Chapter 1: Born in Berlin

November 1892

‘Oh, it’s girl!’ panted the portly midwife. ‘But the next one will be a boy, please God.’ Beads of perspiration glistened under her thatch of iron-grey hair. 


As if to agree with this statement, the last remnants of the feeble winter sun, glistening on the cobbled pavements outside, were extinguished by a sudden black cloud. Pellets of hail rattled against the tall sash windows of the ground floor apartment, and the wind howled.

As the dark-haired, dark-eyed baby was wrapped in clean white sheets and attended to by the waiting doctor, the midwife huffed and fussed around the wide four-poster bed. The damp and exhausted shape, huddled under the soiled and crumpled sheets, could only emit a feeble groan. 

Fanny Steinthal was just 26 years old, and this was her third baby in well under two-and-a-half years. By her side, her faithful lady’s maid Else mopped her mistress’ fevered brow.  

‘Is the baby-?’ whispered Fanny, but her question was interrupted by a raucous scream emitted by an extremely healthy-sounding pair of lungs.

‘She’s fine, Madame,’ Else assured her smiling. ‘A beautiful little girl – and won’t her sister be pleased?’

‘But my hus- Herr Steinthal wants another boy,’ moaned Fanny softly, turning her head into the white softness of her lace-fringed pillow. 

Else scowled at the red-faced midwife, and wiped a clean cloth over her mistress’ face. She had never liked Frau Demel; far too forthright and abrupt for a midwife in her opinion, but of course it wasn’t her place to criticise her so-called betters. And anyway, Frau Steinthal had an irrational liking for the woman because her name – the same as the world-renowned Austrian coffee house – reminded her of her native Vienna.

‘Oh, come now, Madame,’ said Else, whose soothing voice and capable manner belied her young age, ‘the master will be delighted that his wife is safely delivered of a healthy girl, you’ll see.’

In the Steinthal household everything was bustle and busy-ness. Next door in the nursery, two-and-a-half-year old Erich was sitting on a rug, seriously studying the thick card pages of an old-fashioned picture book. His one-year-old sister Daisy was being attended to by their hapless nursemaid Helga. As if already jealous of her new baby sister’s birth, she transmitted her own immediate needs by screwing up her face in characteristic temper and bawling loudly. The girl was doing her best to get both children to bed, to guarantee the expected level of peace and quiet for the master’s return that evening. The doctor, having ensured the new baby’s immediate well being, was glad to escape the noise with a welcome glass of Schnapps in the sitting room. 

As their mistress slept exhaustedly in her freshly laundered sheets, the cook-housekeeper was supervising Maria, the maid-of-all-work, in the correct procedure for cleaning soiled sheets in the steaming washtub. Meanwhile, with some foresight, Ernst the coachman-cum-butler crept down the dark and dank cellar steps, to seek out a suitable German Sekt with which his master could wet his new baby’s head on his return from the Bank. In the midst of all this work, whenever they had a chance to chatter the servants speculated on the name to be given to the new little girl.

