hoped she would see him 

again.  

 

5 
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Vera was practicing in the Hoschule when her sonata was interrupted by a rude 

knock. Herr Leymann entered the room.  

 ‘Hallo,’ he said. ‘I hope you don’t mind I’ve brought some guests.’ 

 Vera shook her head, smoothly swinging the door wider. A personal visit from 

the director was not to be scoffed at: Oma’s voice rang in her ear to be polite. 

Fortunately, she was a violist and knew her place.  

 ‘I must admit I wasn’t expecting a visit,’ she replied in German.  

 ‘I hear you are making excellent progress,’ replied Leymann. ‘You should be 

incredibly proud of your efforts.’ 

 He sat down on the piano stool nearby, releasing a sigh at the scant comfort it 

afforded.  

 ‘I have a proposal,’ Herr Leymann began. ‘Every good musician comes to me 

and begs to play chamber music. They say they are discontented by orchestras. They 

want to be good enough to break away and earn their bread elsewhere.’ 

 Vera nodded. Her heart had begun to thrum.  

 ‘It is the purest expression of all music, perhaps,’ he continued, ‘but it is also 

notoriously difficult to negotiate. One cannot master the quartet until one has 

mastered oneself.’ 

 Vera nodded at these profound words. Someone had framed a signed record of 

Schoenberg on the wall: she imagined music, but she saw only redness, a ghastly 

bewitchment. 

She heard footsteps, and a curse in a rugged accent. Three people entered the 

room. The first was tall and chiselled, youthful but proud. Vera predicted this was a 

First Violinist kind, who existed in a state of superiority and brilliance. Even his 
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clothes were impeccable, though Vera noticed a distinctly handmade quality to his 

jumper, which was bottle green.  

A girl appeared, followed by a boy, who gave a cry as he saw Vera.  

‘It’s you!’ he said. ‘The violist!’ 

Vera thought she was mostly forgettable, but this boy clearly did not. He came 

over and wrung her hand.  

‘Nice to see you too, Jerome,’ she replied.  

‘This is Tess,’ he said, gesturing at the girl, whom she recognised from the 

gardens. Vera smiled in assent and Tess ducked her head.  

The other boy sat down nearby, and pierced Vera with a lean stare. Only when 

it became predatory did Vera arch her eyebrows, demanding dialogue.  

‘Max Leuthenweather,’ cut in the boy. ‘You’re clearly the viola player. And, I 

might ask, how long have you been here?’ 

‘Since I was fourteen,’ said Vera.  

‘Impressive,’ drawls the boy. He eyes Jerome. ‘Cellist, I’m guessing?’ 

The boy nodded, but he could hear the disdain in Max’s voice. Tess fiddled 

with her hands and smoothed the calico of her skirt.  

‘Each of you have been selected by a multinational board of directors to 

represent the Hoschule in the Montréal International String Quartet competition,’ 

announced Leymann.  

Vera felt her eyes visibly bulge.  

‘You’re – you’re serious?’ she demanded.  

‘Excellent,’ said Jerome. ‘I knew I didn’t come to Berlin for nothing!’ 

‘Only the Staastkapelle,’ said Tess.  

‘This is a thousand times more fascinating,’ said Jerome.   
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Max only smiled sleekly as he uncrossed his legs. ‘The competition is in four 

months. Most quartets have been rehearsing with each other for years before they dare 

to enter such a prestigious event.’ 

Leymann inclined his head. ‘An excellent point, Herr Leuthenweather. 

However, each of you has both incredible skills and aspirations, which will make for a 

cohesive group.’ 

I hope you’re correct, Vera thought. Her head was still giddy with suspense.  

‘To give you preparation time, I have organised quartet recitals in the 

upcoming Hamburg Fine Arts Festival,’ added Leymann. ‘I suggest you begin with 

something traditional, to demonstrate your affiliation with the German school.’ 

‘Mendelssohn?’ suggested Tess.  

Vera thought instinctively of her grandmother in the city square, tears 

crystallised but not broken.  

‘He can be nostalgic, yet also powerful,’ Vera murmured. ‘I feel it’s an 

excellent choice.’ 

Max frowned. ‘I suggest something more audacious. We want to avoid the 

perfunctory, when the aim is to amaze.’ 

‘But he’s subtle,’ argued Jerome, ‘which always engages listeners.’ 

Max snorted. ‘The audience will be comprised of great musicians themselves. 

They’re expecting technical mastery and superior interpretation. Mendelssohn just 

won’t cut it, particularly if we’re preparing for Montréal.’ 

 Jerome laughed. ‘You’re insulting the poor bloke to his face. He’s probably 

buried twenty metres down the road.’ 

 ‘So what?’ Max challenged. ‘All Europe’s got to boast, apart from cuisine and 

castles, is the occasional cemetery and a cathedral.’ 



15 
 

 ‘And music?’ said Jerome.  

 Max shrugged. ‘Yeah. They invented it, I supposed.’ 

 ‘I will leave you all to your decision,’ said Herr Leymann, ‘but I encourage 

you to pick wisely. The programmes are being finalised in several days.’ 

 Before the doors had closed, Max turned an icy stare on Tess. ‘You don’t 

mind being the second violin, do you?’ he said. ‘Only I figure I’ve had more 

experience, being at Curtis.’ 

 ‘You were at the Curtis Institute of Music?’ Jerome said. Vera didn’t bow to 

the obsequious, but she remembered hearing of its incredible reputation – and minute 

acceptance rate.  

 ‘Yes,’ said Max, in a bored tone. ‘Since I was eleven.’ 

 Tess had clearly been ordained the role of The Second and offered a small nod 

of agreement.  

 ‘Excellent,’ said Max. ‘We need to select a piece that’s heroic for Montréal.’ 

 ‘An early Mozart,’ said Jerome innocently.  

 Max struck him with a withering glance. ‘Our cellist clearly wishes to ossify 

the audience. Any takers?’ 

 ‘What about Shostakovich?’ suggested Vera.  

 ‘What about Ravel?’ said Max, eyes flashing gold.  

 ‘Ravel is too popular,’ retorted Vera, ‘and we’ve only got two weeks until the 

Hamburg concert.’ 

 ‘I think the Shostakovich would be great,’ said Jerome. ‘It’s dark but 

humorous too.’ 

 Max turned to Tess, smiling kindly. ‘And what do you think?’ 

 ‘I’m for the Ravel,’ she replied.  
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 ‘Wise decision,’ approved Max.  

 Vera couldn’t relinquish the idea of the Shostakovich: she loved the guttural 

wartime belly of the work, the tension and release. She remembered her Oma had 

lived during such a time, paper thin, scarred and wanting.  

 Oppression doesn’t last forever, she told herself. Her ring winked in the dim 

light.  

 ‘Come on! Everyone’s got to make their mind up,’ said Max.  

 Jerome observed Vera thoughtfully. ‘I’m still going with the Shosty.’ 

 Max rose to his feet. ‘Ravel is clearly the superior choice. It’s got all the je-ne-

sais-quoi Frenchism and the avant-garde intensity. Someone needs to draw the short 

straw.’ 

 ‘Is this for Hamburg or Montréal?’ asked Tess.  

 ‘No idea,’ Jerome declared. ‘Max, the honour is upon you to humbly sacrifice 

your choice for the greater good of the quartet.’ 

 The first violin glowered, and Vera saw the red gaze intensify. The record on 

the wall mocked her. The room adopted a shade of beige and began to darken; 

everyone’s voices grew loud and uncompromising. Vera couldn’t escape it, the 

imagination, the living of, that red phantom.  

 She sat back in her chair. Barely a stone’s throw, her mind whispered. A short 

mark between here and freedom; an insurmountable passage.  

 It was in her silence that the decision was made: they would play the Ravel.  

 

6 

They agreed on very little during the plane trip to Montréal. Hamburg had been 

refined, but thoroughly unpleasant, so much that every performance drained Vera to 
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the core, and she required the entire day to mope around afterwards. Die trägheit, 

Oma would prescribe it to; the desire to become as slow and purposeless as a sloth.   

 Max was bad-tempered during the ten hour trip, and complained about the 

stale crisps. Tess tried to read a book until the motion lulled her to sleep. Thus 

Jerome, who was in the best mood, decided on their name.  

 ‘Persephone,’ he said. ‘Like the Greek goddess of flowers. It’s much better 

than the Hoschule für Musik Hanns Eisler String Quartet.’ 

Vera refrained from correcting his pronunciation.  

 ‘Don’t you mean the queen of the Underworld?’ said Max. ‘She was married 

to Hades.’ 

 ‘Most quartets are either named after a mythological feature, a bird or a tree,’ 

reasoned Jerome. ‘Here, the goddess is appropriate. Tess and I met Vera in a garden, 

after all.’ 

Vera knew the association would not appeal to Max’s sense of self-

importance. ‘She’s associated with grain and pastures,’ he argued. ‘That’s incredibly 

provincial, when we’re looking for sophistication.’ 

Something in the term provincial stiffened Jerome’s back.  

‘I like it,’ said Vera, for want of a peaceful nap. ‘I’m going to sleep.’ 

‘This isn’t very democratic,’ said Max. ‘Teresa hasn’t even had a say yet.’ 

‘Tess,’ hissed Jerome. ‘Get her damn name right.’ 

Fortunately, the second violinist hadn’t stirred, and bore her red-bound book 

on her lap. Vera recognised a Virginia Woolf title, bedecked in golden print: To the 

Lighthouse.  
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‘Have you got anything better to offer, Max?’ bit Vera, feeling a grainy pull 

behind her eyelids of a growing migraine. ‘If not, let’s just stick with the long German 

title, although I suspect you will ruin it on stage.’ 

She closed her eyes, and sensed Max’s glare. Perhaps it too would be red, and 

spiky; or else, simply as sour as the western marshes. 

‘Whatever,’ said Max.   

‘All right!’ said Jerome. ‘Persephone it is.’ 

‘Excellent,’ said Vera. ‘Now, everyone, let’s shut up for a few hours. 

Sometimes, a good musician is a quiet musician.’ 

‘Or even better, a dead musician,’ added Jerome. ‘That’s where the money’s 

to be made.’ 

Vera let the sarcasm slide for a shred of pragmatism. Mozart had died aged 36, 

penniless and buried in a pauper’s grave. Now he emblazoned television ads and 

fuelled an entire city’s tourism. It was true, albeit morbid.  
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The hotel room in Montréal stunk of wilted flowers and mouldy linen. Already it 

sizzled with a ferocious stupor, Max and Jerome having argued with the French 

landlady, who didn’t speak English, then proceeded to blame each other for their 

resulting room designation. It was cramped and freezing, even more so than in the 

dusty church hall several blocks away, where they rehearsed feverishly. A sweat 

pooled in the air, accompanied by an enflaming discourse between instruments. 

Nothing was gelling. Vera wanted out.  

 Jerome suggested Starbucks for a break.  
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 ‘You do realise it’s the American equivalent of cheap and disgusting?’ said 

Max. ‘Underage employees, greasy food, a generally rubbish reputation…’ 

 ‘I appreciate your optimism,’ said Jerome, ‘but I’m helluva hungry and need 

caffeine. Agreed?’ 

 Tess rubbed her eyes blearily and ordered a London Fog cup of tea, delivered 

in a neat blue mug. Vera stomached a strong coffee but grimaced at the madeleines. 

Jerome spoke to the French-Canadians in a thick accent, which they managed to 

translate into a triple shot espresso.  

 ‘It’ll help me through the high passages of the Ravel,’ he advised, which made 

Vera smile.  

 ‘Espresso can’t compensate for a lack of talent,’ muttered Max,  

 ‘Mein Gott, Max,’ Vera said, Germanisms leaking back into her diction. ‘Can 

you pretend to be kind for a second?’ 

 ‘Genius is an acquired state,’ Max declared, ‘of which only a few are 

privileged. That’s always what my teacher at Curtis said-’ 

 ‘We admire the superiority of your American facilities, thanks,’ bit Jerome, 

taking Vera’s discarded madeleine to distract his anger.  

 ‘Well, Australia doesn’t quite cut it,’ Max noted, sipping a dark coffee. 

‘There’s the Opera House, and a few avant-garde composers, but mostly you’re 

compensating for a lack of genuine cultural output…’ 

 ‘The Opera House is engineered to maximise acoustics,’ retorted Vera. ‘It was 

ahead of its time, wasn’t it, Jerome?’ 

 The cellist was beginning to fume.  

 ‘Perhaps Max is suggesting we all practice more before the competition,’ 

murmured Tess. ‘After all, it’s an incredible work, the Ravel.’ 
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 Vera thought of the opening movement, fast and lively. But the sweet was 

lacking from this conversation.  

 ‘Sure,’ said Max. ‘We’ve got a week of preparation in stuffy halls and practice 

rooms, mediocre accommodation and foreigners who can’t speak proper English.’ 

 ‘Excuse me!’ cried Vera.  

 ‘You are insufferable,’ Jerome bit. ‘The Hoschule is backing us in an 

international competition. We’re performing on a world stage. It’s bloody amazing, 

and the prize money-’ 

 ‘Prize money?’ Max spat. ‘A couple of thousand dollars won’t do for you, our 

dear, spoilt little cellist-’ 

 Jerome bolted to his feet, catching shocked eyes from neighbours.  

 ‘Calm down, the both of you!’ Vera insisted.  

 ‘You stop right there, Max’ Jerome growled. ‘Say one more word and I’m – 

I’m-’ 

 ‘Running back to Mummy and Daddy in Australia?’ Max taunted. 

Tess spilt tea over the lilac blue rim of her cup.  

 ‘Keep my family out of this!’ hissed Jerome. ‘All you talk about is Curtis, and 

your bloody overachieving family who put you there-’ 

Now Max shook to his feet, face grim.  

‘That’s really enough, Jerome,’ he whispered, smiling nastily. ‘We mustn’t get 

caught on the family game. The way some people buy their way into the music 

world.’ 

Vera could see the crimson sparks emitted there, the volcanic grimace: she felt 

her ring spark with sudden heat.  

‘Sit down,’ Vera ordered, ‘and talk like civilised people.’ 
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Tess nodded. ‘Please.’ 

It was the closest to a stalemate possible. Vera launched into her speech, 

adopting the dark brow of her ancestors.  

‘We’ve got a very important performance coming up,’ she said. ‘For now, we 

can play together, pretend we agree, and do a damn fine job. There is too much at 

stake to throw everything away for a silly argument.’ 

Max and Jerome flushed magenta; they hadn’t shifted a muscle.  

‘Maybe Max is suggesting we need to be realistic,’ said Tess, ‘and Jerome 

thinks you can afford to be an artist.’ 

‘Gee, thanks, Tess,’ the cellist responded, irked. Tess shrugged defensively.  

‘We can’t do our best if we’re at each other’s throats,’ said Vera.  

 ‘Art is a gamble,’ said Max, ‘if you’re lacking the right skill.’ 

 ‘The right communication, you mean!’ Vera hissed.  

 ‘Life’s a gamble!’ Jerome declared, stomping off towards the toilets.  

Max retook a seat, face remoulding to its usual displeasure. ‘Why don’t we 

just choose a new cellist for the competition? We’d be much better off without him.’ 

 ‘All right, then!’ Vera spat. ‘Convince someone in your so-much-better-than-

you American accent! They’ll be begging for a place.’ 

 Max’s fingers tightened over his coffee, but he only rolled his shoulders, a 

semblance of composure.  

 Tess looked at Vera. ‘The match isn’t working,’ she whispered. ‘Max and 

Jerome simply hate each other. Maybe we should consider another option.’ 

 Vera arched her eyebrows. Again, Tess refused to commit to a sole allegiance: 

something was at play here.  
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 ‘We can’t change now,’ Vera said. ‘The Hoschule is expecting this 

combination, sponsoring it, and besides, Herr Leymann would be heartbroken to 

attend in person to see the group dissolve.’ 

 ‘Leymann won’t stay unless we make the grand final,’ said Max, eyeing the 

two girls. ‘We probably won’t even make it that far, with the ridiculous antics of that 

Australian.’ 

 Vera wished her Oma were present, to deliver a sincere lecture on the assets of 

teamwork. She would sit them down, and speak in her calm German voice, and use 

some anecdote or idiom to convince them of their innate belonging. Thinking of that 

curly grey hair and brown eyes only infuriated her, when they flashed gold and red in 

Max’s own.  

 ‘Bloody Schoenberg!’ she spat. Forcing away the bewildered, comic 

expressions of the violins, she rushed outside into the wintry air with a torrent of 

German expletives raining from her lips.  

 

JEROME  

Assez vif et bien rythmé 

Rather fast and rhythmic 

 

1 

 

Back home, people had assumed that Jerome Kelly would inherit the family tradition, 

complete with a top-tier private school education, frequent fundraiser balls and five-

star seafood lunches in the northern Sydney suburbs. So, it came as a great shock 
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when the thirteen-year-old returned from school to declare he was going to become a 

musician.  

 ‘Now that I’m becoming a man, I’ve decided to choose my career path based 

on my interests, not on your expectations,’ said Jerome cheerfully.  

 Mrs Kelly fell down on a nearby sofa, and Mr Kelly frowned.  

 ‘It’s very clear you disapprove of my decision,’ said Jerome. ‘But you’re 

always stuffing the lawyer-businessman thing down my throat. I want a change. 

 Mr Kelly cleared his throat. ‘It’s excellent to see your hobby becoming so 

engrossing, Jerry.’ 

 ‘Yes,’ said Mrs Kelly thoughtfully, ‘you might be able to apply for a selective 

school for your senior years…’ 

 Jerome enjoyed the aftershock of bold statements, and the soft daggers of 

controversy. Now, he had allied himself with desires and passions rather than 

responsibility, which left his parents decidedly underwhelmed.  

 ‘Well, I’m glad you approve,’ said the boy, watching their maid brew Mrs 

Kelly a flat white. Mr Kelly beamed and patted his son on the shoulder. ‘Only, they’re 

not spot on. I’ve enquired with the arts school down in Melbourne. The teachers are 

phenomenal. If I audition, they might like me, think I’m good enough.’ 

 ‘Good doesn’t usually cut it, pumpkin,’ said Mrs Kelly, pouting as she sipped 

her coffee. ‘You should stay here and finish school properly. You’re so young.’ 

 ‘But there were kings of England crowned as babies!’ said Jerome. ‘They 

could clearly handle it.’ 

 ‘Those rulers were often manipulated by family members to gain personal 

power,’ reminded Mr Kelly. ‘Look at Mary Queen of Scots, crowned at six days’ old. 
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She was sent to claim the monarchy of England by unwise councillors, against her 

better judgement, and ended up- 

‘With her head chopped off, I know,’ finished Jerome. ‘But no one’s trying to 

hunt me down to harvest my organs or my title, or whatever. It’s the end of the 

twentieth century! I could really make it as a musician. I’m still young.’ 

‘You’re too old to be a prodigy,’ noted his Father. ‘Those kids are eight when 

they win those competitions.’ 

‘Like that Paga-ninny one!’ said Mrs Kelly fretfully. ‘They’re in a completely 

different league from you, Jerrykins.’ 

‘They’re geniuses,’ said Mr Kelly. ‘You can’t explain them. They must be 

reincarnated from Einsteins and Newtons.’ 

‘You’re both right,’ agreed Jerome solemnly. ‘Fortunately, that’s not my 

aspiration. All I want to do is to become good enough to earn a decent living. Be part 

of an orchestra. Travel the world. Live where my job is my dream, not my bank 

account.’ 

This compelling speech left Mr Kelly humourless and upset. Mrs Kelly sipped 

her coffee and blinked very hard. Jerome looked at them both.  

‘You can’t just pack up and leave us forever,’ said Mr Kelly finally. ‘You’ve 

got to be logical, since you’re still a minor, and are under our roof.’ 

‘I can stay with Grandpa,’ said Jerome. ‘He’d love to have me. I even called 

him in advance.’ 

Mrs Kelly shook her head and sighed.  

‘Think of it as a working holiday,’ said the boy, employing his hands in a 

conjuring of rhetorical confidence. ‘It’s like when we went to Beijing, only this time I 

can speak English.’ 
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Mr Kelly observed the vegetation through their landscaped window; there 

were pruned shrubs and fruit trees, a glorious pool and a view along the Harbour.  

‘Please?’ said Jerome. ‘It’s not really that far. Give me two years, and if I 

haven’t made it, you can bring me home.’ 

‘This will require serious discussion, Jerry,’ said Mr Kelly. ‘Your mother and 

I will make a decision and let you know.’ 

‘Excellent!’ declared the kid and skipped upstairs to organise a plane ticket.  

 

2 

 

Mr Kelly, who enjoyed history and literature, compared the sprouting of Jerome to the 

maturing of wine, beginning as a bitter, shallow substance and ending as a well-

developed and expensive product. Perhaps the implications of this metaphor did not 

escape Jerome, who returned to Sydney only once a year at Christmas. He called once 

a month for ten minutes, sent cards and invited them to concerts, most of which co-

incided with their defending of rich tax pervaders in court. It was a small 

disappointment, their absence, but sometimes it hurt just a little bit.  

 On a weekend trip home, the young man slouched, drank espresso shots on the 

hour and had adopted a wild pair of glasses. Mrs Kelly attributed this to the decadent 

influence of musician-kind, who were overworked and underpaid and compensated 

for a general unhappiness with eclectic behaviours. Jerome’s hair was another source 

of distress.  

 ‘It looks so long and unkempt!’ cried Mrs Kelly. ‘How do they let you 

perform like that in Melbourne?’ 
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 ‘They make good coffee down there,’ Jerome said. ‘And my teacher used to 

play in Helsinki, as principal cellist!’ 

‘Why’d he come back?’ asked Mr Kelly dryly.  

 ‘The hair, though, is quite preposterous,’ insisted Mrs Kelly. ‘Really, 

Jerrykins, you should visit the barber this afternoon.’ 

 ‘Do the girls like it, Jerry?’ asked his father from behind a newspaper. 

 Jerome grinned. ‘Of course they do! Even Grandpa thinks I look like a real 

rockstar.’ 

‘Only you play classical cello,’ reminded Mrs Kelly. ‘That’s not much of an 

asset in showbusiness.’ 

‘You’d be surprised,’ said Jerome, accepting a cup of coffee and grimacing at 

its inferior taste.  

When Jerome turned fifteen, communications dissolved, and he re-surfaced 

overseas in July, on a tour with a youth orchestra. Mrs Kelly fretted at the brevity of 

his postcard, but Mr Kelly appreciated his son’s gratification. They were paying for 

his education, after all.  

 

Dear Mum and Dad, 

I’m in Venice (hence the gondolas in the picture), but not to see boats and play 

cards in hotels – we’re visiting Vivaldi’s home. I’ve bought so many coffee beans my 

suitcase has put on ten kilos. Tomorrow we’re heading to Cremona for rehearsals, 

then we’re performing in a medieval church. You know they make some of the best 

instruments in the world there.  
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The music is incredible here. Just last night we saw a string quartet perform in 

St Mark’s Basilica. Absolutely divine. None of us could speak Italian to show our 

thanks, but we gave them a standing ovation at the end.  

The Kellys agreed this overseas stint boded well for the boy’s future career. When he 

was sixteen, he sent a letter from New York, where he’d been accepted at some music 

school or other as an exchange student. Friends began to become interested in this 

Jerome Kelly, who was now seeking his fortune in the Antipodes, and seemed to be 

doing a helluva good job. He jumped the pond to the Continent, first London, then 

Finland, where he settled down for official university study. The Kellys were most 

impressed with the tidy sum squirreled away in the bank, from various prizes and 

concerts. He sent them Finnish beer for Christmas and spoke of the wonder of bread 

and fruit and the sea.  

 ‘This musical life seems to be working,’ noted Mrs Kelly, ‘though I hope 

orchestras take care of superannuation. What if he has to move onto the streets because 

he didn’t save enough? Didn’t Mozart do that?’ 

 ‘Mozart died when he was thirty-six, Helen,’ said Mr Kelly.  

 

3 

 

When Jerome uprooted himself across the world, he hadn’t considered the logistics. 

He’d only brought a cello, a suitcase full of clothes and a bloated credit card, courtesy 

of his parents. The invitation to New York had come so rapidly that he’d barely had 

time to say goodbye. His friends wished him good luck but couldn’t disguise their 

disappointment.  
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 His parents had an ‘urgent business meeting,’ which rendered an airport 

farewell impossible. Jerome remembered instead the embrace of his grandfather, who 

stood, trembly and stoic, at the customs gate to wave him goodbye. This was not the  

down-to-earth fellow of spaghetti bolognaise stardom. Jerome made a few feeble 

comments about the weather, and Pa double checked he’d booked an extra plane seat 

for his cello. Nothing in his dessicated syntax could attest to the magnitude of his 

sorrow. He gave him a small package, ‘to open when you arrive,’ and stood waiting 

until the boy had drifted out of sight.  

 Jerome opened the package in a hotel, sleep-deprived and discombobulated. It 

was a red leather-bound book, Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist. Inside, Grandpa had 

written a note, which caressed the page in a loving script: 

 

Dear Jerry (or ‘mini me!’), 

I remember we used to read this when you were a boy, and you loved it. 

Perhaps you will find your own fortune, or it will be gifted to you. I suspect 

the former is more likely in such a career! 

During your adventures, never forget your roots. They have shaped you, 

however reluctantly, and one cannot escape them forever. I only hope you can 

one day accept your past as readily as your present.  

Come back and visit me when you can.  

Much love, Grandpa Jerry.  

 

Jerome wandered to the window and beheld the continental city. The cheap 

airport coffee had no comparison to home and swirled nauseatingly in his stomach, a 

kind of guilty predator.  
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Soon enough, his parents would visit Grandpa Jerry in Melbourne. They 

would probably drink tea with him twice and spend the other two weeks negotiating 

life for themselves and rich clientele in the city.  

Agency, Jerome thought, is the most bloody stupid thing in the world.  

He could choose to stay at home, or move to America, but he could not win 

everything. His parents would smile and still prove themselves cowards. The world 

would be red and harsh and unwelcoming. Tomorrow, he would meet his new teacher, 

who was Russian. He doubted he would understand a single world. Jerome felt his 

eyes turn hot and closed them, wishing the loneliness away.  

 

4 

 

It was the cold in Montréal that really got to Jerome, the dictatorial freezing and 

thawing, like a capricious snowman. When outdoors smelt of fairy floss and hot 

chocolate (like Christmas, he thought), he was confined in the innards of a practice 

room.  

 The quartet’s collaboration was damp and fleshy, like something diseased: 

they would play a passage, then someone would suggest an improvement. Max would 

dispute it, Jerome would disagree with him, then Vera would tell them to shut up and 

play. Tess was usually immobile, making only the occasional contribution.  

 Thus arrived the day of the semi-final round. Jerome entered the room and saw 

Vera fiddling with her ring in the corner. Tess was trying to engage Max in 

conversation. The knowledge of their Starbuckian feud hung heavily in the air.  

 ‘Hello!’ announced the cellist. ‘Is everyone ready for tonight?’ 
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 Max grinned as he picked up his violin. ‘Hope is the only weapon for the 

weak.’ 

 ‘An excellent platitude to begin the day,’ said Jerome. ‘Let’s start playing, 

shall we?’ 

 There were several moments of tuning. He tried to catch Vera’s eye, but she 

was indecipherable beneath a Germanic strata of black hair.  

 ‘Are there any sections we need to focus on particularly?’ he prompted after 

an awkward pause.  

 ‘What about the whole piece?’ said Max. ‘The tempo’s askew, the melodies 

lack vision, and its unravelling at the seams.’ 

 Jerome was about to retort, but Vera beat him to it. 

‘You know,’ she said, ‘my Oma first showed me a quartet, she said it should 

never be played in anger.’ 

‘My mother always said Beethoven’s work was a funeral march,’ replied the 

First violin. ‘Full of angst and despair. A superior interpretation, don’t you think?’ 

‘Then I will happily play Beethoven at your funeral, Max,’ Vera said coolly. ‘I 

will wail through the streets of America, wishing your shrivelled heart was still 

beating.’ 

Max folded his arms, but a redness diffused across his cheeks. Jerome felt his 

heart smirk. Here comes the Cold War, he thought, watching the duo stare daggers at 

each other.  

 ‘We are failing this quartet business entirely,’ announced Vera. ‘No one can 

talk for a minute without arguing.’ 

 ‘Sometimes, you’ve got to be realistic,’ said Max. ‘The truth hurts.’ 
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 ‘Come on!’ cut in Jerome. ‘We’re artists! We need to co-operate to make the 

music work.’ 

 ‘Who needs to talk when you can play?’ taunted Max. ‘Or did your fancy little 

schools teach you nothing?’ 

 Jerome’s blood turned hot. Tess looked frantic, but said not a word.  

 ‘Being a pragmatist, Max, is the most alienating thing in the world,’ growled 

Vera. ‘What does tyranny teach us? You can’t make someone love you. Never. 

Niemals.’ 

The German rung ominously. Jerome sensed something eroding at Vera’s 

mind, a kind of suppressed rage, to be exacted.  

 ‘Do not accuse me of apathy, Vera,’ breathed Max. An protective aura 

surrounded him.  

 ‘It’s what you want, isn’t it?’ retorted the violist. ‘To be adored, like God 

himself.’ 

 ‘And you? Always lecturing us, trying to impose yourself on the group?’ spat 

Max.  

 ‘I haven’t finished, Backpfeifengesicht2,’ growled Vera.  

 ‘What did you call me?’ Max fumed, taking to his feet.  

 ‘What’s the tempo marking again?’ Tess squeaked.  

 ‘Assez vif et bien rythmé,’ Jerome said conspiratorially. ‘Quite appropriate for 

the situation, isn’t it, Tess?’ 

 ‘None of you can say what this whole mess is, let alone what this woman’s 

insulting me as,’ Max breathed.  

 Now Jerome raced to his feet. ‘That’s enough, Max.’ 

 
2 A face that longs to be slapped 
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 ‘Sit down, the both of you!’ barked Vera. ‘We need to rehearse, if we can’t 

speak civilly!’ 

But Max continued to glare at Jerome, with a curious mixture of bitterness and 

predation.  

 ‘I agree with Vera, in one sense,’ he continued. ‘This is an absolute waste of 

time. I’m leaving.’ 

 ‘Max, you can’t leave now!’ Tess cried. ‘What will Herr Leymann say?’ 

 ‘You can replace me,’ said Max. ‘Leymann doesn’t care, just as long as he’s 

got his perfect little multicultural quartet.’ 

 He stalked from the room, slamming the door shut behind him.  

 ‘What an asshole,’ Jerome burst out. ‘Vera, he treated you like crap!’ He 

struggled to articulate the immensity of Max’s sins. ‘He deserves this. Now he’ll go 

running back to Curtis, and his rep will be ruined.’ 

 ‘I have a word for you too, Jerome,’ cut in Vera. ‘The Germans call it a 

Schadenfreude. You never liked him, and now you celebrate to see him gone.’ 

 ‘Vee!’ said Jerome, nettled. ‘He had it coming to him!’ 

 ‘My point exactly,’ said Vera icily.  

 ‘What do we do?’ cried Tess. ‘No one can play the music under such short 

notice!’ 

 ‘Aha!’ laughed Vera. ‘Now, at last, you speak, Tess. But it’s too late. You’ll 

just have to lead the whole thing.’ 

 Her eyes bugged and she sat back in her chair.  

 ‘Tess,’ said the violist, a false composure crowning her gaze, ‘When you 

refuse to talk, you say you are powerless, worthless, a kind of subhuman.’ 
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 Jerome noticed she was rotating her ring as she spoke, her eyes darkening, and 

her throat catching with some hidden emotion.  

 ‘Don’t let yourself feel that way,’ Vera said. She stood abruptly, wiping tears 

from her eyes.  

 ‘Vee!’ cried Jerome. ‘What’s wrong?’ 

 But she didn’t respond. Vera fled from the room, leaving Tess dumbfounded 

and Jerome stricken with a mixture of guilt and apprehension. He waited for a few 

minutes, for someone to suggest this was a joke, a scherzo. But no one did. It was 

only much later that he packed his cello away and silently quitted the room.  

 

5 

 

It was only much later, after Montréal, that Jerome came to understand Vera. The 

quartet agreed to a short break, following their concert tour. Jerome hadn’t the heart to 

return home to Australia, and instead accepted the violist’s offer to spend a month in 

Germany. The other two declined. Max muttered something about ‘family 

engagements’ (probably at the Curtis Institute, Jerome knew) and Tess claimed a visit 

was in order to her reclusive parents. Neither quite believed the other. There was a 

distinct lack of sincerity between the four, and a frangible trust that could easily 

shatter after the intense proximity of the past months.  

 Jerome caught the train from Paris to Berlin, where he met Vera. The girl 

stood out amidst the colourful station, bearing a wavy sheet of hair, and an enormous 

smile. 

 She rushed over, criticising his facial hair and asking whether he preferred 

bagels, preserved berries or cabbage salad.  
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 ‘Hello to you too,’ he said. Vera rolled her eyes and engulfed him in a hug. It 

had only been a few weeks, and she still possessed that intrepid delight of place and 

feature.  

As they walked, she asked him about his success in Paris (non-existent) and 

demanded an explanation (a lack of French equipoise.) 

‘They don’t like it if you can’t speak the language,’ explained Jerome. 

‘Luckily, the concert was done and dusted in two weeks, so there were no real 

grudges to be kept.’ 

Vera nodded distractedly as they mounted a bus.  

‘Where are we going?’ he asked. He thought of grand German monuments, 

with their elegiac titles: Reichstag, the Alexanderplatz, the Berliner Philharmonie. He 

would have settled for the Holocaust museum, which, according to his parents, was 

‘simply touching.’ 

‘Somewhere the tourists won’t find us,’ Vera promised.  

The city grew emaciated as they entered the northern suburbs. Everywhere, 

Jerome caught sight of tourists, and cathedrals, and little bars. Vera had her mind 

elsewhere, on the tiny cubes that dotted the ground.  

‘Stolpersteine,’ she explained. ‘Memorials to the Jews who were murdered in 

the Holocaust.’ 

Jerome noticed Vera tugging at her purple ring yet again. ‘Is something up?’ 

he asked.  

‘Later,’ she murmured.  

They stopped near a train line, where Vera lead them behind several houses 

into a small glen. It smelt of lavender and was crested with bright colours: yellow, and 

pink, and wine-purple.  
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‘When my Oma was a child, she came to their family’s Schrebergarten every 

weekend,’ said Vera.  

Jerome raised his eyebrows, demanding translation.  

‘An allotment garden,’ she explained. ‘A little patch of earth where one could 

grow things, and benefit from the sun.’ 

 A cobbled path lead into a copse of tiny houses, perfumed with lavender and 

tiny ornamental bushes. The grounds were rich with fruit and vegetables. Daisies and 

tulips co-mingled, sunflowers towering above chipped windmills, rosy garden gnomes 

and warbling bird-baths. It was a kind of Grimm utopia, Jerome thought, full of quirks 

and knick-knacks.  

 ‘You can’t actually live in them,’ Vera said, pointing at a man reading and 

smoking beneath blue eaves, ‘but you can spend the day here. It’s a perfect family 

occupation.’ 

 ‘I doubt my parents would enjoy it much,’ said Jerome. ‘I’d talk to them for a 

solid five minutes before they started debating over some recent court case.’ 

 Vera laughed. ‘The curse of money, I suppose?’ 

 ‘Yeah. Did you come here with your parents too?’ 

 A cloud obscured her face. ‘For a time, ja. It was mostly with Oma.’ 

She pointed to a bright green gate ahead, which bore a hand-painted sign: Bitte 

Tor Schliessen. ‘This is ours right here.’ Inside there was a small white building, 

bearing a red roof, patchwork chairs and rows of fresh produce: lettuce, cabbage, 

cucumbers, all plumply arranged.  

 ‘Wow,’ said Jerome. ‘She must still take really good care of it.’ 
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 ‘She did, once,’ said Vera. ‘Now it’s my responsibility. Back in old Germany, 

it was one of the only places Oma could visit. In hard times, the government needed 

food, and this was a clear source.’ 

 ‘It’s… very beautiful. And very quiet,’ said Jerome.  

 ‘Think of the silence as a kind of music,’ said Vera. ‘Now, old Germany is a 

ghost, and my Oma is part of the same memory.’ 

 Jerome could think of no words to impart in this grief. He took the picnic 

basket in her hands and gallantly opened the gate.  

 Inside was a small feast: potatoes, spread with a rich dairy cream, bread and 

cabbage salad, apple cider, and berry conserve, which Vera called Rote Grütze. They 

were silent for a time, enjoying the pristine conditions and the tang of the cuisine. It 

was much nicer than the posh Sydney lunches his parents had treated him to in the 

past.  

 ‘You must miss your Oma,’ he said eventually.  

 ‘Naturally,’ said Vera. ‘Everyone misses what they cannot attain. In this case, 

though… she was like a parent to me.’ 

 Jerome stopped crunching his salad. The flowers stilled at the unposed 

question.  

 ‘My mother and father died when I was four,’ Vera said. ‘We lived in East 

Germany. They thought they could escape across the Wall.’ 

 She could barely disguise the shaking in her hands. She swallowed her potato 

thickly and stared at the ruby red fruit, fingers protective over her purple ring.  

 ‘They left me behind,’ she murmured. ‘Even then, they knew it was a suicide 

mission.’ 

 ‘Did they make it through?’ whispered Jerome.  
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 ‘We never knew,’ said Vera. ‘When the Wall fell in 1989, the Stasi destroyed 

any documentation that could incriminate them. Murderers ran free. My parent’s fate 

is unknown.’ 

 There was a desperation in her voice, a plea: Jerome reached across the table 

and enfolded her in his arms.  

 ‘I really don’t know what to say,’ he muttered, patting her back awkwardly. 

Vera was silent for a few moments, trembling between his heartbeats. Something 

warm plopped onto his shirt.  

 ‘You – you don’t have to,’ she whispered. ‘I just thought it might explain my 

peculiarities.’ 

 Jerome laughed, pulling away. The violist wiped her eyes and gave a watery 

smile.  

 ‘You’re a violist,’ he said. ‘You’re allowed to be strange, and excellent too.’ 

 Vera blew her nose. ‘Do you really think so?’ 

 ‘Of course,’ said Jerome. He handed her the bowl of red conserve. ‘Now eat 

up.’ 

 ‘I think,’ she said haltingly, ‘it was after that I decided I had to become a 

musician.’ She hesitated for a moment. ‘To make the world a little more beautiful.’  

 ‘Thank you for telling me,’ he said. The honour was immense: this 

impregnable violist had begun to reveal the mosaic of her own life.  

 Vera smiled and took a mouthful of cream. ‘I thought you of all people would 

understand. Do you remember that day in the garden, where you tripped over my 

shoes?’ 

 It was perhaps at this moment that Jerome Kelly fell in love with Vera Kühn. 

Was it the nostalgia that seduced him? He thought only of this stunning girl, who 
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spoke effortlessly of her history and her present, who could rebuke and reveal, and 

made him feel, for the first time since music, entirely alive.  

  

6 

 

When Herr Leymann arrived in Montréal at three o’clock, he expected a composed, 

polite reception in a neat hotel room. Instead, he found a deadpan Vera, a frantic Tess 

and Jerome, drinking coffee and practicing scales.  

 ‘Where’s Max?’ he asked, observing the scattered sheet music, discarded 

socks and empty burger boxes.  

 ‘He’s gone,’ said Jerome. ‘Tess will have to learn the first violin part. You’ve 

got three hours!’ 

 The dark humour did not have its intended effect: Tess slid mutely into the 

bathroom and hot steam began to fizz from a leaky showerhead.  

 ‘Is she quite all right?’ inquired the teacher, to which Vera exploded. Leymann 

listened tactfully to the Germanic tirade, which simmered into a boiling, ill-flavoured 

stew.  

 ‘She’s nailed it,’ said Jerome, when Vera stopped for breath. ‘Explained the 

past two weeks flawlessly.’ 

 Vera glared at him, and Leymann looked perturbed by his sarcasm.  

 ‘Never mind,’ said Jerome meekly.  

 ‘It’s clear you three are facing a real dilemma,’ said the teacher, recovering his 

austerity, ‘but it was also inevitable.’ 

 ‘Definitely, with Leuthenweather as the first violin,’ quipped Jerome.  
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 ‘But, I think you have all mishandled the situation, through various means,’ 

continued Leymann. ‘The multinational effort we imagined has crumbled due to petty 

differences. You have annihilated each other, from disagreements, prejudice, and 

mistranslation.’ 

He eyed Vera, but she sunk petulantly into a couch and avoided his gaze.  

‘Instead, you must learn to accept and navigate each quagmire, as it comes,’ 

said Leymann. ‘ 

 This man could be a poet, Jerome thought.  

 ‘What should we do?’ he asked.  

 ‘I suggest you re-enlist the recalcitrant Herr Leuthenweather,’ said the teacher 

gravely. ‘Despite your fraught relationship, he is your leader, and he cannot be 

replaced. If you all simulate an inner sense of peace, you will perform commendably.’ 

 ‘Commendable is just a synonym for loser,’ remarked Jerome, ‘at least, if 

you’re at the Curtis Institute.’ 

 ‘Steady now, mein Kleiner australier3,’ said Leymann. ‘Max Leuthenweather 

may yet surprise you. Besides, common decency always appeals to people of sense.’ 

 ‘I’m not going to grovel, if that’s what you mean,’ said Jerome stiffly. He 

imagined the scene, the pitiless triumph in the First’s crimson eyes. Or were they 

simply brown? 

 Vera cleared her throat. ‘I should do it. I was the one who provoked his 

American pride.’ 

 ‘How very political, Frau Kühn,’ said Leymann. ‘I wonder… which of you 

does he respect the most?’ 

 
3 My little Australian 
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 ‘Definitely not me,’ avowed Jerome. ‘I’m the unrefined Australian dude, 

remember?’ 

 ‘I’ll do it,’ said a voice, and Tess emerged from the foggy bathroom.  

 Jerome observed the girl. ‘Seriously?’ 

 He’d known her long enough to recognise her innate timidity and low self-

esteem. Vera, on the other hand, seemed thoughtful.  

 ‘What are you going to say to him?’ she asked.  

 Tess sat down next to the violist. ‘The truth. In music, you can’t divide and 

conquer.’ 

 ‘He’ll hate it,’ announced Jerome. ‘Better off to let him prance across the 

border.’ 

 ‘He won’t agree,’ said Vera, ‘but he will at least listen… Tess has never 

angered him like we have. Plus, you both agree on certain artistic tastes.’ 

 Vera seemed to convey some silent feminine affirmation in these words. This 

girl, Jerome knew, would exert whatever glue to gel them back together.  

 ‘He can’t be far away,’ Tess reasoned, ‘and he wouldn’t leave without his 

suitcase. Max is a man of means and style.’ 

 ‘He’s a bloke,’ said Jerome. ‘Leuthenweather doesn’t much like jewels and 

handbags.’ 

 ‘Have you seen his suitcase?’ retorted Tess. ‘He’s got a Rolex. And I’m pretty 

sure those jumpers are hand-knitted.’ 

 ‘So what?’ 

 ‘So he’s got a heart,’ declared Tess, ‘and I’m going to make him show it. Max 

isn’t stupid. He won’t insult the Hoschule, and threaten his own career, just because 

Vera wanted to slap his face.’ 
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 ‘Is that what she meant?’ Jerome said.  

 Tess frowned. Her passivity seemed to be melding into dauntlessness. ‘I learnt 

German at school. I never forgot the important vocabulary.’ 

 Vera smiled.  

‘Well, good luck,’ said Jerome. ‘I mean it, Tess. You’ll need it.’  

With a firm nod, the second left the room.   
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Jerome remembered meeting Tess for the first time, at the Helsinki Academy in 

Finland. She was a short girl, who somehow made her violin fill the enormous space. 

He had told her about his Tasmanian cello, and she, the Italian violin on loan from the 

London College of Music. This was Tess Fernsby, British export, currently 

(unsuccessful) musician, who enjoyed the icy Finnish seas, the cold beer and coffee as 

much as he did. It had only been in a nightclub, much later when they graduated, that 

she dared to tell him her secret: she would never be a First Violin. She was doomed to 

mediocrity, to second place, and sometimes, it cut her to the bone. That night the city 

was aglow, and deliciously foreign. Jerome had told her to have a little faith. One day, 

luck or talent would strike, and she would arrive, gloriously, in a shape of success. 

Only a stone’s throw away.  

 

8 

 

When the quartet took to the stage, Jerome wondered if their moment of stardom was 

about to shatter. Re-united messily and frantically only a half-hour before, they were 
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now standing in the wings of an immense stage, with friend, foe and judge alike 

concealed in the dark audience.  

 Their professionalisms were well engrained as they took the stage: a soft bow, 

a gentle tune up, a moment of preparation.  

 Jerome’s hands began to sweat. Vera’s hands slipped on her music and a page 

fell to the ground. Max stared at the opening melody as if stupefied.  

 What the hell am I doing here? a figure in Jerome’s mind whispered.  

 Tess, he noticed, was smiling. Her gaze turned to his, tentative, but assured. 

Allegro moderato, he reminded himself. And then, to his favourite: fast and rhythmic.   

 Max breathed, and the notes began to weave together.  

 Jerome’s fingers moved instinctively, from a scale to chord to octave. The 

sound silked, winding in atonalities, crescendos, and pauses: sometimes, they would 

allow a space, and the viola would beam wide, like sunlight, or Tess’s accompaniment 

would shimmer between pizzicato.  

 What Jerome noticed was this: they described. They articulated something 

deeper than themselves. Vera would despair than burst forth in affirmation: Listen to 

me! Tess would tease and sob, Max would threaten and console, and Jerome would 

oblige him. It was mutual. When their gazes met, it was not to sneer and make fun, 

but to confirm, absolve.  

 Was it the end already? Jerome felt the wave scoop and pluck, washing into 

the bay. Vera was alight, pain forgotten and some new expression tingling the air. He 

remembered a phrase he’d once heard, about sorrow and joy, plaited together.  

 Perhaps it was true, then. The entire history of the world had converged upon 

this moment, the epiphany. Meaning, beyond mere words, spread forth.  
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TESS 

Très lent 

Very slow 

 

1 

 

Tess was breathing hard as soon as she ran out of the hotel. The streets of Montréal 

were darkening into rags of red and grey, and light disappeared with alarming tempo.  

 There was no good reason to hunt down Max Leuthenweather, apart from his 

skill at the violin. He was sallow, arrogant and bore a freakish kind of pessimism. She 

didn’t much like him. But there was something odd in his face, as if some irrevocable 

damage clouded over his iris’s sparkle.  

 Her mother, cacooned in London, would ascribe it to some form of grief, or 

yearning.  

 A man yelled at her from a hot bread shop as she knocked over his blackboard. 

She had begun to run earnestly now, towards the urban fluorescence of the subway.  

 Where would Max be? She thought of Max’s disbelief, the Fascist frigidity of 

Vera Kühn, the soft bubbles of the showerhead. Ahead, a tall man ducked into the 

nearest carriage, and her heart lifted. But he wore basketball shoes and chattered 

rapidly to a neighbour in Québecois.  

 The doors slammed shut and the walls flashed pink, bubblegum green and 

lucid purple. Tess had no idea where to search for Max. It would take hours to find 

him, snake through the labyrinthine entails of the underground, and recover the poise 

to govern the stage.  
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 A subconscious whisperer in her brain insisted she could take the 

responsibility. She could become The First – the capitalised alpha of Persephone. 

Perhaps she was being opportunistic, or was this a kind of graffitied sabotage?  

 Her watch face read half-past four. There was no chance of mastering Ravel in 

less than three hours. Tess Edith Fernsby had been granted a wish only once, and now 

it was tragically lost and misplaced.   

 Where to? To what end? her mind hissed.  

  

2 

 

The Fernsby household could answer most questions with books. When Tess had 

begun to learn the violin, her father decided to enlighten her journey with a female 

novelist-lady, ‘called Virginia Woolf.’ 

 ‘She sounds scary, Daddy,’ Tess announced, thinking of melancholy fairy-

tales.  

 ‘Quite the opposite, my dear,’ said her father, taking her on his lap. ‘She 

refused to be intimidated by anything, including the string quartet.’ 

 ‘Why would that worry her?’ said Tess. ‘They’re generally quite pleasant to 

listen to.’ 

 ‘I think the idea of music frightened her,’ said her father. ‘It was something 

she could not articulate into words.’ 

 The high density of Woolf’s prose bewildered the child, who couldn’t 

comprehend the adjectives, the nouns, and the frequent register changes. Still, some 

moments suspended her in a pink, pillowy space, which she liked. She pointed them 

out to her father, and he laughed, like it was an intellectual joke.  
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For me it sings, unseals my sorrow, thaws compassion, floods with love the 

sunless world, nor, ceasing, abates its tenderness but deftly, subtly, weaves in 

and out until in this pattern, this consummation, the cleft ones unify; soar, sob, 

sink to rest, sorrow and joy. 

 

But Tess was not a thinker without critiquing the work. ‘Why can’t she just 

say the music was angry but beautiful?’ she said. ‘It would save her a lot of trouble, 

and a lot of mis - misunderstanding.’ 

 ‘Indeed. Why use words at all when you have music?’ 

 ‘Words help you describe how you’re feeling,’ said the child slowly, ‘but 

music helps you overcome that.’ 

 ‘You think so?’ 

 Tess ducked her head enthusiastically. ‘Yes. It compi – compensates for things 

you can’t say.’ 

 Her mother poked her head past a shelf of encyclopaedias, bearing a tray of 

butternut cookies. ‘Exactly! There are traumas, indecisions, anxieties, which make us 

vulnerable. We can never escape our past, or our present.’ 

 ‘Some people have to,’ pouted Tess, ‘like Winston Churchill during the 

Second World War.’ 

 ‘Sometimes, a burnt child cannot escape the flames,’ said her mother, taking 

her hand gently. ‘We may not be able to extinguish them, nor do we always have the 

right to.’ 

 Tess shrugged moodily, trying to close the book. This was quite enough 

philosophy for a ten-year-old. But her father stilled her.  
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 ‘Just remember this,’ he said. ‘We cannot always give people reason, sense or 

justice, but we can offer them hope.’ 

 ‘Did someone famous say that?’ muttered Tess darkly. She wanted to eat a 

cookie.  

 ‘Probably Oscar Wilde,’ said her mother. ‘Daddy loves him.’ 

 Her father grinned. ‘It’s more of an intellectual crush than a love affair.’ 

 Tess only thought about Woolf when she was older. Sometimes she was 

within her depth in music, sometimes thrashed by heart-ache and shock. But the truth 

of the matter was this, she decided: there were some things that could only be sung, 

not said.  

 

3 

 

Her father’s voice faded from her mind, and Tess felt her throat constrict. The train 

was hammering along, and she still had no direction, no revelation of Max’s location. 

She was procrastinating, clueless and scatterbrained.   

‘That’s the worst of music – these silly dreams. The second violin was late, 

you say?’ 

Silly dreams indeed, as quoth the prophetic story. Tess kneaded her forehead 

in her hands, desperate for a fragment of inspiration. She thought of Jerome’s wit, and 

Vera’s composure, and she, silent and inadequate. Was she destined to live this 

vacancy forever?  

Tess bolted to her feet. An idea had suddenly struck her, and, in a burst of 

athleticism, she raced off the train and up the escalator. Gulping in wintry breaths of 
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air, she hurried along the street, some sixth sense beckoning her to a left, a right, a 

straight ahead. The building materialised, nestled between a bar and a patisserie. 

Music calls, not the stomach, she told herself, hearing her belly rumble as she 

squeezed her way into the red building.   

Max was standing in the corner in a booth, frowning over something in his 

hand. Tess saw his face ashen, then harden, as she approached.  

‘Max!’ she wheezed. ‘I found you!’ 

The first violin looked underwhelmed as he nodded in her direction. Max 

leaned forward, disguising an addressed envelope lying on the counter: 

 

Mr and Mrs F. J. Leuthenweather 

32a Brown Drive 

DETROIT, MICHIGAN 

 

‘Have Vera and that Australian kid started pining for me, yet?’ asked Max, 

checking the stamps. ‘I wondered if you’d come looking.’ 

‘You have to come back with me,’ said Tess. ‘Leymann’s arrived. The 

performance is in-’ 

‘Three hours and eighteen minutes,’ said Max. ‘The time it would take me to 

head back home to Pennsylvania, and Curtis.’ 

‘Honestly, Max!’ cried Tess. ‘Are you having an affair with that fellow?’ 

The violinist smirked. ‘Perhaps I am.’ 

‘You clearly don’t live there,’ noted Tess. ‘That envelope’s addressed to a 

completely different state.’ 

Max coloured. ‘So what? My parents probably moved.’ 
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‘You’re probably making that up,’ declared Tess, ‘the same way you invent 

yourself to be a musical genius.’ 

‘Don’t speak about my family like that,’ snapped Max. ‘They’re none of your 

concern.’ 

This irritability astonished Tess; it contrasted to his usual taunting and apathy. 

Perhaps she had found his Achille’s heel.  

‘Look,’ she said. ‘I know you’d rather do your own thing, but our quartet is 

important, to everyone. If we can just pull off one good performance-’ 

‘Tell me, Miss Fernsby,’ he cut in, ‘why you were the one sent begging. I 

disagree with Vera and frankly detest the Australian kid, but you seem different. 

Elusive.’ 

‘I’m the second violin,’ said Tess. ‘It’s my job to keep everyone else 

functioning.’ 

‘I thought that was Vera’s role,’ said Max.  

‘You thought wrong,’ Tess said. ‘I volunteered to come, because I thought you 

might listen to reason. And reason says you can’t betray the Hoschule like this.’ 

‘It’s got nothing to do with the Hoschule,’ declared Max. ‘Rather, it’s the fact 

that your colleagues insulted me, and that the quartet is ridiculously underprepared.’ 

‘You aren’t even trying to make it work,’ argued Tess. ‘You gave up, even 

before Vera called you a Backpfeifengesicht, when you realised you weren’t 

invincible.’ 

Max paused, but Tess hadn’t finished. ‘It’s stupid that you can’t admit your 

own flaws, that our quartet is compromised by your ego. In fact, I’m fed up. I’m 

going back to the hotel, and you can be sure I will not be sending back your Rolex in 

the post. You don’t deserve it.’ 
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Max stared at her, the edges of his gaze growing troubled. There! Tess had 

known there was some empathy in his bones.  

‘I’m intrigued, Tess,’ he said at last. ‘You’ve barely said a word these past few 

days, and now you’re delivering a heartfelt lecture to the first violinist.’ 

‘A burnt child can’t escape the flames,’ said Tess, wondering where the idiom 

had emerged from.  

Max stiffened; across his face flashed fear, wonder and derision. ‘You think 

I’m burnt, then?’ 

‘I think everyone’s a little bit burnt,’ said Tess, ‘only people hide the flames in 

different ways.’ 

The first violinist stalked across the room to post his letter in a mailbox. When 

he returned, Tess realised he had taken off his jacket, wearing only a hand-knitted 

crimson sweater, clumsily embellished with stars and stripes.  

‘Where’d you get that from?’ Tess asked.  

Max glanced at the garment. ‘Here’s the deal. I’ll come back to Persephone, 

for this competition. And there are conditions.’ 

Tess dared him with her eyebrows.  

‘Don’t expect me to answer questions,’ said Max. ‘And don’t pry. Forget 

today. Tell the others I’m from Philadelphia, and that I do, quite shamelessly, have an 

affair with the Curtis Institute of Music.’ 

Tess agreed to these eccentricities. She only hoped she wouldn’t regret it.  
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The train ride back was silent. Max ripped his ticket into minute shreds, which blew 

through the doors as they passed each station. Tess had begun to panic but forced a 

sense of calm: she thought of her father’s Woolf, and Persephone, and of Jerome and 

Vera, awaiting their heroic return.  

 The group were clustered tightly around the heater as they banged through the 

hotel door. Vera’s face was a pale species of vampire.  

 ‘We’re back,’ said Tess, breath heaving.  

 Jerome forgot to be angry, and his face burst into an enormous grin. 

‘Fantastic! I knew you’d do it, Tess!’ 

 Vera massaged her face to remove the premature aging lines, muttering 

something in German.  

Herr Leymann wrung Max’s hand and embraced Tess, before he hurried 

through the door, shouting about the importance of tuning.  

No one dared to break the awkward silence. Tess forced herself to speak; this 

was her birthright. I am the peacemaker, she told herself.   

‘This quartet has been a real failure so far,’ she began. ‘We haven’t had each 

other’s backs. Instead, we’ve been destroyed by petty disagreements.’ 

Vera rubbed her eyes wearily and Max stared at the wall.  

‘It’s not a question of division, but togetherness,’ Tess continued. ‘We need to 

feel at home with each other. Like we belong.’ 

‘Are you suggesting we press on, then?’ said Jerome.  

‘Yeah. More matter with less art,’ said Max.  

The two boys flinched at their momentary agreement.  

 Tess wondered what Woolf would say next: she would conjure a high-brow 

description – music as a contradiction, of rhythm and pitches, dances and dirges. 
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 ‘Alles hat ein Ende, nur die Wurst hat zwei,’ Vera said.  

 ‘A translation, if you please,’ said Jerome.  

 ‘Everything has an end, but a sausage has two.’ 

 Max snorted. ‘Where the hell did that come from?’ 

 ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ said Vera. ‘One has to appreciate the simple things in life, 

like sausages.’ 

 Tess tried to decode this Germanic nugget of wisdom.  

 ‘Let’s get on the bloody stage and play Ravel!’ barked Vera, ‘and do a damn 

fine job! We will make the judges love and respect us. Ja?’ 

 Everyone nodded vigorously.  

 ‘Go and get dressed,’ Vera declared, ‘and be quick about it!’ 
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They scraped into the grand final. Herr Leymann approved, but he agreed the 

performance could do with refinement. Hard at work during the next five days, 

exhaustion stemmed conflict, and everyone was convinced to drink espresso shots to 

stay alert – a source of great pride for Jerome, who was nominated chief barista.  

 Tess had bought herself only an hour of privacy, in the sleepless hours of the 

early morning. She had quietly sat in the hotel library, beside a steaming mug of tea, 

and researched the mysterious Detroit, Michigan. The photographs were grungy and 

displayed an area devoted to feats of machinery, and the refrain of jazz and punk 

musicians. It seemed an anachronism for the immaculate first violinist to inhabit such 

a dusty region.  
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 Tess heard shuffling and turned to see Vera’s haggard face peering between 

Keats and Browning.  

 ‘Is everything all right?’ Tess asked.  

 Vera shook her head, sinking into a nearby chair. ‘I can’t sleep.’ 

 Tess knew the acute shaking of insomnia, moments where the world 

brightened, dulled and collapsed. She closed the book lightly.  

 ‘I could make you a cup of tea, if that would help,’ she offered.  

 Vera sighed. ‘It wouldn’t. I’ve lost my ring.’ 

 ‘Damn,’ said Tess. ‘Do you know where you last left it?’ 

 ‘I couldn’t say,’ said the girl, ‘but I have to find it before tomorrow night. I’ve 

never missed a performance without it.’ 

 Her face betrayed an agitation that made Tess’s mind ring with her mother’s 

words of burnt children.  

 ‘Could I – could I show you something?’ she burst out.  

 ‘Certainly,’ said the violist, rubbing her eyes. ‘I doubt I’ll be able to find the 

ring in this state, anyway.’ 

 Tess stole through the shelves, alighting upon a red-bound book.  

 ‘My father once read this story to me,’ she said, opening the Woolf. ‘It might 

help ease your mind.’ 

 Vera slipped through the pages, snorting here and there and muttering 

Germanisms beneath her breath.  

 ‘I don’t understand any of it,’ she confessed, ‘except for this part.’ 

 Here they come; four black figures, carrying instruments, and seat themselves 

facing the white squares under the downpour of light; rest the tips of their 

bows on the music stand; with a simultaneous movement lift them; lightly 
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poise them, and, looking across at the player opposite, the first violin counts 

one, two, three– 

 ‘Max would like it,’ said Tess, ‘since it makes him look like the leader.’ 

 ‘Very true,’ Vera said. ‘You say this is a special work for you?’ 

 ‘My parents are bookish sorts,’ said Tess. ‘Words help them make sense of the 

world.’ 

 ‘You’re similar, I think, to what the Germans call Der Denker. A thinker.’ 

 Tess smiled wistfully. ‘And what about you?’ 

 Vera stared through the icy windows to the snowlit city below. ‘Well, I have 

grown up in a different sort of world. From my Father, I inherited Beethoven, and 

from my Oma, Schoenberg. Music was their way to remember the past, but also 

forget its sting.’ 

 Tess listened, watching Vera’s eyes grow glassy. ‘That ring I have, it is a 

Kühn family heirloom. They say Empress Matilda herself gifted it to my ancestor as a 

token of thanks for a stunning portrait. Whether you believe such folklore is 

contestable.’ 

 ‘It’s a good story,’ said Tess. ‘Artistry runs in your family.’ 

 ‘It does,’ said the girl, ‘but so too does oppression. Oma lived in Nazi 

Germany. She learned to love Wagner and sing patriotic tunes, watch innocent 

children die, and suffer the consequence of a nation’s sin.’ 

Tess remained silent, the observer of Vera’s crumbling austerity. It was a raw 

transaction, of one female spirit to another, an opening.  

‘Then came the Russians,’ she continued, ‘and the Americans from the West. 

But we were trapped in the East, where one couldn’t live without fear. The 

Schandmauer excluded us from any real experience.’  
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‘From one tyranny to the next,’ said Tess. ‘History never escapes you.’ 

Vera nodded. ‘Oma taught me the piano, and the Hoschule, the viola. It was 

only when I was twelve that the world, as it is today, re-opened.’ She swallowed. 

‘Barely a stone’s throw away.’ 

‘My story, as recounted, isn’t nearly so grand,’ said Tess.  

‘Be grateful for it,’ Vera said. ‘Tragedy is not a gift. It’s like a haunting, a 

wilderness. A place where you might suffocate.’ 

‘Sometimes,’ said Tess, hesitating, ‘sometimes, I wish my story was fuller, 

more thrilling. A place where I wasn’t…’ 

‘Second best?’ 

Tess nodded, and Vera patted her on the back in consolation. One, two, three.  

 ‘For a woman of so stout a country,’ said Vera, ‘you have remarkably little 

esteem.’ 

 ‘I have my flaws,’ she said, shrugging.  

 ‘You are made of much stronger stuff than people could imagine,’ Vera cut 

back. ‘Don’t let yourself feel less, for anything. Promise?’ 

 The sentiment made Tess smile. She decided Virginia Woolf was no 

clairvoyant of the string quartet, in all her winsome, wondrous prose. She had 

forgotten the violists, for one thing. They were a kind of beacon, which flared to light, 

casting away the darkest shadows.  
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Standing on stage the next day, Tess was caught and clasped in a bubble. Everything 

rotated between blur and light, voices merging from every angle: quartets wanting 
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first prize and muttering in a thousand tongues. A French group had passed them in 

the wings. ‘Her dress eez too pink, too fairy,’ they whispered. ‘Like their Ravel.’ 

 Rude children, Tess thought: they couldn’t be much over eighteen. Vera, on 

the other hand, criticised their stunted English. ‘The French are too proud to favour 

any tongue but their own,’ she said. ‘Unlike the Germans, of course…’ 

 Someone was calling them forwards. Of seven assembled quartets, there were 

four prizes. Tess was no mathematician, but here, she knew there were winners, and 

there were casualties. Tears and crushed ideals. Where would they stand, she 

wondered? 

 ‘The esteemed judging panel from this evening have reached a consensus as to 

the awardings…’ droned a voice from a lecturn. ‘However, each group is 

congratulated for having reached this high standard of playing.’  

 Tess stood opposite Max. Admirable is just another word for mediocre, he 

would say.  

 ‘Third place…’ began the voice.  

 Her parents, across the world, would have woken and cooked scrambled eggs 

and bacon for breakfast, read over a sliver of Austen or Dickens. Would they think of 

her now, at this precipice of decision? 

 ‘….goes to the Persephone Quartet.’ 

 Jerome barely disguised a cheer as they crossed the stage. Vera was relieved, 

hands clasped in a semi-prayer position, and even Max managed a genuinely polite 

smile for the three judges. Tess wanted to squeal, quote Woolf and drink red wine, but 

thought she’d settle for a group hug.  

 Fortunately, their wish was fulfilled when Herr Leymann engulfed them ten 

minutes later. He nearly crushed them in his enthusiasm.  
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 ‘You did it, my little quartet!’ he cried. ‘I cannot be prouder!’ 

 The French quartet stalked past, exchanging sour glances and spewing insults 

in their immaculate language. Tess knew this was a sign of their depression at having 

received no prize.  

 ‘I can’t believe it!’ said Jerome, sinking into a velvet chair, legs shaking. ‘We 

actually pulled off a third place!’ 

 Vera frowned, eyes fixed on the Russian quartet that had won first place. ‘It 

was judged on merit alone.’ 

 ‘The judges couldn’t be prejudiced,’ said Max. ‘They didn’t favour their sweet 

little prodigies. We earned our position.’ 

 Everyone stared at him, Tess marvelling at the compliment. Max adjusted his 

cufflinks and checked his Rolex.  

 ‘You must call your families, immediately!’ declared the teacher. ‘Invite them 

to the celebratory tour next year.’ 

 ‘There’s a tour?’ said Jerome. ‘Where?’ 

 ‘Europe, of course,’ said Leymann. ‘It will more than likely begin in London 

and end in Moscow. You’ll have to expand into a full program, I daresay.’ 

 Tess felt her blood explode. She couldn’t process the immensity of their 

achievement. Somehow, they had come third. There would be money and sponsorship 

and travel.  

 ‘Finally,’ muttered Max, ‘we’re being compensated for our unlikely match.’ 

 ‘Those Russians played with passion,’ said Leymann, eyeing them alongside 

his protégé. ‘We must invite them to play in Berlin soon, in the spirit of comradeship. 

You agree, Frau Kühn?’ 

 ‘Definitely,’ said the girl through gritted teeth. 
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Berlin, a year later. Wintry, bedecked with pine, hot breads and candied fuzz. Tess 

was walking to Vera’s apartment. She paused at the threshold of the Hoschule, quilted 

beneath singer’s chants and a metallic ice. It was still another hour until they were due 

to begin, Jerome’s phone call declaring the rehearsal destined for a mysterious 

purpose – no doubt another ambitious project.  

 The Hoschule faced a town square, in which small shops and food stalls 

intermingled. Tess squeezed out an order in stumpy German, rewarded for her efforts 

with glühwein4 and a complementary chocolate bonbon. Tess smiled her thanks rather 

than asserting her foreignness. The tip of an enormous Christmas tree poked over a 

nearby spire, and nearby, children laughed as they skated over sparkling ice.  

 It was only by chance, as she cast an affectionate look at the music school, that 

she saw a distinctive bunch of people cross the street. They all lugged cases behind 

them, red-faced and complaining about the horns in Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony.  

 ‘It’s so bloody cold!’ chattered a boy wearing a green beanie. ‘I want mulled 

wine! I’ve heard it’s superb here.’ 

 ‘Yeah,’ said a girl with soft blonde curls. ‘Clancy, you’ve got dough, so cough 

up!’ 

 ‘No way!’ protested the other boy. ‘Pay for yourself, you bunch of stinges!’ 

 ‘I want one of those glass mugs,’ said the girl. ‘Apparently, if you pay extra, 

you get to keep it as a souvenir.’ 

 ‘Sounds much better than NY,’ said Green Beanie.  

 
4 Mulled wine  
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 The group settled a few metres away. Tess enjoyed the steam of her beverage, 

which stung ruby-red and spicy.  

 ‘Get the extra brandy, won’t you?’ called out the girl. ‘I can’t pronounce it, 

but they might understand sign language.’ 

 Green Beanie attempted to read the menu, producing a wave of guttural 

moans.  

 ‘You’ll make Hitler turn in his grave,’ said Clancy.  

 ‘Shh!’ said the girl. ‘Isn’t it, like, illegal to say his name?’ 

 ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ said Green Beanie. ‘The whole Holocaust thing is freaky 

enough without your superstitions. And what about the Wall?’ 

 ‘It was so grey,’ complained the girl, ‘and depressing.’ 

 ‘People died crossing it,’ said Clancy, ‘so you shouldn’t treat it like it’s just a 

tourist attraction. I reckon there are many who can’t escape its influence.’ 

 ‘The past never leaves you, eh?’ said Green Beanie.  

 ‘Urgh!’ said the girl. ‘Look at me and that stupid motorbike accident. It took 

me ten years to relearn my entire bloody instrument.’ 

 ‘What a tragedy,’ said Green Beanie, ‘and yet, you’re still here, in Germany. 

And you know who else is?’ 

 There was a pause as a waitress delivered three fizzing mugs to a chorus of 

thanks. Tess had tuned out of their trite conversation and was only reawakened by the 

mentioning of a familiar name.  

 ‘Leuthenweather? That nut job?’ said the girl. ‘I thought he’d stay in the US 

for sure, when he’s the top dog at Curtis!’ 

 ‘Yeah. Apparently he was selected for some special quartet. Max’s brought 

the same manners to the Continent too.’ 
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 ‘I heard he only got into Curtis from bribery,’ said Clancy.  

 ‘Well, he’s bloody good if that’s the case,’ said the girl.  

 ‘I thought so, too,’ said Green Beanie, ‘only I was asking around, and it turns 

out his dad isn’t some fancy-pants lawyer, who twists the city around his finger.’ 

 ‘I bet he invented that rumour,’ snarked the girl, ‘to satisfy his male ego…’ 

 ‘You liked him, once,’ said Clancy.  

 ‘Shut up!’ barked the girl. ‘He was only hot because he was good. Apart from 

that, he’s a right asshole.’ 

 ‘He’s just a naturally-born genius,’ said Clancy gloomily. ‘One of those lucky 

people who succeed and make the world hell because of it.’ 

 ‘Will you both listen?’ cut in Green Beanie. ‘He’s not from Philly, he’s from 

Detroit.’ 

 The girl laughed. ‘That hole?’ 

 ‘The music life is respectable enough,’ said Green Beanie. ‘I got casual work 

there in the orchestra a couple of years back. But here’s the thing. I asked around for 

the Leuthenweathers. I kinda wanted to pay the parents back for the crap their kid 

gave me.’ 

 ‘An excellent motive,’ declared the girl. ‘Carry on.’ 

 ‘But nobody knew anything about them,’ said Green Beanie. ‘I checked 

business records and address books. A couple of people had heard about Max, but the 

parents, it seems, are nobodies.’ 

 This doesn’t make sense, Tess thought, remembering Max’s immaculate suits 

and Rolexes.  

 ‘What difference does it make?’ said Clancy. ‘Maybe he lied, but he’s 

succeeded nonetheless.’ 
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 ‘It means he’s hiding something,’ said Green Beanie, ‘and I intend to find out 

what. I bet there was money involved. Tax fraud, or gangsters.’ 

 ‘What an idiot,’ said the girl. ‘Trying to fake himself to impress everyone.’ 

 Clancy shrugged. ‘I have to admit, I don’t much care about the truth, just as 

long as I don’t bump into him here.’ 

 ‘I’m so jealous,’ moaned the girl. ‘The quartet he’s in got a real concert tour, 

around Paris and Prague and everything!’ 

 ‘He’s so bloody lucky,’ said Green Beanie. ‘And it’s so bloody cold too!’ 

 Their conversation drifted to the weather. Tess had forgotten her drink, and 

now it was lukewarm, the alcohol thudding through her brain. She left hurriedly, not 

wishing to betray herself, and didn’t dare look back. 
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Tess remembered a moment, back in Paris. They were to play in the Opéra Garnier. 

Her parents had decided to visit for the weekend, enjoying the sensation of getting 

lost in cemeteries and along the metro line. ‘This was, as you know, the beginning of 

many epic French novels,’ her father advised, ‘and I intend the experience the quirk of 

it all.’ 

 Jerome’s parents had arrived too. They trailed the quartet across Europe, 

simpering over their son and his “little friends,” and treating the group to expensive 

dinners.  

 ‘They seem quite nice,’ said Tess, after the first encounter in London.  

 The cellist grimaced, massaging his cheek where his mother had just kissed 

him. ‘Mum and Dad are opportunistic. They disapproved of my career choice, but 
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now they’re lapping up the glory like it was their idea. And now they want to fund us 

on an Australian tour.’ 

 ‘How pleasant,’ said Tess.  

 ‘I can’t escape them!’ said Jerome. ‘It’s mental! When I want them to leave 

me alone, they only quack on louder.’ 

 ‘Perhaps you should be thankful you have visitors,’ said Vera pointedly, 

which made Jerome blush.  

 ‘Max, have you got anyone coming?’ Tess asked.  

 ‘Hmm?’ The violinist was staring out of a nearby window. Beneath the 

candlelight of the dressing room, his face was haggard, bearing only a shadow of 

boisterous dislike.  

 ‘He’s getting nostalgic for home,’ advised Jerome. 

 Tess was the only one to notice his face visibly flinch – but it disappeared so 

rapidly, she almost doubted it had been real.  

 ‘Hardly,’ he said, turning to face them. ‘The program is good enough to keep 

anyone rooted. Ravel, Beethoven, Mozart. And I think the hard work undertaken has 

begun to pay off, Jerome.’ 

 The boy gaped, eyes bugging at Tess. Did Max just admit I was talented? he 

seemed to say.  

 ‘Curtis is an excellent school,’ he continued, ‘and third place in Montréal was 

decent enough. But we can do better than those fluffy Russians.’ 

 ‘We need to play some Shostakovich!’ said Jerome.  

 ‘I think Schoenberg would be good,’ said Vera.  

 Max gave a short nod. ‘If his self-portrait is anything to go by, his music will 

be troubled enough to shock the audience.’ 
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 Vera blinked. ‘I’m thrilled you agree, Max,’ she said.  

 After the performance, the quartet took celebratory drinks in the restaurant. 

The Kelly parents tittered from red wine and laughed at every statement Leymann 

made. Jerome and Vera were in a corner, speaking to some appreciative listeners. 

Tess approached Max, who was drinking a glass of water at a concealed table.  

 ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.  

 He nodded absently. Something mercurial was at play: he had lost his usual 

bitterness, and every unkind word seemed leached from his bones.  

 ‘You’ve been quite reserved since we began performing again,’ said Tess. 

‘Everyone’s noticed it. It’s like you’re trying to be nice.’ 

 ‘It doesn’t detract from the music,’ said Max. ‘The quartet is getting excellent 

reviews, according to Leymann. Perhaps my silence is helping it speak more.’ 

 This was a thoroughly un-Leuthenweathery statement too.  

 ‘Well, it does do to speak sometimes,’ said Tess. ‘Maybe you can tell me 

about your problem.’ 

 ‘Everything is fine, Tess!’ exclaimed the boy, his voice hardening with the 

same acerbic, boiled quality. ‘In fact, I don’t know why I bothered to come here. 

Curtis is offering me a place in their own string quartet. You do realise what that 

could mean for me?’ 

 ‘A lot of success?’ suggested Tess.  

 Max flapped his mouth. ‘Yes! That’s right. I can join my old friends, get more 

money and a damn fine instrument to play.’ 

 ‘Are you going to take it?’ she asked.  

 Max paused. Tess wasn’t sure what to expect, but she realised, quite suddenly, 

she didn’t want him to leave.  
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 The boy shrugged. ‘I haven’t made up my mind.’ 

 Tess noticed Jerome teasing Vera in the corner, then offering to refill her glass 

of champagne. He caught Tess’s eye and raised his own. ‘A toast,’ he announced, 

quietening the room’s mumble, ‘to the Persephone Quartet.’ 

 Tess raised her glass and chinked it with a few amiable neighbours. But Max 

took a quiet sip of water, and they remained silent for the rest of the evening.  

 

MAX 

Vif et agité 

Quick and agitated 

 

1 

 

It was in Montréal he’d first heard the news. Usually, Max avoided mail, but the fact 

that an envelope was explicitly addressed and sealed to him, in a dingy Canadian 

hotel, conveyed a sense of urgency.  

 Outside his bedroom, he heard the Australian complaining about their recent 

Starbucks odyssey, and Vera’s melodramatic criticism thereof. And Tess – where was 

she?  

 As he opened the letter, he noticed his sweater was splitting at the seams. A 

few stitches had pulled loose and woolly, fraying at the edges. It made him think of 

Christmas time, stuffed turkeys and empty trees.  

 The here and now beckoned him. Invited him, in trepidation, into its embrace.  

 

Max, 



64 
 

I wouldn’t write unless I had to. Your old teacher told me you were in Canada.  

Dad isn’t well. He hasn’t processed our change in circumstance very well, me 

getting laid off, him losing the business. I thought he was just miserable, but 

he can’t speak any more. He’s lost his appetite, and a lot of movement too. He 

can’t sleep either. His weight’s dropped down completely, and he’s like a kid 

again, he can’t think for himself anymore. 

I’m cooking and cleaning full time, and all he does is sit there, watching 

crappy TV shows.  

We’ve seen a doctor, but he shoved us off to some fancy colleague in the city. 

Chances are we won’t be able to see him for months. 

I doubt you’ll come back, but I thought you should know. 

Our new address is on the envelope. 

Mom 

 

Max stared at the paper for several moments. His fingers were frozen, but his 

head played him the Ravel, insanely rhythmed, like a kind of freak show. A corner of 

his mind shoved him memories, another commanded it to stop: Mom knitting a 

sweater, his dad alone in the bedroom, cheap wine sloshing through the air.  

 ‘We’ve got a rehearsal,’ said Vera, poking her head through the door. ‘Are 

you coming?’ 

 ‘Of course,’ he said coldly, and the violist retreated. He placed the letter in his 

pocket and patted it. The room swirled a little, smoking at the edges. Something was 

beginning to burn.  

 

2 
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Max slid into Vera’s apartment, stamping the heavy snow off his shoes. The violist 

stared at him, frowning instead of her stubborn artfulness.  

 ‘Mein Gott, you look awful,’ she said. ‘What happened?’  

 ‘A trip to America,’ said Max.  

 ‘That’ll do it to you,’ said Vera, ‘but you look more than just jet-lagged, my 

friend. Have you slept at all in the past week?’ 

 ‘I have,’ Max lied. ‘Life’s just been a little rough.’ 

 ‘Being kind has reaped its punishment upon you,’ said Vera, but she still 

looked suspicious. ‘Come on. We’ve no time for chatter.’ 

 Jerome met him, cheerfully bearing a faceful of stubble. Vera poured him a 

cup of coffee while Tess surveyed him mutely.  

 ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘How is everyone?’ 

 ‘Fantastic, thank you, Leuthenweather,’ said Jerome. ‘We appreciate your 

cordial greeting.’ 

 Vera shot him a dark look.  

 ‘I must be cruel only to be kind,’ said Tess. ‘Isn’t that right, Max?’ 

 ‘Are you quoting Hamlet, Tess?’ said Jerome. ‘We’re going to turn British!’  

 ‘Yes, I am,’ she replied, eyeing Max critically. ‘And you don’t look very 

well.’ 

 ‘Neither do you,’ he retorted. ‘The plane trip was short notice, that’s all.’ 

 ‘The judges from Montréal nominated us for this next competition,’ said 

Jerome. ‘We need to pick some serious repertoire now.’ 

 ‘Wasn’t Ravel serious enough?’ said Vera.  
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 Max noticed the sheet music was still in his case. He noted his spindly writing 

across the fourth movement, quick and agitated. Something in his stomach coiled and 

hissed.  

 ‘I vote for a Schoenberg quartet,’ he said. Vera nodded, hands clasped around 

her purple ring.  

 ‘The Russian group is back,’ she said, ‘and they’re going to play Mozart. So I 

suggest we choose something audacious, to stand out.’ 

 ‘The Curtis group is also coming,’ said Max. ‘I think they’re playing a newly 

commissioned work.’ 

 He avoided Tess’s gaze, which inquired into his bones, and read his decision.  

 ‘They’re very talented,’ he added, ‘and their first violin came first in the 

Paganini competition last year.’ 

 Jerome choked on his coffee.  

 ‘But don’t worry,’ said Max. ‘I know the kid. When he gets intimidated, 

which is when I’m in the room, he plays out of tune on the E string.’ 

 ‘Have you won the Paganini competition, by any chance?’ said Jerome.  

 ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t be bothered to enter.’ 

 Tess shrugged. ‘It’s just a title, really. So many good musicians are brilliant 

soloists and fail at collaboration. We may have the advantage.’ 

 ‘And now, we segue into our current quartet,’ sang Vera. ‘Let’s get to work on 

Schoenberg 4.’ She placed the music in neat piles and distributed them like 

gingerbread cookies, iced in green and red. Max noticed the hissing snow and storm 

outside, and the twinkling fairy-lights flashing across the Berlin eaves. He thought 

about the recently delivered letter burning in his pocket, and the music ahead. 

Pounding atonalism, to match his sickening heart.  
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Max hated the letter. He felt it burn through his pockets as he fled through snowy 

Montréal, haunt his steps onto the podium, and whisper to him as the Quartet 

celebrated their success. Nonetheless, everyone agreed to a break, and Max left early 

the next morning, his fingers freezing and his violin shouldered against the bitter 

winds.  

 On the bus trip, he thought about Tess and her strange philosophies about 

burning. There was a strange accuracy to them. Then he thought about Jerome, who 

was going to freelance for a few months, avoiding phone calls from his parents and 

favouring an unstructured life of pleasure and art. Vera would sit in Berlin and discuss 

Schoenberg with Herr Leymann, no doubt.  

 The bus passed slick buildings, diners, and garages rattling with metal and 

tyres. Honking cars congested around slums, and he saw a familiar shopping centre 

ahead, now renovated into blue and pink glass. He disembarked and wandered around 

a few streets, orienting himself with the altered landscape. A busker was strumming a 

guitar, croaking in a smoke-strewn voice about lost love. Max thought instead of the 

Ravel, which still hammered around his brain, crimson and flaming in a kind of 

bewitchment.  

 His legs carried him onwards, into a darker part of the city. Someone shouted 

his name, and he jumped. But is was only a screaming, swinging child being berated 

by his mother.  

 This neighbourhood, speckled with dust and cratered with dilapidation, made 

him feel pity. What reception would he receive? A larkish greeting that forgave all 
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sin? Or a faceless figure that loathed his entry? Everything here smelt of cheap 

leather, fried food and concrete. A kid riding his bicycle slammed his brakes on, 

yelling some obscenity that Max had blocked his path.  

 ‘Hello to you, too,’ he said.  

 The address on the envelope centred him. He was surely not far now. He 

imagined his approach to the front door, the red outline of the house, smelling of 

some eternal woollen sweater.  

 ‘You will hug your mother,’ he spoke aloud. ‘Then you will see your Father. 

You will not talk about Curtis, or about money, or about his current state It will be a 

good reunion, and there will be no cheap wine to suffocate our happiness.’ 

 He had reached the gate of the new address. The curtains twitched and he 

spied a shadow, contorting into a question mark. Max felt his legs tremble as he 

traversed the sunken weeds and knotted lavender, to knock – one, two, three – hard 

upon the front entrance.  

 

4 

 

A week into their Berlin rehearsals, the girls took a desperate midnight break for 

yeasty cakes and sugary beverages. Everyone wore bags for eyes and hummed 

endlessly from the Schoenberg, a sign of both their addiction and their insanity. Max 

returned from the bathroom to find Jerome brewing a pot of coffee, staring at the wall 

and whistling. Neither spoke for a moment.  

 ‘That’s a nice picture,’ said Jerome, pointing at the noticeboard.  

 ‘It’s a self-portrait of Schoenberg,’ said Max, ‘called The Red Gaze. At the 

time, his wife was having an affair with an artist, who later committed suicide.’ 
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 ‘He sounds like a cheery sort of bloke,’ said Jerome.  

 ‘Don’t kid around,’ said Max. ‘He was mystical and messed up, and so his 

music sounds like a piece of hell broke loose.’ 

 ‘Just like good old Persephone,’ said Jerome. ‘Back in the old days.’ 

 Max felt his gut clench. Would he really wish himself back into that oblivion, 

of not-knowing and not-feeling? 

 ‘You and Vera seem to be getting on quite well,’ he said, desperate for 

conversation.  

 ‘She’s good,’ said Jerome. ‘Not only in craft, but in matter, too.’ He smiled. 

‘Only it’s not very logistic. There aren’t any cello and viola duets to play together.’ 

 ‘Tell me, why does she like Schoenberg so much?’ 

 ‘It reminds Vee of her grandmother. Her Oma,’ Jerome said, ‘and the entire 

history of her nation, from the wartimes and the hunger to that stupid Wall.’ 

 Max had seen Vera’s fierce patriotism. He thought of his own home, of his 

father, defenceless, weary and grey-eyed, lying on a couch.  

 ‘Sometimes,’ said Jerome, ‘I don’t think I’m good enough for her.’ He flushed 

but continued. ‘She’s got this whole, tumultuous history behind her, of wars and 

politics and corruption, and I grew up far away, in a rich family, with no battles to 

speak of.’ 

 ‘I think we all have our walls,’ said Max. ‘Limitations on what we can do or 

think or say.’ 

 ‘Yeah. But it’s ridiculous for me to criticise my life, when hers was so damn 

hard,’ said Jerome.  

 ‘Rich parents should be envied,’ said Max.  
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 ‘Well, you’d know, wouldn’t you?’ said Jerome. ‘With your accessories and 

fancy clothes.’ 

 ‘You might be surprised,’ said Max.  

 ‘I doubt it,’ said Jerome. ‘Everyone who ends up at Curtis is made up of the 

right combination of talent and money.’ 

 Don’t think about Detroit, Max told himself. He didn’t like to suffer in the 

past or contemplate the present. 

 ‘Tell me about your parents,’ said Max.  

 ‘You actually want to hear about my family?’ said Jerome, pausing as he 

poured his coffee. ‘I warn you, it’s no fairy tale.’ 

 ‘I listen for a living, Kelly,’ said Max. ‘Don’t insult me.’ 

 Jerome laughed. ‘You know what, Leuthenweather? You’re growing on me. 

Sit down, and I’ll tell you the tragic story of my childhood and my beloved family.’ 

 It was a curious experience to watch an Australian in a German kitchen, 

strewn in china collectibles and scattered music, stale cookies and chipped red 

teacups, who spoke of life in faraway countries, deserts and icy Northern seas. Max 

was the first to spit out the coffee. Jerome declared it an abomination. ‘Too much 

grain,’ he said. But as he spoke, Max heard the cello flare and sing, weaving melody 

into the air. He thought about the roguish second movement of Ravel, fast and 

rhythmic, trilling between the comic and the compelling. This was, Max thought, a 

hint of belonging. Voices without fear and devoid of anger. Where the past was no 

monster and the present laden with possibility.  

 

5 
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Herr Leymann met them at the Hoschule for rehearsal two days before the concert.   

 ‘My little quartet will astonish the audience once again!’ he said, beaming. 

‘And you will play Schoenberg in all his glory.’ 

 It struck Max that the composer had harkened from distant Austria, breathed 

in Europe and traversed the ocean to America, in search of a new home. He had 

escaped the Nazis and built a new school of musical meaning. It was like their quartet, 

he thought, how the melody had travelled from a country to the Other and been 

moulded into a circle.  

 Leymann listened as they played through the four movements. He questioned 

a bowing here, the direction of a phrase at another point. It took him half an hour to 

reach the centre of his critique.  

 ‘It’s a wonderful interpretation,’ he said slowly, ‘with much creativity and 

reflection of the composer’s intent. But it is still lacking something.’ 

 ‘The je-ne-sais-quoi charm ?’ suggested Jerome, which made Max crack a 

humble smile.  

 ‘This is no Ravel, Herr Kelly,’ said the teacher. ‘Each composer speaks from 

his soul, from ecstasy and from angst. This one may die from cancer, this one from 

poverty, or poisoning. But they have lived to translate their humanity into music. 

Sometimes, for performers, it is no question of playing, but of knowing, not of 

instinct, but experience.’  

 If Schoenberg has dissected him, Max thought, he’d find a fair share of pains 

and beauties. Paranoia and strangeness at returning to a home no longer his own, the 

elation of Curtis. Even the isolation of a Quartet he could not fully confide in.  

 ‘We don’t have time, Herr Leymann, to live before we play tonight,’ noted 

Jerome, ‘at least, in the sense you’re talking about.’ 



72 
 

 ‘Perhaps it is not living that you require,’ said the teacher, ‘but a greater 

understanding…’ 

 Max thought with a shiver of the fresh letter back at the hotel.  

 ‘As a group, you span many nations and speak a thousand stories,’ said 

Leymann, ‘yet, you all communicate as part of a whole. I want you to show me that 

the union is real.’ 

 ‘But we already do!’ exclaimed Tess. ‘We’ve come a long way from our first 

performance in Montréal.’ 

 ‘I agree,’ said Leymann, ‘but, not only for the sake of the audience, you must 

find a symmetry between both your ideal and your identity. That is what forges good 

music, a link between yourself and another, complete with all the things that make 

you human.’ 

 If I trusted that way, thought Max, would things really be different?  

 ‘So, you’re criticising us, not the music?’ said Jerome.  

 ‘Aptly phrase, Herr Kelly,’ said the teacher. ‘Your Schoenberg will certainly 

impress and delight, but astound… I think not.’ 

 Max barely knew where to begin. He thought of a moment back at Curtis, 

when he had become concertmaster in the orchestra. There had been a cruel 

delectability in overcoming his rivals, in snaring their respect. It was no longer a 

question of innate talent, but of power. Then he thought of the quartet, of their Ravel, 

where sorrow and joy had somehow fused. When Jerome had stopped sneering, Tess 

ceased her silence, and Vera begun to smile.  

 Max looked at his friends.  

 ‘Let’s give this a damn good shot,’ he said.  
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Afterwards, Vera treated them to sugary hot chocolates from the markets. She barked 

to the store holder to add maximal marshmallows, cream and sprinkles, declaring it an 

artistic emergency. Perhaps it would constitute that living Leymann had spoken of.  

 ‘There will be no caffeine for you, mein Freund,’ she said, poking Jerome. 

‘Otherwise you will explode.’ 

 The cellist laughed and slung a hand over her shoulder. Max smiled at this 

duet and watched them stride off, lost amidst the flurry of Christmas shoppers.  

 ‘So,’ said Tess as they began to stroll along. ‘What’s been bothering you 

lately?’ 

 ‘You never give up, do you?’ he said, as they began to walk.  

 ‘I’m the second violin,’ she replied. ‘It’s my destiny to ensure everyone’s 

wellbeing and make them do their own jobs. For a leader, you’ve been remarkably 

silent lately.’ 

 ‘Call it acceptance,’ said Max.  

 ‘I call it reluctance,’ said Tess. ‘Once, you were proud and angry. Now, you 

refuse to engage beyond the music.’ 

 ‘Frankly, it’s nothing that concerns Persephone,’ said Max.  

 ‘It never is,’ said Tess. ‘It’s a vicious mole of nature, which none can escape.’ 

 ‘Quoting Hamlet, again?’  

 ‘Quoting life, my dear Max,’ said Tess, ‘in its fundamental mystery. Sharing, 

as Herr Leymann says, is the only way to navigate our way ahead.’ 

 They were passing the Wall, embalmed in creamy evening darkness. A group 

of smoking teenagers watched as they passed, stares distant and accusative. 
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 ‘I didn’t grow up in Pennsylvania,’ said Max. ‘I grew up in Detroit. My mom 

worked at a diner and my dad was a mechanic.’ 

The past tense grated past his teeth.  

 ‘And the Rolexes?’ 

 ‘I… I had a benefactor. The concertmaster of the Detroit Philharmonic,’ said 

Max. ‘She discovered me in primary school and taught me herself. Mum and Dad 

couldn’t afford the tuition, so I had to work for my lessons. The only spare time I had 

was spent practicing.’ 

 ‘And Curtis?’ 

 ‘I won a scholarship there when I was fourteen.’ 

 He watched Tess’s breath, which hovered, misty, near her mouth.  

 ‘What sort of reputation did you have?’ she asked.  

 Honesty, Max. ‘Mercenary. The sort that practiced seven hours a day and 

spent the other time stabbing people in the back to get what he wanted.’ 

 Tess nodded, as if she expected it. 

 ‘What about your parents?’ she added casually.  

 ‘They’re still in Detroit,’ said Max, feeling his voice constrict.  

 ‘Why didn’t you take up the offer with the Curtis Quartet?’ said Tess.  

 ‘Why don’t you stop asking questions?’ said Max, feeling his pulse 

accelerating. ‘Maybe I don’t know the answers myself.’ 

 ‘I think you do,’ said Tess, ‘and you simply can’t bear opening up just the 

tiniest part of your own soul to anyone.’ 

 Max remained silent. Caught between an ancient fury and a current deadness, 

he paused, deliberating the next step.  
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 ‘My father’s dying,’ he said shortly. ‘Mom’s lost her work and has to care for 

him full-time.’ 

 ‘What’s the cause?’ murmured Tess, drawing to a halt.  

 ‘They don’t know. It’s degenerative,’ he said, feeling the words flinch, ‘a 

gradual loss of speech, movement, any kind of function…’ 

 Max longed to give the words an attractive veneer of good hope and cheer. 

But it was cruel to attest to disease as if it would heal itself.  

 ‘It’s… it’s sick,’ he said, voice catching thickly. ‘His brain is being destroyed, 

and no one can explain why.’ 

 He felt his breath beginning to heave, anxieties booming through his blood.  

 ‘The worst is that it’s not a quick death,’ he choked. ‘He’s going to live 

through it, through ten, fifteen years of suffering and pain.’ 

 He could imagine Vera’s powerless grief. Mein gott, Max. Mein Gott. Jerome 

would be dumbfounded, then cheerily resign his father to mortality. But it was Tess 

who understood the trembling agony of the moment, the weeping chasm of death. 

Before he could collapse, she had enfolded him in her arms, whispering comfort into 

his ear. It was here, in snowy, unhomely Berlin, in the breadth of an oppressive Wall, 

that he could speak and feel as he must. Max stood and he wouldn’t let go.  
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As they left the stage after the performance, Vera started to shriek and pulled them 

into a group hug.  

 ‘That was so damn good!’ she yelled. ‘It was astounding!’ 
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 Jerome slapped Max on the back. ‘That was brilliant! Bloody brilliant, 

Leuthenweather!’ 

 ‘The acoustics!’ Vera cried, flapping her arms like a freshly-hatched chicken. 

‘Thank God for Schoenberg!’ 

 Tess was crying, and hiccupping between blessings of the judges, the 

competitors, the people who’d invented this theatre. Max smiled, but somewhere in 

his spirit, he felt much too old to partake in the quartet’s euphoria. The haunting 

persisted. The red gaze seared forth, between the cries for champagne. They could 

still hear the applause from their dressing room.  

 In the early hours of the morning, Max tossed from insomnia and crawled to 

the iced windows. The floor bore all the marks of celebration – slices of pizza, 

potatoes, bread and cake, cups of tea and discarded wine glasses. He pulled out the 

letter hidden in his sweater pocket and slipped onto the balcony.  

The gloom shielded him. He sat cross-legged and freezing, distinguishing the 

doctorial script beneath the dancing fairy-lights. 

He opened the letter and began to read.  

Moments, minutes, hours later, he stopped and stared upwards. Then he re-

read the letter twice. There were no words, nor music, to describe this feeling. 

Weightlessness. He began to tear the paper into shreds, and only when reduced to an 

ominous puzzle did he feel the tears scald his cheeks.  
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Where to? To what end?  
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After an astonishing win in Berlin, the world convulsed between visions of 

people and performance. The Kellys arrived, squealing, from the plane, overwhelming 

their son beneath cries of ecstasy. Then Jerome kissed Vera at the airport. She kissed 

back and everyone started cheering. Tess bestowed her blessing upon the match, 

sobbing from sheer happiness.  

Max thought, as they dined their way through delicacies, that so many 

musicians had died, penniless and poor and homeless. For him, every performance, 

every post-dinner function, every damn smile, was a kind of artificiality. He was the 

burnt child, the solitary one.  

On the eve of the new millennium, Max could muster no energy to take the 

stage. Jerome and Tess were off hunting for their parents, and he was alone backstage. 

He heard footsteps as Vera tiptoed into the room.  

‘You look completely destroyed, Max,’ she said, taken aback by the greyness 

of his face. ‘What’s the matter?’ 

He unstuck his throat. Something ridiculous came spluttering forth.  

‘I’ve found the word to summarise my life,’ he said. ‘In your language.’ 

‘I thought you hated German,’ frowned the violist.  

‘Of course I do,’ he muttered. ‘There’s just nothing in English to… to explain 

this feeling. Torschlusspanik.’ The words were bloodstained, gross.  

‘Time is running out,’ Vera translated, kneeling beside him. ‘But you’re 

young, Max. There is nothing to regret and everything to live for.’ 

‘Everything…’ he choked.  

He couldn’t speak. He watched the world dissolve as he broke down. 

Abandonment, wounding, nothingness, he thought. Words whirled and blinded 

through his head into a helpless purée.  
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‘You can tell me, Max,’ whispered the girl, taking his hands. ‘I saw my Oma 

die. I can help you through this.’ 

 Violists, dependable, trustworthy, tore his brain. But it wasn’t a consolable 

grief, a passing. Nobody could be prepared for this. Only when he thought of music 

could he tell her.  

Vera could not disguise her horror. Why her? his brain chanted. Maybe he’d 

always known it. She’d lived behind a Wall. Now he was in a box that shrunk into 

insanity.  

‘What do I do?’ he groaned, scarcely beyond a croak. ‘What the bloody hell 

do I do?’ 

Red gazes and oppression and Schoenberg. Everything condensed, and he felt 

Vera’s pressure over his shoulders, the sensation of her beating heart beside his.  

‘I.. I exist for the wonder of it all,’ she gulped. ‘Goethe. I exist for the wonder 

of it all.’ 

Was this Tess, morphed through phantasmagoria? Or Jerome, transformed into 

a heavenly being? The words echoed from a haze, knitting them together. For a long 

time, Vera said nothing. Max watched, and waited, as his body lost its trembling. The 

sound there was eerie, as if the silence of the body made his ears ring with music.  
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He was onstage. Somehow. His mind swam, he was Max Leuthenweather, there was 

no limit to his playing. He was a bloody genius, remember. Jerome smiled, distorted 

into a leer between eyelids. Max could sway, and would the world notice? The bow 

would clatter, clunk, collide into the stage. Everyone would sit and stare and wonder.  
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 I exist for the wonder of it all, Vera’s voice had whispered. The wonder… 

Max forced himself to sit. To raise the bow. To count, as the first violinist 

should, one, two, three – 

The pulse thundered through his fingers and became curiously silent. The 

sound entered his ears, awoke something. His arms snapped into motion. The curve of 

the bow drew the string into new tensions, chords, harmonies. The moment of 

reckoning was gone, he was in the music. Past the wall. Inside the very anatomy of 

Schoenberg’s blood-red heart.  

When heaviness came, it was premonition of fifteen years’ onward, when his 

body would express the gene that would turn his life to hell. The letter, scattered from 

the Berlin rooftops, condemned him to the fate of his father. It spoke flawlessly of the 

laws of genetic inheritance. Dominant traits, then descriptions. Amplified in his brain 

into a funeral. Neurons would immobilise into brain-mush and fingers to rock and 

voice to a stone.  

All these prophecies, Max thought, and I’m still here. Playing. Breathing.  

Someone laughed in the audience. The melody was quirky like that - music 

was like that. There was motion, stasis, misery. The ghost of pride. The honour of 

love.  

Was he really here? Dying and defiant?  

He thought so.  

Max, the heartless, the doubter, the condemned.  

Living.  

  

THE END 

 


