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1

‘You ready, Leo?’

Dad’s voice made me jump.

‘Uh-huh,’ I mumbled, but that was a lie. I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t nearly ready to leave.

What choice did I have though? The house had been sold and now it was empty, everything in boxes.

‘Mum,’ I called out, my voice a whisper. ‘I don’t want to go.’

But there was no reply.

Mäuschen, that’s what she used to call me. Little Mouse. She stopped when I told her I was too old to be a little mouse, or a little anything. After that, she called me Maus — just Mouse — instead. Until she got sick. Then she must have forgotten, because all of a sudden she started calling me Mäuschen all over again.

Now, I wouldn’t care. Now I’d let her call me anything she wanted, anything at all, if only it would bring her back. The third of March 2000, that’s when it happened. That’s when she died. And somehow, almost two years had already gone by. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe it had been so long. Sometimes when I woke up, I still forgot she was gone.

‘Leo?’ Echoing down the hallway, my dad’s voice was getting louder. ‘We’ve got to go.’

I took a final look at my bedroom. What was left of it, anyway, now everything had been taken away: my bed, my desk, my bookshelf. My bright blue sofa, too, that flipped into a bed when friends slept over.

‘Coming,’ I said, trying to make my voice sound strong. ‘I’m coming now.’

I found my dad in the front yard. ‘So leer,’ he murmured, as he stared across at our house. ‘So leer.’

I looked at him in surprise. He never spoke German any more. Not since Mum died. Now he only ever spoke English to me.

‘Ja,’ I said softly, ‘so leer.’ So empty.

It was the eighth of January 2002: a year into the new century — and not only the new century, the new millennium too. But it all felt so empty.

I felt Dad’s arm on my shoulder. That was also a surprise: he wasn’t a touchy sort of person. Mum used to tease him about it, about how stiff he was, how formal. Not in a nasty way, in a laughing sort of way. In a way that would make him laugh, too.

He wasn’t laughing now. He was clearing his throat. ‘We’d better go,’ he said. ‘Julia will be waiting.’

I nodded, trying not to grimace. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Julia. I did. It was her sons I couldn’t stand.

When we got back to Julia’s house, the removal truck was parked in the driveway, its back door flipped down to make a ramp to the road.

Dad and I looked on. ‘Julia thought we should store it all in the garage until we work out what we need.’

I turned my head towards him. ‘What, even my bed?’

That made him grin. ‘No, not your bed.’

When my bed came out of the truck, I followed the removalists through the front yard and down the verandah that ran along the side of the house. The noise brought Julia out of the kitchen. ‘I didn’t know you were back already,’ she said with a smile.

Looking over me, she gesticulated to the removalists. ‘Second on the left,’ she called out.

So the removalists headed down the hallway to the bedroom closest to the bathroom and opposite the door leading into the garage. It was handy being able to drive into the garage then walk straight into the house. Not that anyone would actually be driving into the garage, not when all those boxes would be stored there: boxes filled with the things Dad and I were bringing from our real house.

I took a look at the bedroom in front of me. It was really messy with a bed by the door and an empty space near a window. A space just large enough for my bed.

Julia followed me in. ‘You’ll be sharing with Cooper,’ she reminded me.

My heart sank. I’d forgotten about that.

‘Your dad thought you’d have fun together,’ she said, ‘being the same age and all. Because Troy’s older, we thought he’d be better by himself.’

She nodded, more to herself than to me, it seemed. ‘Cooper wanted to be close to the door so you’re on the other side. I think that’s the best side anyway — it means you get the window.’

‘The window?’ I repeated.

‘That’s right. That way, you’ll get the sun and the breeze.’

I glanced at the window: there was no sun coming in and no hint of a breeze.

Julia squeezed my shoulder. ‘Why don’t you get yourself sorted before Cooper gets back?’

I was nowhere near sorted when I heard the stomping. It came from the hallway and it made my body stiffen. Cooper, I guessed. And sure enough, there he was, right in front of me, a scowl on his round, freckled face. ‘Touch any of my stuff, short-arse, and I’ll break your face,’ he warned me.

But he was all smiles when Julia walked in a moment later. ‘You two need any help?’

‘All good,’ said Cooper, ‘just making Leo feel at home.’

Julia beamed at him. ‘That’s great, honey.’

Dad was right behind her. ‘Looks like fun,’ he said. ‘It’ll be like having a sleepover every night.’

Cooper gave my dad a wink. He actually did. ‘Just what I was thinking, Pete.’

I winced. My dad really hated being called Pete, and when anyone did, he’d let them know straightaway. ‘Actually,’ he’d say, ‘it’s Peter, not Pete.’ So now I waited for him to correct Cooper — but he didn’t.

 ‘We’ll leave you to it, then.’ That was all he said. Then he left. They both did: both my dad and Julia.

Cooper’s smile dropped. ‘My room, my rules, all right?’

I didn’t answer. I just watched his mouth move up and down. That’s when I saw he had a freckle on his lip. Odd. I mean, how did you get a freckle on your lip?

Cooper’s voice rose. ‘You got it, short-arse?’

For a moment I just stood there before I turned to head for the door.

From the kitchen came the sound of laughter. With Julia, my dad had come alive again. Mostly, it made me happy to hear it. Sometimes it didn’t. Sometimes it made my stomach lurch with a feeling I didn’t understand and couldn’t quite shake.
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I tossed in my bed. I lay on my front, then my side, then my back. I’d been sharing with Cooper for more than three weeks but I still wasn’t used to it. And now, on the other side of the room, he was making the strangest noise. It wasn’t exactly a snore, more a snort, a deep breath then another snort. How on earth was I supposed to get to sleep with that going on? Not that I’d be able to sleep much anyway. All evening my stomach had been churning: the holidays were over and the new school year was starting. Not just a new school year, though. A new school, too. Cooper’s school.

Turning my head to the window, I stared out at the sky: black and endless.

I wanted my mum. I really wanted her. I wanted her to come back, scoop me up and take me right away.

*

When I woke up, sunlight was streaming through the window. Hanging on the wardrobe were two school uniforms. Cooper had outgrown his old ones, which, coincidentally, were exactly my size. This was not a good thing. It meant Cooper got to wear a new, crisp shirt while mine had a bubble-gum mark on the pocket and Cooper’s name on the tag.

Once I was dressed, I headed for the kitchen. I was so hungry my stomach was growling, but when I reached the pantry, I hesitated. Help yourself, Julia had told me. That was fine when no one was around — but with Julia in the kitchen it felt weird. So I just stood there until she took a bowl from the cupboard, filled it up with cornflakes and handed it to me.

‘I’ll leave the milk to you,’ she said.

I got the milk out of the fridge, sat down at the kitchen table and covered my cornflakes with so much milk they started to lift and float on the surface. When Julia laughed, I felt my face burn.

‘You could drown a village with all that milk,’ she said.

I squinted up at her. Was I in trouble for using so much? Was that it? She was still smiling, so I guessed she was joking, but I couldn’t be sure.

The thing was, it was strange to be eating cornflakes at all. Before Julia, before the new house, I had toast for breakfast and a big cup of hot chocolate. Mum used to make it for me, then Dad did instead. Later, I started to make it myself, heating it up in a saucepan each morning before school.

So when Julia asked if I wanted a glass of milk, I shook my head. I didn’t want a glass of milk. I wanted a hot chocolate. But no one drank hot chocolate here and I hadn’t seen any in the pantry. I wanted it though. I didn’t want soggy cornflakes and milk, I wanted toast and hot chocolate. Especially today I wanted it. I wanted it so much I felt tears pricking at the back of my eyes. Stop it, I told myself, stop it. Because who cries about something like that? Blinking quickly, I tried to pull myself together. I couldn’t let Julia see me crying.

She wasn’t even looking at me, anyway. She was bent over, peering into the fridge. When she straightened up and turned around again, she had three plastic-wrapped sandwiches in her hands.

‘Ready for the big day?’ she asked.

Lowering my head, I stayed quiet.

‘The first day’s always the hardest,’ she said. ‘Then it gets easier. At least, that’s what I think, and I changed school nearly every year.’

I looked up. Really?

‘Because of my father’s job,’ she explained. ‘He was always being transferred to God-knows-where, so I got good at the first-day-in-a-new-school routine. I’d just walk in with my head up high and act like it was no big deal. You’ll be fine, though. I mean, it’s not like you’ll be on your own: Cooper will be there to help out.’

My eyes were widening now. Widening in disbelief. She couldn’t be serious. I searched her face for a sign — any sign — that, even though he was her son, deep down she knew Cooper was a creep who would be no help whatsoever.

But her face revealed nothing. ‘Fruit?’ she asked instead.

I frowned, confused, until she held up a lunchbox. ‘For your lunch.’

For my lunch, right. I chose a peach and Julia packed it for me, with a sandwich and a packet of chocolate chip biscuits. I was happy about the biscuits, but the sandwich worried me. What if it was something I hated? What if it was a cheese sandwich that would be warm and runny by lunchtime?

Before I could decide what to do — whether to ask Julia about the sandwich or simply hope for the best — there was Cooper, right there in front of me, all dressed up in his brand-new shirt.

‘Speak of the devil,’ said Julia. ‘I was just telling Leo what a help you’ll be at school.’

Cooper flashed his mother a huge, fake smile. ‘It’ll be a pleasure,’ he said. His voice was bright and cheerful, but I could hear the sarcasm dripping from it. I really could.

Astonishingly, it seemed that Julia could not. ‘Thanks, sweetheart, I knew I could count on you.’

Cooper’s smile dropped as soon as Julia looked away. Turning to me, a threatening glint in his eye, he ran the tip of his thumb along the length of his throat. Then he laughed.
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Banks High was divided into two campuses: the junior campus for Cooper — and me now too — because we were both in Year 8, and the senior campus for Troy, because he was in Year 10.

Dad drove us there in his car, which wasn’t really big enough for all of us. I was in the backseat, squished between Cooper, who had his elbow stuck into my side, and Troy, who sat with his legs spread so wide I had to squash mine together.

After we’d dropped Troy off, Dad parked in a side street. Swarms of students pushed past us — none were with their parents, and I felt embarrassed to be with Dad and Julia. It didn’t seem to worry Cooper, though: he walked so close to my dad, he was almost stepping on him. Move away, I wanted to hiss at him. And when Dad slung an arm over Cooper’s shoulders, I had to stop myself from reaching out to smack it away.

The junior campus was surrounded by a high wire fence. Inside the entrance gates was a large grassed area crowded with students who all seemed to be staring at me. As I felt my face heat up, I wanted to turn around and walk right out again. I didn’t, though. I followed Cooper and Julia and Dad to the school administration building instead.

Behind the counter sat a serious-looking woman with tightly curled grey hair and blue eyeshadow. When she caught sight of Cooper, her eyes narrowed. ‘Surely not, Mr Donnellan,’ she said, ‘not on the first day.’

She was leaning forward, ready to say more, when Dad stepped in. ‘I’m Peter Arnold,’ he said. ‘This is my son, Leo. We’re here to see the principal about Leo’s enrolment.’

The woman looked unimpressed. ‘Do you have an appointment?’

I watched Dad hesitate. ‘Yes,’ he said, but he didn’t sound certain.

The woman tapped at a badge pinned to her dress. ‘Mrs Proctor.’

I zeroed in on the badge. On it were written the words Mrs Proctor, Senior Administrative Officer.

My father was looking confused. ‘Yes, we do, Mrs Proctor,’ I answered for him.

Mrs Proctor gave a short nod. ‘I’ll find out if the principal can see you.’

Even seated on a large office chair, the principal was tiny. He had a narrow head, with hair on the sides but none on top, and he was writing furiously. In front of him was a brass plate that said A.A. O’Brien, Principal.

When Mrs Proctor showed us in, he didn’t look up. ‘Take a seat,’ he muttered.

There were four seats in front of his desk. They were low seats, very low, although I only realised this when I sat down and the principal’s desk suddenly seemed enormous.

Behind it, the principal kept writing while we stayed quiet and watched him. I was starting to fidget by the time he finally looked up. ‘Yes?’ he asked.

Dad smiled. ‘Good morning, Mr O’Brien.’

An awful noise, something between a groan and a snarl, came in reply. ‘Principal O’Brien.’

I watched Dad’s smile fade. ‘Principal O’Brien, of course. My apologies.’

A thin smile crossed the man’s face. ‘So,’ he continued, ‘how can I help you?’

‘This is my son, Leo,’ said Dad. ‘It’s his first day.’

For a moment, Principal O’Brien’s eyes were on me before they flicked across to Cooper. ‘But you, Mr Donnellan,’ he added, ‘what brings you here yet again?’

Cooper’s face reddened. ‘Just, just to — um — st-stay here.’ I hadn’t heard him stutter before.

My dad placed a hand on Julia’s arm. ‘We’ve recently been married,’ he said, ‘so the boys are now stepbrothers.’

Principal O’Brien lifted an eyebrow at Cooper. ‘Is that right, Mr Donnellan?’

Cooper looked so miserable I almost felt sorry for him.

Principal O’Brien raised his voice, ‘I said, is that so, Mr Donnellan?’

Cooper wasn’t even looking at him. He was peering at the far wall instead. ‘Yes,’ he mumbled.

‘Yes, who?’

‘Yes, Principal O’Brien.’

Swivelling back to his computer screen, Principal O’Brien typed then waited, typed then waited again. Turning back, he leant forward, his elbows on the desk now. ‘Leonard Phillip Arnold — am I correct?’

Startled to hear my name, I sat up straight. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘And a good student by the looks of it, is that right?’

Cooper pulled a face. Even from the corner of my eye, I could see it.

Principal O’Brien raised his voice. ‘Well?’

How was I supposed to answer that? ‘I suppose so,’ I mumbled.

‘Good to hear,’ he said, smacking his lips together. ‘At Banks High, we pride ourselves on our academic standards, don’t we, Mr Donnellan?’

Cooper stayed silent.

‘I said, don’t we, Mr Donnellan?’

This time, Cooper gave a half nod, but Principal O’Brien was still frowning. ‘Yes what, Mr Donnellan?’

‘Yes, Principal O’Brien.’

And that was it. That was the end of the interview. First Principal O’Brien stood up then Dad stood up. After that, Julia and Cooper did, too. So I did as well.

Outside on the grass, my dad let out a deep breath. ‘What just happened? How did he manage to put the fear of God in me when I’m not even a student?’

Julia laughed. ‘I think he likes to put the fear of God into everyone.’ She shot me a quick smile. ‘I’m joking,’ she said. ‘Well, mostly. So long as you toe the line, he’s fine.’ Skimming Cooper’s arm with the back of her hand, her voice became serious. ‘You’ll make sure Leo gets to class okay, won’t you, sweetheart?’

Cooper gave her a big smile. ‘’Course I will, Mum.’

But the moment Julia and Dad were off, Cooper was gone too, vanishing into the sea of uniforms.

A buzzing sound made me jump. Moments later the playground had emptied, everyone disappearing upstairs, into hallways and through doors.

Everyone except for me, that is. I just stood there.

Then I tried to think. I needed to work out where I was supposed to be. But how? I could go back to the principal’s office, but if I did that, I’d look like an idiot. On the other hand, I couldn’t stay outside all day.

When I heard the sound of footsteps behind me, I spun around. A teacher was coming towards me: a teacher in a T-shirt and running shorts, a metal whistle around her neck.

‘Excuse me,’ I said, my voice coming out squeaky.

She stopped, frowned. ‘Can I help you?’

I felt myself falter. ‘I-I don’t know where I’m supposed to be.’

Her face softened. ‘What class are you in?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. It’s my first day.’

‘Okay,’ she said, ‘let’s get you to the office, then.’

So that’s where she took me and that’s where she left me, back in front of Mrs Proctor.

‘I need to find my class,’ I said as a second bell rang.

‘The new boy,’ she murmured as she checked her computer. ‘Right,’ she continued. ‘Your rollcall class is 8S and you’ve got double history this morning. They’re in room two forty-five.’

When I looked blank, she stood up and, from behind her window, began to direct me. ‘Up one floor and to the right,’ she said. ‘But you’ll need to hurry if you don’t want to get a detention.’

The door to room 245 was closed. My first knock was soft. When there was no answer, I knocked a bit louder.

This time the door flew open so quickly I jumped.

A tall man was looking down at me. ‘Leonard Arnold, I presume?’

I half nodded, half shook my head. That made him laugh. ‘Sorry, didn’t quite get that. Are you or are you not Leonard Arnold, my new but as yet missing student?’

‘Leo,’ I whispered. ‘I’m Leo.’

‘Real name Leonard but known as Leo, am I right?’

I nodded.

‘Good to get that sorted out upfront. Appalling to be called by a name you don’t consider to be yours now, isn’t it?’ He gave me a handshake so hard it almost cracked my bones. ‘My name, for example, is William Sheridan, but everyone calls me Bill.’

There was a room full of students, all facing the front, and the teacher waggled a finger at them. ‘Except you lot, of course. You get to call me Mr Sheridan.’

He had wide metal glasses, a black beard speckled with grey and black-grey hair that grew over his ears. Reaching over, he put a hand on my shoulder. ‘This is our new classmate, Leonard Arnold,’ he said, his voice loud, ‘who would like you to call him Leo.’

My hands were sweating as I stared at the roomful of strangers who all stared back at me.

Mr Sheridan pointed me to a desk in the middle of the classroom. ‘There’s a spare seat next to George,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you take that one?’

Self-conscious and nervous, I started to make my way there. Trying to act normal, I forgot to watch where I was going and banged my leg hard on one of the desks — so hard I had to bite my lip to keep from crying out.

Wincing, I lowered myself into the empty seat beside George. If he hadn’t been in school uniform, I’d have mistaken him for a teacher: he was a foot taller than me and easily weighed twice as much. His face was round, his eyes were chocolate brown and he had the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen on a boy.

‘Hi,’ he whispered.

‘Hi,’ I whispered back.

Words were scrawled on the whiteboard in front of us. Tyrants of the Twentieth Century.

‘Right,’ said Mr Sheridan, tapping his marker on the board. ‘This term, we’ll be learning about the bad guys. And when I say this, we’ll mostly be sticking to the men, because I don’t think there’s much dispute that they were the worst. Bearing that in mind, we might also take a look at a bad woman or two as well.’ His eyes scanned the classroom. ‘But today we’ll start with this guy.’

Beamed onto the whiteboard was a photograph of a man with straight hair parted to the side and a moustache so tiny it looked weird. He was wearing an army uniform with a green jacket and black trousers. Around his left sleeve was a red band with a white circle. Inside the circle was something I recognised: a black swastika. I started. The man was Hitler. Adolf Hitler.

‘Adolf Hitler was a tyrant,’ Mr Sheridan told us. ‘He was born in Austria and before he decided to take over Europe, his ambitions were more modest: he wanted to be an artist. But those hopes were dashed when he was rejected from art school. When World War I began, he fought in the German army and in 1921, he became the leader of an obscure group called the National Socialist German Workers’ Party. You might know it as the Nazi Party,’ he said and that’s when I found myself nodding.

‘Two years later,’ my teacher continued, ‘Adolf Hitler had become so ambitious he tried to take over the German government. When he failed, he was taken to jail, where he found himself with time on his hands: enough time to write the political manifesto he called Mein Kampf or My Struggle. It was a badly written book with a profusion of grammatical errors.’

His eyes glinted as they circled the classroom. ‘Mistakes I would not tolerate from anyone here but still the book became a bestseller. In his book, Adolf Hitler expressed a great desire for power and a hatred for anyone Jewish. Well, he ended up with the power he was after, and by 1933, his National Socialist Party — the Nazi Party — was in charge of Germany and Adolf Hitler was the country’s leader.’

Here Mr Sheridan’s voice softened. ‘From 1938, Hitler began his invasion of other European countries, including Czechoslovakia and Poland. By the time World War II broke out in 1939, Hitler had long been discriminating against Jewish people and had begun sending them to ghettos and concentration camps.’

He paused. ‘One of these concentration camps was called Auschwitz and over a million people were murdered there. By the end of the war, six million Jewish people had been killed on Hitler’s orders.’

Six million? Six million people?

Gasps of disgust filled the classroom. Only George raised his hand. ‘But why, sir? Why would he do that?’

Mr Sheridan shook his head. ‘That’s a difficult question to answer, George. Hitler was a man whose hatred was so great he wanted every Jewish person killed and he used his power to try to make it happen.’

Leo was appalled. ‘Didn’t anyone try to stop him?’

‘Some people did, but a lot didn’t.’

Once more, George’s hand shot up. ‘He lost the war though, didn’t he? So he must have got punished for what he did.’

Mr Sheridan cocked his head to the side. ‘Well, yes and no. He took matters into his own hands. On the thirtieth of April 1945, when it was clear the war had been lost — and his plan to take over Europe had failed — rather than surrender, Adolf Hitler committed suicide.’

I straightened up, both horrified and fascinated, and for the rest of the morning, I couldn’t stop thinking about Adolf Hitler. And when Mr Sheridan told us more about him and the war he’d started, I became so engrossed, I just stayed in my seat when the recess bell rang at the end of our class.

‘Aren’t you going to join them?’ Mr Sheridan called out as the room emptied.

With a start, I looked up. Was he talking to me?

He was. Shaking my head, I felt myself redden. I didn’t really want to go out into a playground of strangers.

‘Go on,’ Mr Sheridan pushed me, ‘give it a shot.’

His voice was friendly, but it sounded more like an order than a suggestion.

So I made my way out of the classroom and stepped into the hallway. That’s when I realised I needed to go to the toilet. Like, really needed to go. It was also when I heard my name being called — by George. ‘You want me to show you around the school?’

I nodded, relieved. I wasn’t sure I could hold on much longer. ‘Can we start with the toilets?’

A gust of putrid air signalled our approach. I wrinkled my nose in distaste. ‘That stinks.’

‘It’s worse once you get inside.’ Breathing through his mouth, George’s voice had become tight and nasal.

‘Hey short-arse, how’s it hangin’?’

My heart sank. Sure enough, right there in front of me was Cooper, a stranger on either side of him. One was big and beefy with an enormous head and small eyes that narrowed when he spoke to me.

‘So what class are you in, short-arse?’

George was right beside me now. ‘Why’s he talking to you?’ he whispered. ‘Do you know him or something?’

I was jiggling my head in a half shake, half nod just as the beefy guy took a step towards me. ‘You deaf or something?’

I stared at him. It was all I could do. My bladder felt so full I wasn’t sure I’d even be able to speak without wetting myself.

George moved to shield me. ‘Leave him alone, Sean. His name’s Leo and he’s in 8S with me.’

Turning his attention to George, Sean smirked. ‘So what are you, his personal assistant or something?’

Behind him, Cooper started to guffaw.

That spurred Sean on. ‘Or, like, his own personal bodyguard?’

‘Yeah,’ said Cooper, ‘his bodyguard. What do you reckon, Jordie?’

Cooper’s other offsider nodded. He was thin and wiry with small teeth that made him look like a rodent. ‘Short-arse and fat-arse,’ he quipped, his eyes on Cooper. When Cooper nodded, he gave a satisfied smile. They were all laughing at us now, all three of them: Cooper and Sean and Jordie.

George didn’t move. He didn’t even seem to notice. He just flicked his head in my direction. ‘Off you go.’

So I did. My bladder pressing against my shorts, I almost sprinted to the toilet.

George wanted to eat over near the football field. When we’d found a place to sit, he peered into my lunchbox. ‘What’s in your sandwich?’

I shook my head. ‘I’m not sure.’ Unwrapping it, I checked inside.

‘Cheese?’ asked George.

I grimaced. ‘Yep, cheese.’

‘I got salami again.’ He went silent. ‘I really hate salami.’

That made me laugh. ‘Well, I hate cheese.’

‘Swap?’ he offered.

My heart lifted. ‘Sure.’ But George wasn’t even listening now. He was too busy staring at my lunchbox instead. ‘I thought your last name was Arnold.’

I shrugged. ‘It is.’

‘So why does it say Donnellan on your lunchbox?’

I turned my lunchbox around to see what he meant. Sure enough, there on the side was a sticker that said DONNELLAN. I felt my face turn red. If I’d noticed it earlier, I could have scraped it off. Or looked for my own lunchbox.

George was looking confused. ‘Isn’t that Cooper’s last name?’

I took a deep breath. ‘Yep.’

‘So is that, like, Cooper’s lunchbox?’

I breathed out again. ‘Yep.’

‘How come you’ve got his lunchbox?’

There was no dodging it now. ‘Because he’s my stepbrother.’ The words came so quickly it was like I’d vomited them out.

George’s head bobbed up. ‘What?’

I shook my head. I couldn’t say it again.

‘Cooper Donnellan is your stepbrother?’

I sucked my bottom lip into my mouth. ‘Uh-huh.’

‘But he’s a jerk.’

‘Yep.’

‘I don’t get it.’ George seemed completely confused now.

Readying myself to explain, I took a deep breath. ‘My dad married his mum.’

He gave out a low whistle. ‘How crap. So you, like, live with him?’

‘I’ve even got to share his room.’

His eyes widened. ‘That really sucks.’

I gave a grunt. ‘Tell me about it.’

For a moment George was silent. ‘Does that mean Troy’s your stepbrother too?’

I cocked my head up. ‘Do you know him?’

‘Bigger bully than his brother.’

‘Well, I get both of them. Job lot.’

George chuckled. ‘Job lot? That’s funny.’

It wasn’t that funny — not really — but I liked making him laugh.

‘You still want to swap sandwiches?’ he asked.

I nodded. ‘Sure do.’ I really hoped Julia wouldn’t keep giving me cheese sandwiches. I needed to let her know I didn’t like cheese but wasn’t sure how to say it without sounding ungrateful.

George took a bite into my sandwich. ‘Yum,’ he said, ‘that’s great.’

‘Aren’t you going to save it for lunch?’

He shook his head. ‘Nah, I get heaps hungry at recess. If I waited ’til lunch I’d be starving.’

Thinking about that made me hungry too so I bit into George’s salami sandwich. Once I’d started, I couldn’t stop and soon I’d eaten it all.

George had a container of dried apricots in his lunchbox and we were still making our way through them when the bell rang.

George closed his lunchbox then pushed it back into his schoolbag. ‘That’s it for recess,’ he said, hauling himself up. ‘We’re in the hall for PE now.’

It was a bit of a walk to the hall and George was quiet on the way over. ‘How come you live with your dad instead of your mum?’ he asked finally.

When I didn’t answer, he waited a moment or two before repeating the question.

My heart raced as my head began to pound with a thumping, whirring sound. I took a deep breath. No crying, I told myself, no crying. ‘I can’t live with my mum because she’s dead,’ I said, pushing the words out of me.

‘Oh,’ said George, his voice very soft, ‘okay.’ He fell silent. ‘So I guess you’re stuck with Cooper the Creep then?’

That almost made me smile. ‘Looks like it.’

The school hall, which doubled as a basketball court, was a big new building. A crowd of students was waiting outside it, some I recognised from Mr Sheridan’s class, others I’d never seen before. ‘It’s a combined group,’ George explained. ‘Our class and 8C. They put us together for PE, worse luck.’

That made me curious. ‘Why worse luck?’

George snorted. ‘You’ll see.’

Within five minutes, I did see. I saw this: Cooper, Sean and Jordie heading right for us.

‘There you go,’ said George, ‘a sample from rollcall class 8C.’

I groaned. ‘You serious?’

‘Yep. All three of them.’

‘Looking forward to a thrashing, short-arse?’ Cooper called over to me.

Pretending not to hear him, I focused on George instead. ‘What are we doing?’

George grimaced. ‘Athletics — to psych us up for the school carnival. Mrs Moore calls it training. I call it torture.’

That made me laugh. ‘Who’s Mrs Moore?’

A familiar voice rang out from behind us. ‘That would be me.’ It was the teacher who’d found me in the playground, the one with the whistle around her neck — the whistle she was now lifting to her lips.

When she blew into it, everyone went quiet. ‘Right, she said, ‘you’ve got five minutes to get ready.’ Her voice rose higher. ‘So into the change rooms — now.’

But I didn’t have my sports gear with me. How was I to know we’d have PE on the first day back? Everyone else seemed to know though, even Cooper.

Out on the field, Mrs Moore divided us into groups. I couldn’t believe it when she put me in with Cooper.

‘All right,’ she said, ‘I want a lap of the oval from each of you.’

George groaned. ‘A whole lap, miss?’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘You got it, George: one whole lap. Even my mother could manage a lap, and she’s about to turn seventy-five.’

That made me laugh but George was still looking glum. When his group was called up to the starting line, he looked even more unhappy. ‘I’ll probably have a heart attack,’ he muttered.

He didn’t have a heart attack, but he did come last. And Cooper and Sean and Jordie were there at the finish line to jeer at him.

When it was our turn, Cooper sauntered past me, head high, lip sneering. ‘Ready for a thrashing, short-arse?’

It wasn’t worth a reply. What did it matter if I got thrashed? It was only a stupid race in a stupid PE class.

But the more I thought about Cooper’s smug face, the more the race did matter. Suddenly, it mattered so much my left leg began to shake as I waited for the starting pistol. It was weird to be running in school shoes — embarrassing, too — but I could only hope they wouldn’t slow me down too much.

When the pistol fired, I ran hard. I’d always been fit, but I’d never really been a runner. Today, though, that’s what I was going to be: a runner. A runner who could smash Cooper.

Teeth gritted, I pushed hard. As I leant into the curve, I thought I’d gained ground, although I couldn’t be sure. But when I headed up the straight, there was no doubt about it: I was well ahead, maybe even first. Pushing forward, running ever harder, I spilt over the finish line.

‘Fantastic,’ said George.

I was so puffed I could hardly talk. ‘Did I win?’

‘You absolutely killed it.’

A slow smile spread across my face. ‘Good.’

Over dinner that night, Cooper was quiet. Not Julia, though: she had heaps of questions. I was happy to answer them, happy to tell her about everything that had happened: the history class, meeting George, but mostly about the race. About how impressed Mrs Moore had been — so impressed she’d suggested I train for the school carnival.

Julia was all ears. Dad was, too. Until he switched his attention — his whole attention — to Cooper and Troy. Mostly to Cooper, though. ‘What about you, Cooper?’ he asked. ‘Did you run too? You’d be pretty quick on the track, I’d imagine.’

Cooper stayed quiet.

‘Don’t be shy,’ said Julia, her voice high and sunny. ‘How did you go?’

His face turning red, Cooper shot me a look. It wasn’t his usual come-here-and-I’ll-bash-you look. Nor was it his self-satisfied, lip-curling look. It was a nervous look, a nervous, embarrassed look.

Turning from me, Cooper looked at his mother. ‘Okay,’ he mumbled.

My dad let out a fake, hearty laugh. ‘Don’t be modest, Cooper, tell us all about it. Tell us about your race.’

But Cooper’s face just hardened. ‘I said it was okay,’ he replied, his voice hostile.

Dad glanced at Julia. When she shook her head, he raised an eyebrow then leant back into his seat. ‘Just asking,’ he said, his voice wary, ‘just asking.’
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The sound of my name — loud and sharp — made me jump. Someone was at the classroom door — a student I didn’t recognise — with a message from Principal O’Brien. I had to go to his office. Immediately.

George looked worried. ‘You must really be in for it now,’ he whispered.

My hands shook as I made my way there. What on earth could I have done?

Principal O’Brien greeted me with a grunt. ‘Leonard Arnold. Mrs Moore tells me you’re a runner, that you show some promise. Is that true?’

I was too surprised to answer. ‘I’m not sure, sir,’ I finally managed to say.

‘You’re not sure? Well, we can’t have an athlete who doesn’t know if he’s an athlete or not, can we now?’

I half nodded, half shrugged as Principal O’Brien kept talking. ‘From what Mrs Moore says, it sounds like you could do with some extra training. The school doesn’t offer any — we don’t have the funds for it — but there’s a local squad that trains during the week. You know Harold Street?’

‘Yes, sir,’ I murmured even though I didn’t.

He gave me a nod. ‘They train at the oval there. You should join them.’

That night, Dad helped me find Harold Street in the street directory and, straight after school the next day, I headed off to find the squad. The oval, at the very end of the street, looked more like a cricket pitch than an athletics field, the grass track surrounded by a white picket fence with a wooden grandstand behind it. I searched for the squad but apart from an old man and a girl standing together, the oval was empty. The girl was around my age and had dark, wavy hair tied back in a ponytail. When she caught me looking at her, I felt myself blush. ‘I’m trying to find the squad,’ I stammered. ‘I was told they train here.’

They were both looking at me now: the girl and the old man. Especially the old man. In fact, he wasn’t just looking at me, he was staring at me, really staring at me. To be honest, it made me uncomfortable. ‘So,’ I heard him murmur softly, ‘so.’

He wore a baseball cap, with wisps of white hair curling around the sides and back of his head. His light blue T-shirt had a collar and he wore long shorts that reached to his knees.

Turning to the girl, he gave her a smile. ‘We might be only a small group,’ he said, ‘but I’d say we’re a squad, wouldn’t you?’ He had an accent when he spoke.

‘Yep,’ she replied. ‘I’d say we’re a squad.’

Stepping forward, the man stretched out a hand to me. For an old man, his grip was strong and it took him a while to let go. ‘I’m Mr Livingston,’ he said. ‘I’m the coach.’

I cleared my throat. ‘I’m Leo,’ he said, ‘Leo Arnold.’

‘Yes,’ said the man. ‘Leo Arnold. So it is. Welcome to you, Leo. Now what do you think: would you like to join us?’

I didn’t know what to say. How could I tell him I’d come to join a real squad, not to hang out with some girl and an old man?

He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Warm up,’ he announced instead. ‘Five laps, no break.’

I followed the girl onto the track. But when she reached the starting line, instead of getting ready to run, she untied her shoelaces and pulled off her shoes and socks. Then she gave me the once-over. ‘You ready?’

‘What about your shoes?’

She shrugged. ‘Mr Livingston reckons it’s best to train barefoot. He was a champion and he never ran in shoes.’

I peered at the turf in front of me. ‘How about bindis?’

The girl shook her head. ‘There’s hardly any,’ she said. ‘Besides, when you run barefoot, your soles get tough. I don’t feel anything.’

‘What’s the hold-up?’ called Mr Livingston. ‘We are here for running, not for gossiping.’ Lifting a whistle to his mouth, he blew into it. Before I could even blink, the girl was off: straight off without me.

‘Catch her, Leo,’ said Mr Livingston. ‘Go on, catch her.’

And I tried. I really did, but she kept getting further away.

By the third lap, I still hadn’t caught her. She was fast. And graceful. I had to give her that.

On the fourth lap, even though my legs were starting to burn, I’d begun to find my rhythm. Once I had, I felt an odd calmness, a sense of peace, even: one that cleared my mind and steadied my breathing as I folded into the curve, out to the straight, then back and back again.

‘Run, Leo, run,’ Mr Livingston called out from the sidelines. ‘Use everything you have.’

Pushing forward and harder — so much harder — I struggled to catch my breath until, with a final burst, I crossed the finish line. Momentum kept me running until I doubled over, sweat dripping down my neck, heart pounding.

Beside me, the girl was laughing. ‘Bit puffed, are you?’

Still breathless, I couldn’t answer. Squeezing my eyes closed, I braced myself for her gloating. ‘Good run,’ she said instead. ‘I had to push to keep ahead.’

Her eyes were brown and they danced when she smiled.

‘I really wanted to beat you,’ I confessed.

That made her laugh. ‘I never let a newcomer beat me.’

Mr Livingston was beside us now. ‘This is true,’ he said. ‘Such is Sandy’s determination, never will she let a newcomer beat her.’ He gave me a smile. ‘So Leo, your challenge is not to beat Sandy but instead to beat yourself. And do you know how to do this?’

I shook my head.

‘To do this, you need to pretend a race is longer than it actually is, that your line is slightly beyond the finishing line. That is the secret: to keep your eye just ahead of the line. This is the way to run beyond your capacity.’ He stopped for a moment. ‘Tell me, Leo,’ he said, his brow knitted, ‘how old are you?’

‘Thirteen,’ I replied.

He nodded, as though he’d suspected as much. ‘Thirteen. Yes. Imagine that.’ Taking off his cap he gave his head — his almost bald head — a scratch. ‘Take it from me, Leo, at thirteen, you can do almost everything. Never forget this. Difficult things, courageous things: they are all possible, even at thirteen. No, especially at thirteen.’

‘Okay,’ I ventured, although I had no idea what he was talking about.

‘The adults of the world might seem to have all the power,’ he continued, ‘but this is not always true. Find the power you have, Leo, and use it well. And try to stay calm, for agitation is rarely an effective tool. All right?’

Still mystified, I just nodded.

He looked pleased. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow then. Monday to Friday, we’re here. Rain, hail, sunshine: we’re always here.’
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At training the next day, I followed Sandy’s lead and took off my running shoes before the warm up. This time, when Mr Livingston blew the whistle, I made sure I was ready to go. Sandy still shot out ahead of me and even though I tried my hardest, I couldn’t catch her. And as soon as I’d finished, my legs buckled from underneath me. Sandy was just in front of me, her head bent forward, her breathing fast and ragged.

Mr Livingston chuckled. ‘See, Leo,’ he said, ‘today you have given the state champion a run for her money.’

State champion?

‘Is that really true?’ I asked when training was over and Mr Livingston said we could go. ‘That you’re state champion, I mean?’

She nodded. ‘Yep. Under fourteens eight-hundred-metres. Only Catholic schools, though. ’Cos I go to St Mary’s and it’s Catholic.’

She actually was the state champion. I was stunned. A bit jealous, too. ‘Did you get a trophy?’

She gave a flick of her head. ‘Just a medal.’

It was a weirdly cold day for summer and once I’d pulled my school uniform out of my bag, I slipped the shirt and jumper over my running singlet and the trousers over my running shorts. ‘Did you hang it up in your room? Your medal, I mean.’

She nodded. ‘I’ve got a shelf for all my running stuff.’

Really?

As I thought about this, my gaze turned to Mr Livingston. He was standing slightly apart from Sandy and me and, catching my eye, gave a quick wave. ‘I’m off,’ he called out, his voice slightly raised, ‘but please don’t dally: I don’t want anyone wondering where you are.’

I nodded and waved and Sandy did too, before I turned my attention back to her. ‘A whole shelf full of medals?’

She shook her head. ‘Not just medals — ribbons and certificates, too. I got the shelf so I could display them all. Mum put it up for me.’

Mum put it up for me.

The words made my stomach lurch. Don’t start to cry, not here, I warned myself. To make sure I didn’t, I needed to keep talking. ‘She must be really proud of you.’

It was just something to say — it wasn’t supposed to upset her. But that’s what happened. Then she was the one crying.

‘Yes,’ she whispered, tears rolling down her face, ‘she is.’

I watched her try to gather herself. ‘Sorry,’ she said quietly, ‘I miss her, that’s all.’

My heart started to hammer. ‘Miss her?’ I echoed. Why? What happened? That’s what I wanted to ask but somehow I just couldn’t do it.

She told me anyway. ‘She’s been away,’ she said. ‘She’s been away for a long time. My aunt’s looking after me until she comes back.’

‘When will she be back?’ I asked, my voice tentative.

She shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. No one will say. I’m not even supposed to talk about it.’

‘Why — where is she?’

Sandy’s cheeks turned bright red. ‘My aunt won’t tell me. All she says is that Mum will be home as soon as she’s feeling better. As soon as she’s not feeling so sad.’ Her voice dipped. ‘Because sometimes she gets so sad she can’t get out of bed. So she just stays there instead.’ She took a deep breath, then another. ‘I just wish she’d get better soon.’

When I stayed quiet, Sandy gave me a rueful smile. ‘I’m sorry. You probably didn’t need to hear any of that.’ She lifted her hand before she turned to leave. ‘See you next time,’ she murmured.

I watched as she walked across the oval, slipped behind the grandstand and disappeared out of sight. Only then did I make my own way home.

I let myself in through the front door, headed straight for the bedroom and was relieved to find it empty. Dumping my bag on the ground, I fell back onto my bed: the training had taken it out of me. Hands under my head, I took a moment to consider the room. Without Cooper, it wasn’t so bad. Not as big as my old room, but big enough. I had my desk, which was good, and half of Cooper’s built-in wardrobe. I even found myself agreeing with Julia: I did like having my bed beside the window, especially in the morning when the sun crept over my doona and warmed my face.

This is what I was thinking when I saw something I hadn’t noticed before: a line of black masking tape running along the middle of the floor, up the walls and across the ceiling.

‘Well, what do you think, short-arse?’

Startled by Cooper’s voice, I turned to find him standing in the doorway, one hand propped up against the doorframe. I frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

He gave an unpleasant laugh. ‘I mean, what do you think of the little something I rigged up to remind you which side is yours and which side is mine? So you don’t go on my side and I don’t go on yours.’

Only then did I realise what he’d done. ‘You can’t do that,’ I said, my voice rising. ‘How am I supposed to get out when the door’s on your side?’

Cooper’s laugh got louder. ‘That’s your problem, short-arse, but the way I see it, you can either use the window or pay me to get to the door.’

A hot ball of anger had begun to stir inside my stomach. ‘That’s not fair.’

Cooper gave his nose a scratch. ‘Well, that’s how it is. And anyway, what are you going to do about it?’

I tried to stay calm. ‘Well, I won’t be paying to use the door, that’s for sure.’

Cooper smirked. ‘Looks like it’s the window for you, then.’

It was the smirk that did it. It made me so angry I had a sudden urge to lunge at him and tackle him to the ground.

I didn’t do it. I didn’t lunge and I didn’t throw him to the ground. Turning away from him, I knelt on my bed, pushed open the window and jumped, stumbling before I landed on my feet.

I was out.

Out onto a side path that ran the length of the house. Leaning against the wall, I slid down it until I was sitting on the ground. Lifting my face to the sky, I caught a sliver of sunshine.

‘It’s all right,’ I told myself.

But it wasn’t. It just wasn’t.

Curling my arms around my legs, I pushed my face into my knees and tried not to cry, my throat aching with the strain of keeping quiet. I stayed like that until the sun left my face and I started to get cold. Then, stiff from sitting, I stood up. When I peered through the window, I saw the room was empty. Relieved, I pulled myself back through the window and dived onto my bed.

Minutes later, Cooper burst in. Sitting on his bed, he flicked a switch on his alarm clock. Loud, screeching music filled the room: music so loud I wanted to scream at him to turn it off — just turn it off.

Then I had an idea. A great idea. Leaning over to the power point — the only power point in the room — I flicked it up. And, just like that, the music stopped.

Cooper gave a yell.

I was nervous now — really quite nervous — but I couldn’t let him know that. ‘My side,’ I said, trying to stay calm.

‘What?’ he bellowed.

Afraid my voice might give way, I cleared my throat. ‘The power point,’ I said, ‘it’s on my side of the room.’

Cooper’s face reddened. Standing up, he took a step towards me.

‘Watch the tape,’ I reminded him, strangely emboldened now. ‘You’re just about on my side.’

Cooper fell silent. ‘Well, the light switch is on my side,’ he said finally.

I didn’t reply. What did I care? I had a reading lamp. And in case he needed reminding of this, with a flick of the second switch on the power point, I turned it on.

Cooper frowned. ‘Well, my alarm clock can take batteries.’

I shrugged. ‘So use them, then.’

His frown deepened. ‘I get to use the power point, you get to use the door.’

I pretended to think about it, even though I knew exactly what I was going to say. It was a win, after all. Exhausting, but still a win.

‘Sure thing,’ I said, trying to sound flippant, even though my hands were starting to shake. And then, without another word, I walked across that line of black tape, headed for the door and left the room.

Once in the hallway, I was unsure where to go. There was music coming from the kitchen — classical music — which meant Julia must be there. And nice as she always was to me, I just didn’t feel like talking, didn’t feel like pretending everything was fine.

I made my way to the lounge room instead. When I got there, the TV was on and there was something long and lumpy on the sofa: Troy. I didn’t want to talk to him, either.

The garage was my last resort. It was quiet there, quiet and peaceful. Here, finally, I could be alone. The boxes were still there, stacked up and filled with things from our old house — my proper house. Things that had a place there and no place here.

A bit like me, really.

All the boxes were labelled in my dad’s handwriting. On one of them he’d written Books, on a second Linen, and on another Tools. But it was the box marked Photographs that drew me closer.

Julia had a lot of photographs in her house. Mostly framed photographs of Troy and Cooper in their school uniforms, and some of Troy and Cooper with Julia. In the hallway, there were even photographs with everyone in them: photos taken at Dad and Julia’s wedding. In these photos, my dad and Julia stood at the back while I stood at the front with Troy and Cooper, all of us smiling as though we were a real family instead of a fake one.

In Julia’s house, there were no photos of my mum. None at all. I wished there were. I wished I could have just one photo of her by my bed — only I wouldn’t want Cooper to see it. I didn’t want Cooper to know anything about her at all.

I missed her. I really missed her. And when I opened up that box marked Photographs, my heart did a somersault.

Looking inside, I saw a mess of pictures: hundreds and hundreds of them, all just thrown into the box. Reaching in, I took out two of them. The first was of me as a baby, sitting on my mum’s lap. She was laughing and I was laughing too, my cheeks red and chubby. The second was of Mum and Dad’s wedding, in Germany. It wasn’t one of those really big weddings: Mum hadn’t even worn a veil, just a circle of flowers in her hair. In the photo, she was smiling up at Dad and he was smiling back down at her. They looked like the happiest couple in the world.

There was shouting coming from the house now. Troy? Cooper? I couldn’t tell, and I really didn’t care. I just didn’t want to hear it. I’d left the door open on my way through and now I went back to close it, to try to drown them all out. If I could have, I’d have locked them out too, so they couldn’t barge in on me. But the door didn’t lock. And that annoyed me. All of a sudden, it really annoyed me. I need some space, I wanted to scream out. A place to be alone. A hiding place — that’s what I needed.

Then I saw it. There in the far corner of the garage, just beyond the boxes, was a door I hadn’t noticed before. Curious now, I hurried over, but when I tried the handle it wouldn’t turn, and there was no key in the lock. There had to be a key somewhere, though. Surely there had to be.

Beside the door was a wooden stool and when I jumped up on it, I could see over the doorframe.

Yes! There was a key, just resting on the ledge above the door.

When I tried the key in the lock, it fitted. And when I gave the door a push, it opened to reveal a long narrow dusty room. Apart from steel shelves on one side of it, the room was empty. Completely empty. And dark, too. I ran my hand along the inside of the door frame and, finding a switch, pressed down on it. At first there was flickering before a bright fluorescent light filled the room.

I replaced the key on the ledge and, once I’d carried the box of photos into the room, closed the door behind me. It had been so long since I’d been by myself — truly by myself — and now here I was, hidden away from everyone, from everything.

Sitting on the ground, I pulled out a fistful of photographs. There were pictures of Mum when she was still at school, her hair in two long plaits, then there were photos of Mum and Dad in Germany, both wearing weird jeans and weird hats, the two of them smiling and laughing.

When I took out another stack of photographs, there was me as a fat baby with no teeth then as a fat toddler with lots of teeth. From the pile, I picked out my favourites: me and Mum when I was just tiny; me when I was learning to walk, my mum holding one hand, my dad holding the other; me with Mum on my first day of school and me on my eleventh birthday, Mum and Dad on either side of me as I blew out my candles. By my next birthday, she was gone.

I lined up the four photos on one of the steel shelves and tried not to cry when I stood back to look at them. Then I returned my attention to the box, still half filled with photographs. But not only photographs — there was something else there too: a brown cardboard box wedged in the corner, writing on the top of it. Not my dad’s writing, though. This time, my mum’s writing was on the box: her beautiful handwriting, her careful, looping letters. Music box.

Very carefully I pulled out the package, setting it on the floor in front of me. But when I opened it up, all I could see was tissue paper. Only when I pushed it all away did I find something glinting up at me. Reaching in, I took it out.

A wave of recognition flooded through me. For there it was: my mother’s music box. Her precious wind-up music box, so unlike any other I’d seen — nothing like those jewellery boxes with plastic ballerinas spinning on the spot.

My mum’s music box was much, much better than that. It was a birdcage: a small silver birdcage attached to a round silver platform on tiny silver legs. Under the platform was a silver turning key and inside the cage were two silver birds.

As I held the music box in my hands, memories flooded back to me, memories so vivid they made my breath catch. There I was, back in my bedroom — my own bedroom in my own house — the music box on the chest of drawers beside me, my head on my pillow, Mum beside me. My mum, stroking my hair as my eyes grew heavy, a soft tune playing from the music box.

What tune? I screwed up my eyes, trying to remember.

A lullaby.

A German lullaby.

‘Cradle Song’, that’s what she’d called it. And sometimes she’d sung it to me in German.

My hands were creeping along the bottom of the music box now, searching for the turning key to wind it up and make the lullaby play again.

I was surprised to feel a hollow at the back of the music box. Was it dented in the move or had that always been there? When I pressed into it, I felt a small disc, like a button. When I pressed harder, I heard a click. To my astonishment, a small silver drawer slid out from the platform: a drawer lined in red material so soft I wanted to run my finger up and down it. Inside the drawer was a silver watch with a faded black leather strap. Not a new watch, an old one, like the watches I’d seen in antique shops: watches not with a battery but instead with a side button to wind them up.

Holding it between my thumb and index finger, I rotated the little side button until it stopped. The watch was ticking now, ticking like a heartbeat, loud and constant and reassuring.

Cradling the watch in my hands, I turned it over, running my fingers along the back of it. At first the metal was smooth, then I felt a roughness. When I looked to see what it was, I found letters engraved into the metal: swirling, curling letters. The letters formed two words, and the first was my name. My actual name, Leonard. And beside it, another name I knew well: Müller.

Before she’d become Ingrid Arnold, my mother had been Ingrid Müller. Leonard Müller was her dad, my opa. He’d died when I was little and I didn’t remember him very well. But now his name had wrapped us up together again: Opa, Mum and me. It was a comforting thought and I smiled as I put the watch back in its drawer then pushed it closed.

Feeling for the winding key, I began to turn it. I turned it once, then once again. But after the third time, it stopped and wouldn’t turn any further.

A moment later, music filled the room. Hearing it made me start. It was that song — that lullaby — with its soft familiar tune. Guten Abend, gut’ Nacht. These were the words my mother would sing to it. Good evening, good night.

That’s when I heard Julia calling for me, her voice muffled, but becoming louder. She was close now and this made me nervous. Because I didn’t want to be found. Not by her, and not by anyone else. So I scrambled out of the room, the music box still playing as I closed the door behind me.
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My eyes widened as I clapped a hand to my mouth. I wasn’t where I was supposed to be. I wasn’t in the garage. I was in a bedroom, an enormous bedroom. On one side was a desk and a bed and a wardrobe; on the other side a miniature train had been set up on a table. Along the train tracks were toy houses and trees, and a railway platform, with groups of tiny model people huddled together. On the other side, a tunnel ran through a green hill in front of miniature snow-covered mountains.

A noise made me jump. What if someone walked in? They’d think I was an intruder or a thief. They might even call the police. So when I heard the door handle turn, I didn’t hesitate. I dropped to the floor and rolled under the bed.

Peering out, I saw a boy standing in the doorway. He had blond hair and blue eyes and must have been about seven. He was wearing shorts that were really long and a shirt that buttoned up all the way to his neck.

In the distance, I heard someone calling. A woman. ‘Ivan,’ she said, her voice high and loud, ‘where are you?’ But she wasn’t speaking English. She was speaking German.

The boy answered in German, too. ‘I’m coming, Mama.’

On the desk was a bag: a leather bag with a long strap. The boy grabbed it, then ran out of the room, slamming the door after him. I waited for a moment or two then crawled out from under the bed.

I couldn’t risk being caught in the house. I needed to get away — I just didn’t know how. My heart pounding, I looked all over the room, trying to work out what to do.

Windows. There were double windows. I could climb through one of them and get out that way. But when I looked out, my stomach lurched: it was a very long way to the ground. Six or seven metres, I guessed — maybe even more.

I opted for the door instead. When I stepped through it, I found myself in a hallway. As quietly as I could, I made my way to the wide wooden staircase at the end of it. Flattening myself against the wall, I looked around. No one was there. So I tiptoed down the stairs, my breath catching with each step. Still no one. In front of me were two heavy doors: one closed, the other wide open. Creeping over, I hid behind the closed door before peeking out.

The boy — that boy Ivan — was on a landing that stepped down to a driveway covered in white pebbles. Beyond the driveway was an enormous garden.

Standing beside him was a woman. His mother? Although it wasn’t particularly sunny, she was wearing a hat — quite a small one, with a feather tucked into the side of it. Her dress was dark blue with big white bows all the way down the front of it.

‘Why is he in Switzerland?’ Ivan was asking her.

She put a finger to her lips. ‘To go to the bank.’ She was still speaking German, but her accent was a bit odd. Familiar, though, too. It took me a moment to place it. Like my dad. She spoke German like my dad did.

I slid my head along the door so I could hear better.

‘But there are lots of banks here in Prague,’ said Ivan. ‘Why does he need to go there?’

‘Just in case there are problems.’

‘What problems, Mama?’

She lowered her voice and I had to edge closer to hear her. ‘We have many neighbours and not all of them can be trusted.’

Ivan frowned. ‘But I trust Mr and Mrs Horak. And Mr Bergman.’

That made her laugh. ‘No, no. That’s not what I meant. I was talking about neighbouring countries.’

He went quiet. ‘Like Germany?’

She nodded. ‘Like Germany. The new German chancellor is so hungry for power, it’s feared he’ll invade other countries.’

‘Even Czechoslovakia?’ asked Ivan, his voice very soft now too.

‘Let’s hope not. We don’t want Adolf Hitler setting his sights on us.’

I felt my body tense. Adolf Hitler? As in the Adolf Hitler?

But Adolf Hitler wasn’t the new chancellor. Adolf Hitler wasn’t anything. Adolf Hitler was dead. Stone cold dead. Just like Mr Sheridan had said. So what on earth were they talking about?

‘Your father has business in Switzerland and he wants to make sure everything’s fine —’ She stopped. ‘Hush, now,’ she said. ‘Mr Krahl is coming.’

From the driveway came the sound of a car engine and the crackling noise of tyres over the pebbles. When I peered out through the doorway, I saw a car pulling up along the driveway. It was a really great car, long and shining: the sort of car I imagined the queen might have.

Getting out of the car, the driver hurried over to open the back passenger door for Ivan and his mother. He was a short man, with a thick moustache and orange-red hair peeping out from his stiff black hat.

‘Thank you, Mr Krahl,’ said Ivan’s mother as she stepped inside, Ivan scrambling in after her.

Mr Krahl nodded but didn’t smile when he closed the door after them. He coughed instead — a cough that was almost a wheeze — and as he raised a hand to cover his mouth, I saw he was wearing thin white gloves when it wasn’t even cold.

I was becoming curious now: so curious I became less careful as I edged forward to see more clearly. Just as Mr Krahl was about to get into the driver’s seat, he straightened and, turning back to the house, stared in my direction. Startled, I pulled back, my heart pounding, waiting to be caught, waiting for him to come and drag me out from behind the door.

But he didn’t. He didn’t come for me. No one did. The engine just started up and the car drove away. That’s when I finally relaxed, though not for long. A moment later, I stiffened again. They hadn’t locked the doors. Why would they leave the house open if no one was there?

A clattering inside the house gave me the answer: because someone was still inside. Someone who would discover me if I didn’t do something — and quickly.

I should run.

I should run as fast as I could.

I ran down the steps, across the driveway and into the yard. There were hedges between the house and the garden and, if I was quick, I could hide behind them. Then I could work out what to do next.

It was a good strategy, except for one thing: I hadn’t noticed the gardener at the end of the yard, his head down as he pushed a spade into the soil. Don’t look up, I pleaded silently. Keeping low, I made my way around the hedges until there was only a strip of grass between me and the verandah that wrapped around the house.

Running across the grass, I made it to the verandah and softly, softly walked along it. The verandah was open and I was in full view now. I needed to find another hiding spot, and quickly. At the back of the house were three doors. The first was locked and the second was a screen door that, when I peered through it, seemed to lead into a kitchen. That would explain the clattering. Best to keep away, then.

My stomach was churning as I headed for the third door. Please don’t let it be locked, I prayed.

When my hand tightened around the handle, it turned straightaway. And when I pushed at it, the door opened and I slipped inside.

My heart racing, I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, I was in a small apartment — not much more than a room, really — a tiny kitchen in one corner and a bed in the other. To the right of the bed was a door leading into a little bathroom. The whole apartment was much smaller than Ivan’s bedroom. And so plain, so basic, it was hard to believe it was even part of the same house.

Who lived here?

Beside the bed was a wardrobe and a chest of drawers. I knew I shouldn’t snoop, but I couldn’t help it. The wardrobe was almost empty: inside were two collared shirts and a pair of black woollen trousers beside a plain black suit. Tucked into the top pocket of the suit jacket was something white. When I tugged at it, out popped a pair of gloves. Thin white gloves, just like Mr Krahl had been wearing. Does he live here? I wondered.

Most importantly, though, where exactly was here?

I needed to get out.

But how?

Think, I told myself. Think.

I was still thinking when I heard a noise: the door handle to the apartment was turning.

Help, I wanted to scream, someone help me. Instead I did the only thing I could think of: I ran to hide in the bathroom. One step and I was at the bathroom door, fumbling for the handle. I was panicking now, and starting to sweat. I turned the handle, stumbling as I gave it a push.
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I didn’t just stumble through the doorway, though. I literally fell through it, crashing onto the floor. But not onto a bathroom floor: straight onto concrete instead.

I lifted my head, completely confused. Only slowly did I realise where I was: lying on the ground in the garage. Behind me, the music box was still playing in that hidden room, the notes becoming slower and slower before finally coming to a stop.

My head was swirling now, making me so dizzy I thought I’d faint. Once I’d managed to pull myself into a sitting position, I rested my head in my hands. What was going on? What had just happened? It was like some crazy sort of dream.

But how could it be a dream when I hadn’t been sleeping? Had it been a hallucination? Was I losing it?

Whatever it was, there was no time to think about it because Julia was calling out my name. ‘Leo,’ she was calling, ‘it’s dinner time.’

Once I’d pulled myself up, I turned to close the door to the room and made my way through the garage and into the hallway. ‘Coming,’ I said, my voice husky, ‘I’m coming.’

I went to bed early that night. Too tired to have a shower, I didn’t bother changing into my pyjamas. I just slipped into bed in my school uniform, my running gear still on underneath. I didn’t even take off my socks.

I liked going to bed before Cooper, while he was still up watching television. And if I got to sleep before he came in, I could avoid him completely . . . except on nights like this one, when he woke me up with his grunting and snorting. Trying to get back to sleep, I turned on my back, my side, my stomach, before dragging the doona over my head to drown out Cooper’s noises. When none of it worked, I decided to get up instead.

I pulled on my slippers and headed for the garage. In the darkness, I felt for the wooden stool then, stepping onto it, reached for the key that would let me back into my hideaway. Once inside, I flicked on the light, blinking into the sudden brightness. It was such a harsh light, too harsh really. I should do something about that, I thought. And get a chair or a rug or even a cushion to make the room more cosy.

The light from the room shone into the garage, reaching beyond all the boxes and onto a table stacked with old tins of paint. Under the table was something large and squashy. I smiled when I saw what it was — one of our old beanbags. The lime green one: my mum’s favourite. Dragging it across the garage and into the room, I pushed it up against the far wall then sat on it, my body sinking into its softness. Perfect, I thought, leaning right back, absolutely perfect.

I might have fallen asleep like that if I hadn’t spied Mum’s music box, there on the shelf where I’d left it. Pulling myself out of the beanbag, I reached for it, my fingers feeling for the groove at the back. When the drawer popped open, I smiled. Yes, there was the watch, cocooned in its red velvet drawer. And when I held it to my ear, again the sound of its ticking comforted me. I placed it back gently, giving the drawer a soft push until, with a click, it closed.

Reaching under the music box, I began to turn the key. Once again, I twisted it three times but this time it didn’t stop. So I kept on turning: six times I turned before it stopped. As soon as it had, that music — that ‘Cradle Song’ lullaby — filled the room.

‘What if?’ I murmured.

Before I knew it, I was heading for the door. And when I stepped out, not into Julia’s garage, but onto a road, I felt a tingling of excitement.
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It was a strange road, not made of tar but of stones: cobblestones.

The road was narrow — there was hardly enough room for even one car — and people were pouring out of doorways to hurry down it. The men were dressed in suits and the women wore jackets and long narrow skirts. There were children, too: girls in old-fashioned smocks and boys in shorts and collared shirts. Like me, I thought, looking down at my own school uniform: the boys were dressed like me. Except their socks were long and they weren’t wearing slippers.

Where on earth was I?

The more I watched, the more curious I became until finally I just couldn’t stop myself. Stepping onto the road, I let myself be led down it — almost carried down it — until suddenly, abruptly, everyone stopped to look up. Up at a hotel directly across the road: a hotel called the Hotel Deutscher Hof.

It was then I noticed the banners: red banners with black swastikas. Nazi banners. They were Nazi banners! And there were lots of them: one between each of the hotel windows. Squeezing through the crowd, I made my way to the front. All around me people were shouting. At first, I couldn’t make out what they were saying — it was such a jumble of sounds. But as the shouting increased, I kept hearing the same words. German words. Führer, I heard, wir wollen unseren Führer sehen. We want to see our leader.

As the shouting got louder, I was scared I might be crushed. That’s when I noticed a boy standing beside me. A boy who was really quite small. From his height — I couldn’t see his face — I guessed he might be eight or nine. As the crowd pressed against me, I was getting so squashed I could hardly move: so squashed I almost fell right onto him.

When he looked up, his face contorted, I almost cried out in astonishment. I knew him! I knew that boy. It was Ivan. Ivan, with the train set and the long shorts. But what on earth was he doing here?

‘Ich werde zerdrückt,’ he whimpered. I’m being squashed.

‘I can see that,’ I said, speaking in German now too. ‘What are you even doing here?’

‘We’re on holidays,’ he explained. ‘My parents love it here: Nuremberg’s their favourite city in Germany. Every morning, I get the newspaper for them. Normally I go straight back to the hotel, but when I saw all the people this morning, I followed them.’ His voice cracked. ‘And now I can’t get out.’

I felt sorry for him. I really did. It must be scary to be squashed in a crowd when you’re so little. I gave him a smile to cheer him up. ‘I’m Leo.’

‘What an odd name,’ he replied, his voice suddenly haughty.

I felt my smile fade. ‘It’s short for Leonard,’ I said stiffly.

The boy’s chin lifted. ‘I am Ivan Mandl. I’m one of the Mandls of Prague. The son of Herr Martin Mandl, to be precise.’ He paused. ‘You must have heard of him.’

When I shook my head, he seemed offended. ‘Everyone in Prague knows of my father.’

But I’m not from Prague. Not even close. A tug of panic rose inside me. What on earth was I doing there?

Only then did I realise the crowd had quietened. When I looked around to work out why, I saw one of the hotel windows had opened. There was silence until a man appeared at it. That’s when the crowd began to roar.

The man at the window was wearing a military uniform. He had a serious face with a very small moustache and he looked exactly like Adolf Hitler.

‘Führer,’ the crowd was calling. ‘Führer, Sieg Heil.’

I was so transfixed I couldn’t move. I could only stare up at the window. Meanwhile, Ivan was tugging at me. ‘I can’t see. I can’t see anything.’

He was pulling hard on my arm and I was tempted to shake him off. Then I softened. ‘Climb on my back,’ I said. So he did: finding a pocket of space, he scrambled onto me, wrapping his feet around my waist and his arms around my shoulders.

The man in the window — the man who looked exactly like Adolf Hitler — lifted his right arm. As soon as he did, everyone else in the crowd copied him.

That made Ivan laugh. ‘I’m going to do it, too,’ he said. So he did. He lifted his arm up in front of him, hand outstretched, elbow straight, cheering along with the crowd.

Only when the man stepped away from the window did Ivan slip down from my back. The crowd was dispersing now and the street was no longer so crowded.

‘Where are you staying?’ Ivan asked me.

No idea. That would have been the truthful answer. ‘Out of town,’ I mumbled instead.

‘We’re staying right in town,’ said Ivan. ‘I can show you.’

I shrugged. Why not?

I followed him through a maze of cobblestone streets until we came to a small shopfront. ‘Is this it?’ I asked, surprised. ‘Is this where you’re staying?’

Ivan laughed. ‘So silly. This is where I buy the newspaper for my parents.’

The shop was small with a wide counter. Behind the counter stood a tall grey-haired man. Below the counter were piles of different newspapers. Taking one, Ivan placed it on the counter.

The shopkeeper smiled at him. ‘Just the paper, young man?’ he asked, also in German.

Ivan pulled out a handful of coins from his pocket. ‘Just the paper.’

From a shelf behind him, the shopkeeper brought down a large glass bottle filled with boiled lollies: some plain, others striped. Dipping his hand into the bottle, he handed one to me and one to Ivan.

I said thanks. Ivan didn’t. He just popped the lolly into his mouth, grabbed the newspaper and left. I followed him, zigzagging through the streets before we came to a wide leafy road. Running ahead of me, Ivan crossed to a building so big it ran the length of the block. ‘Over here,’ he called to me. ‘This is it.’

The building was a hotel with shiny marble steps leading into an enormous foyer. At the entrance was a man wearing a gold-buttoned jacket and black peaked cap. His eyes narrowed when I walked inside. But when he saw Ivan beside me, his expression completely changed. Suddenly, he was smiling and bobbing his head. ‘Good morning, Mr Mandl,’ he said.

I wanted to laugh. Mr Mandl? Who would call a kid Mr Mandl? Ivan didn’t laugh, or smile. He didn’t even look surprised. Something was different about him, though: now he was standing very straight, his head held high. Like he really was important. And when he nodded to the man, it wasn’t really a greeting, it seemed more like a dismissal.

‘My parents are having breakfast in the conservatory,’ he told me. ‘We should join them.’

I followed him into a sunny room that was set up like a restaurant. Two people were sitting at a table in the far corner: a man and a woman. The woman shook her head at Ivan. ‘What took you?’ she asked him. ‘We’ve been waiting for ages.’

I recognised her immediately: it was Ivan’s mother. And now her attention was on me. ‘So,’ she said, ‘who do we have here?’

Ivan handed her the newspaper. ‘Leo.’

The man glanced at me. ‘Ach, Leo,’ was all he said.

‘Please join us,’ said Ivan’s mother, giving me a smile. Her German was just as I’d remembered it, slightly accented, like my dad’s.

‘Will the young gentlemen be having breakfast?’ The voice came from behind me, and I turned around to find a waiter standing there, dressed in a black suit and bow tie.

‘Yes,’ said Ivan’s mother, ‘they’ll both be joining us.’ And then, to me, as an afterthought: ‘As long as your parents won’t mind?’

I felt myself blush as I took my place beside Ivan. ‘No,’ I murmured, ‘they won’t mind.’

She gave a quick nod before her focus returned to her son. ‘Did Leo waylay you?’ she asked. ‘Is that why you took so long?’

As he shook his head, Ivan leant in towards her. ‘We were outside this hotel and there were all these people there. And the hotel was covered in banners: red and black banners. They were enormous, Mama, you should have seen them.’ He was excited now, so excited he was almost shouting. ‘And a man came to the window and everyone was shouting and cheering, weren’t they, Leo? Führer, they were shouting, Führer —’

‘Be quiet.’ His mother interrupted him, her voice low but firm. ‘I won’t have you talking like this. That, that man is not to be spoken about lightly.’ Spreading the newspaper out in front of her, she gave it a flick. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘every day he fills the news, this man they insist on calling their Führer.’

When I saw where she was pointing, my jaw dropped. ‘Hitler,’ I said out loud, so surprised I couldn’t help myself. ‘That really is Adolf Hitler.’ For there he was: right there on the front page. And above his picture, at the top of the page, was a date: 6 September 1934.

My head started swimming. ‘The newspaper,’ I said, my voice becoming squeaky, ‘what is it?’

Ivan gave me an odd look. ‘It’s just the paper. Today’s paper.’

‘But the date.’ It was all I could manage to say.

Now Ivan’s mum and dad were looking at me strangely, too.

‘Are you worried he might have sold us yesterday’s instead?’ asked Ivan’s father, his lips curling into a smile. ‘Selling yesterday’s paper,’ he said, ‘now that would be something.’

I shook my head. 1934. It was 1934.

Ivan’s mother touched my arm. ‘You don’t look well. Are you all right?’

I couldn’t lie. I was scared now, really scared. ‘Adolf Hitler will try to take over Europe,’ I said, my voice low.

Ivan’s father frowned at me. ‘Certainly he is wielding more power here in Germany than we would have thought possible. But as for taking over Europe, well, I very much doubt that.’

The war, I wanted to scream out to him, the war will affect the whole of Europe. Everyone knew that.

But not in 1934. In 1934, no one knew it. So why would they believe me, just some boy, just some stranger? They’d think I was an idiot.

But I wasn’t an idiot. I really wasn’t.

Ivan’s mother rested a hand on mine. ‘You’re very pale.’ She looked at Ivan’s father. ‘I’m afraid we’ve scared him.’

I tried to shake my head, tried to reassure her. But I couldn’t think properly. And even though I didn’t understand exactly what was going on, one thing I knew for certain: this wasn’t a dream. It was too real for that, much too real.

‘There will be a war,’ I told them, my voice urgent now, ‘a world war, and Hitler will try to take over Europe. And when he does it, he’ll kill millions of people.’

Ivan’s father was staring at me, the smile still dancing on his lips. ‘Adolf Hitler is certainly a madman,’ he said softly, ‘and he might well cause enormous upheaval in Germany, but Europe is not Germany and the rest of us are not so easily taken in by his rhetoric. Of course, it’s wise to take the odd precaution, but becoming hysterical isn’t going to help. And besides, where are we now? In Germany itself — right here in Nuremberg.’ He lifted his hands towards me. ‘Look around you: everyone is friendly, everything is peaceful.’ Then he lowered his voice. ‘Yes, Hitler is a madman, I agree with that. But he can’t last. Let him have his marches, his rallies. The people will tire of him soon enough. We just need to wait a bit longer, until everything returns to normal.’

Ivan’s mother turned to him. ‘But you said it yourself, Martin: the man is mad. Which means anything is possible. I’ve been saying it for months now. Perhaps the boy is right. Perhaps we need to think of our options. Perhaps —’

‘But Greta, what would a boy know?’ he interrupted. ‘What would a boy know about European leadership? Only what he’s overheard. And who knows what he’s been listening to?’

He was speaking as though I wasn’t even there, as though I knew nothing at all. But I did know things: important things. I knew there would be a war. I knew that for certain.

‘There’s going to be a war,’ I insisted again, ‘and it will go on for years.’

Ivan’s father laughed. ‘Well, let’s hope you’re not right.’

But I was right — I absolutely was.

Ivan’s mother was staring at me now, really staring at me. Did she believe me even if her husband didn’t?

After a moment or two, she turned to Ivan. ‘I think I’ve left my reading glasses in the hotel room. Can you get them for me?’ she asked. ‘Take Leo with you — he can help you look.’

So I followed Ivan through the conservatory, past the reception desk and over to a wide wooden staircase. ‘Third floor,’ said Ivan, ‘I’ll race you.’

Easy, I thought as I sprinted ahead of him. By the time I’d reached the third floor, he was still a flight behind me.

‘I won,’ I called down.

Ivan shook his head then climbed the stairs, two by two, until he’d reached me. ‘It’s a race to the room and we aren’t at the room yet.’

‘But I don’t even know the number.’

Ivan’s face broke into a grin. ‘I do,’ he said as he ran down the corridor.

I took off after him, stopping when he did: outside a door marked 314.

‘Looks like I’m the winner,’ he said.

‘You could hardly call it fair though, could you?’

Ivan shrugged. ‘But you know what? I don’t think my mother even needed her glasses. I think she just wanted to get rid of us.’

I scrunched up my nose. ‘Why would she want to do that?’

‘So we didn’t hear them argue.’

‘About what?’

‘About Germany. She’s worried about what might happen here. And because Czechoslovakia is so close to Germany, she wants us to leave Prague. She’s from London and thinks we should go there. But my father won’t agree.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because of our business. And because he loves Prague too much to leave it. This is what he keeps saying.’

I gave that some thought. ‘But what about you? What do you think?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t want to leave either.’

He’d fished the room key out of his pocket but was having trouble fitting it into the lock. ‘And anyway, what’s this rubbish about a war? We’ve already had the Great War. And Papa says there won’t be another one.’ Giving the key another jiggle, he pushed the door open.

‘Well, your papa is wrong,’ I wanted to say as I followed him through. But when I looked up, I couldn’t utter a word.
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He was gone. He’d simply disappeared. The staircase and the hotel room had, too. They’d all just vanished.

And I was back. Back in the doorway of my little room as, behind me, the music box ground to a halt.

When it had stopped — completely stopped — my eyes began to droop and I felt myself starting to sway. So I wouldn’t lose my balance, I pressed my hand up against the doorframe. That’s when I started to yawn. Just one big yawn at first, but then I couldn’t stop. I just kept yawning and yawning. I was exhausted: too exhausted to try and work out what had just happened, too exhausted to make any sense of it at all.

I just needed to go to bed. So I did. I switched off the light, I closed the door behind me and I went back to bed.

*

When I opened my eyes again, the sun was streaming in through the window. For a long time, I just lay there. I was too tired to get up but my mind was spinning too fast to let me sleep.

It hadn’t been a dream. Whatever had happened last night, it hadn’t been a dream. I was sure of it. I’d been there. I’d been in Germany. And I’d seen Hitler. I’d seen him with my very own eyes.

Moments later, doubt crept into me. For how could any of that be true? How could I have seen Adolf Hitler? How could I have found myself in a time that was already over?

It was impossible.

Absolutely impossible.

Wasn’t it?

My head was throbbing now, my thoughts tripping over each other as I tried to make sense of it all.

Only then did I notice how quiet the room was. When I turned my head, I understood why. Cooper’s bed was empty. With a rush of panic, I checked my alarm clock — 11.10. That’s what the red display was flashing.

11.10?

No-o-o-o! It couldn’t be that late, surely it couldn’t be. Why hadn’t anyone woken me?

I was already in my uniform, so that was a bonus. Well that’s what I thought until I lifted my arm. I’d need a shower after all.

Once I’d soaped myself up, washed myself off and hurried back to the bedroom, I found a clean uniform and got dressed as fast as I could. As soon as I was ready, I slung my schoolbag over my shoulder and hurried to the kitchen to grab my lunch. Then I stopped. Troy was sitting at the kitchen table, still in his pyjamas. Julia was there, too, in her dressing gown.

Troy sniggered. ‘Does the word “Saturday” mean anything to you?’

My shoulders sagged. ‘Saturday?’

He let out a guffaw that sounded more like a burp. ‘You’re an idiot, Leo.’

‘Troy,’ said Julia, a warning note in her voice, ‘I think —’

But no one found out what she thought for, at that very moment, the telephone rang.

Julia answered it with a smile. ‘Hello?’

Straightaway, her smile fell. ‘When?’

I watched her lips flatten as her hands tightened around the phone. ‘And that’s definite?’

What was all that about? I wondered as I made myself toast and sat at the table to eat it.

Through the glass doors that led into the yard, I could see Cooper pounding a stick into the ground. He was alone at first, then my dad was there too, smiling to himself as he crept up to give Cooper a poke in the back.

Quick as a flash, Cooper spun around, a scowl on his face, hand pulled back, ready to attack. When he saw it was Dad, he froze, quickly rearranging his scowl into a smile: a big fat fake smile that my dad returned with a real one.

There was a rugby ball lying on the grass and I watched on as Dad bent down to scoop it up. I played soccer and sometimes Dad would kick a ball with me, but I’d never seen him play rugby. And now there he was, throwing the ball to Cooper like some stupid he-man.

Catching my eye, Dad waved at me to come out. ‘Join us,’ he mouthed.

I shrugged, pretending not to understand. An awful thought had sprung into my head. Maybe Dad liked Cooper more than he liked me; maybe he liked this new family better than he liked our old one. I mean, it was possible. For sure it was. And that’s what I was still thinking about when Dad and Cooper tumbled through the kitchen door, puffed out and laughing.

Off the phone now, Julia was looking serious. ‘Boys,’ she said, but she was only looking at Cooper and Troy. ‘I just got word from your father — he’s back early.’

Troy and Cooper looked gobsmacked. Troy spoke first. ‘But he wasn’t supposed to be back for ages.’

‘Well, he’s back now. And he’s coming over this afternoon.’

Cooper’s eyes were shining. ‘How come he’s back so early?’

‘The tour finished early, or he got leave early. Something like that.’

The tour? I was confused for a moment then I remembered: Cooper and Troy’s dad was in the army.

Even though he wasn’t due until three, by 2.45 Cooper and Troy were already waiting outside with their bags. Their dad had a new car, Cooper told me, a new red Nissan that was pretty much a sports car. He’d even modified it to make it go faster.

Not that I’d be admitting it to Cooper, but that was pretty cool. I wished my dad had a red sports car instead of our old blue Toyota.

I was stretched out on my bed, happy — so happy — to be alone in the room. Propped up on my pillows, I could see out to the street, where Cooper and Troy were still waiting. It was well past three now and although I kept willing them to go, whenever I looked up, they were still there. When four o’clock came and they still hadn’t left, I started to worry. What if he didn’t come? What if Cooper and Troy stayed home all weekend after all?

Half an hour later, Julia joined them outside. Her face was serious and she had an arm around Cooper’s waist. But when she tried to put her other hand on Troy’s shoulder, he scowled and pulled away.

It was well after five when a red car pulled up outside the house.

I couldn’t believe it.

Yes, it was red, and yes, it did have mag wheels, but apart from that, it was just a hatchback. Just a normal hatchback, not a proper sports car at all.

The door opened and Graham climbed out. He looked exactly like Troy, except he was old and had short, spiky hair. Cooper headed straight for him. Troy didn’t. Julia didn’t either. They both just stayed where they were. Graham walked over to join them, Cooper trailing after him. Graham gave Julia a nod and Julia gave him one back. Neither of them smiled. Troy didn’t smile either. And when Graham ruffled his hair, he still didn’t smile. Cooper was smiling, though. I don’t think I’d ever seen him smile so hard.

When Graham headed back to the car with Cooper, Troy didn’t join them. Not at first. Not until Julia put a hand on his back and whispered to him. Only then did he pick up his bag and follow them to the car.

Without Cooper and Troy, the house was a different place. It was calm and peaceful and it made my whole body feel light. And the next morning when I woke up without Cooper in the room with me, I felt happier than I had in ages.

After lunch, Dad and I set up the chessboard on the kitchen table. Of all the pieces, the knights were my favourite. I loved how their manes curved behind them, a wildness in their eyes as they bared their teeth. Everything about them promised a fight. And that’s what I was looking for: a chess fight with my dad. It had been so long since it had just been him and me and a game.

I opened. From the first move I was on my guard, completely focused. When I was young, Dad would let me win. Things were different now. Now, Dad always had a fight on his hands. And today, I had him cornered in ten minutes.

‘Best of three?’ I suggested.

When Dad nodded, I smiled to myself. Once he got started, it wasn’t hard to keep him going. And if he lost the next game — which he probably would — we’d end up playing best of five instead, then best of seven, then best of nine. We always did.

I was waiting for Dad to make his move when I heard a voice at the front door. A disturbingly familiar voice. ‘Mum? Mum, you there?’

I frowned. They weren’t due back for another day. So what was Cooper doing here now?

Dad stood up. ‘I’d better see what’s happening.’

I felt the heat rise to my face. ‘No,’ I said, ‘you can’t. It’s your turn.’

But he was already gone.

‘You there, Mum?’ This time the voice was deeper. It was Troy and he was getting louder. ‘Mum! Mum?’

Quick footsteps padded up the hallway. ‘Troy, Cooper, what is it? What’s happened?’ Julia’s voice was high and anxious.

Troy sounded flat. ‘Something came up so Dad had to drop us off early.’

For a moment there was silence, then Julia let fly. ‘He hasn’t seen you for three months and then something came up? What came up?’

‘I don’t know. He didn’t say. Army stuff, I suppose.’ Cooper was sounding agitated. ‘I mean, that’s what happens when you’re in the army. You’ve got to be ready for stuff, for deployments and stuff.’

‘Although isn’t it a bit odd to get redeployed after, what, one day?’ asked Julia. I’d never heard her sound so angry.

‘Three weeks,’ said Cooper. ‘He got back three weeks ago.’

‘What?’ Julia was really exploding now. ‘And he only called yesterday?’

‘You don’t understand army regulations, Mum,’ Cooper told her. ‘You don’t just finish the deployment and that’s it. There’s other stuff to do, too.’

‘Like what?’ Julia’s voice wasn’t angry any more. Now it was icy.

Cooper was angry though. He was really angry. ‘Well, I don’t know, paperwork and that. There’s always heaps of paperwork, isn’t there? And why are you asking me all this stuff anyway? Why do you always ask me this stuff about Dad? Don’t you believe me or something?’

When Julia didn’t answer, my dad took over. ‘Cooper,’ he said, ‘let’s go into the lounge room so you can calm down a bit.’ His voice was soft and very cautious. ‘You don’t need to get so upset. Your mum just wants to make sure you’re okay, that’s all.’

I felt my hands curl into tight fists. Well, why wouldn’t he be okay? So their dad dropped them off early. Big deal. It wasn’t like he’d died or anything.

My mum had, and I didn’t get to have a tantrum about that, did I? I didn’t get to talk about her at all. So why was it okay for Cooper to shout and scream just because he didn’t get to spend the whole weekend with his dad? Why was it okay for Cooper to lose it, but not me? And also, why was it fine for my dad to spend heaps of time with Troy and Cooper and hardly any time just with me? But I couldn’t talk about that, either. Because if I did, I knew exactly what Dad would say: We’re a family now, Leo, and families spend time together. Well, I was over that. Completely over it. I didn’t want to spend time with Troy and Cooper and I didn’t want to have to share my dad with them either.

I was getting angry now. And if I wasn’t careful, I might just tell them all why: because I hated Cooper and I hated Troy and I hated being part of this stupid new family.

I couldn’t stand it. I couldn’t stand listening to them, I couldn’t stand being anywhere near them. I just wanted to be gone. I was tempted to run away but had no idea where I’d go. So I made my way to the garage and into the one place I knew I could be alone.

As soon as I’d closed the door behind me, I collapsed into my beanbag. Resting my chin on my knees, I curled myself into a ball.

‘I hate them, I hate them, I hate them,’ I hissed to myself, over and over again. ‘I hate Cooper and I hate Troy and I hate being here.’

And then, to my horror, I started to cry. Just a few tears at first, then more and more, until soon they were streaming down to my chin and dripping onto my neck.

‘I don’t want to be here,’ I whispered into the air. ‘I really, really don’t want to be here.’

For a long time I stayed like that, cocooned in my beanbag, and when I finally stood up, my legs were stiff. I wiped my eyes, took a deep breath, stood up and stretched.

I felt better then. Much better. And when I saw the music box, just sitting there on the shelf, I had an idea, one that made a spark of excitement flicker inside me. As I reached for it — tentatively at first — my excitement grew. Running my hand down the back of the music box, I pressed into the hollow, and there it was again: my grandfather’s watch. Circling the glass face with my finger, I pressed the leather strap between my thumb and finger. Then, leaving it inside, I pushed the drawer closed.

When I reached under the music box, my hand began to shake, the winding key cold on my skin as I began to turn it. This time, I turned it seven times before it wouldn’t turn any further.

Then the music started to play.

I could be gone. Once more, I could be gone. All I had to do was walk through the door and I’d be off.

Wouldn’t I?

Tingling with anticipation, I put the music box back on the shelf and took a step towards the door. Then I hesitated. What if nothing happened? What if I’d imagined it all?

Keep going, a small voice inside me insisted, keep going anyway.

So I kept going. I headed to the door, I reached out for the handle and, closing my eyes, I turned it.
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Then I opened my eyes again.

A bathroom.

I was in a bathroom, my hand around the gold handle of a closed door.

How weird was that? Of all the places to find myself, there I was in a bathroom! It was so ridiculous, it made me want to laugh.

The bathroom itself was enormous, its walls covered in gold-coloured tiles and a giant gold-framed mirror.

But where exactly was I? That’s what I needed to know. Turning the handle, I pushed the door open, bracing myself for what I might find.

I didn’t expect to hear screaming; screaming so loud it almost made me start up too.

The screaming was coming from a woman. A woman I recognised. Ivan’s mother, that’s who it was.

‘It’s me,’ I said to her in German. ‘Me, Leo.’

For a moment, she fell silent. ‘Who?’

‘Leo. I saw you in Germany. In the hotel, with Ivan. After he’d gone for the newspaper. Do you remember?’

Something in her eyes changed. ‘We were on holidays,’ she said slowly. ‘On holidays in Nuremberg. You saw Adolf Hitler. You and Ivan, you both saw him.’

I nodded.

‘Ivan said you just disappeared. First you were behind him, then you were nowhere to be seen. My husband checked for his wallet — he had you for a pickpocket.’ The hint of a smile flickered across her face before it disappeared again. ‘Of course, none of that explains what you’re doing here in my hotel room.’

Looking past her, I saw two sofas — purple velvet sofas — beside a gold-painted cabinet. The floor was covered with thick rugs and the walls were curved. The windows were curved, too, and through the glass I could see a river and snow-covered trees.

‘What is this?’ I murmured.

She gave me a curious look. ‘Do you speak English?’

I flushed. Had I slipped into English by mistake?

‘Well, that’s interesting,’ she said, switching to English now, too. ‘Although it still doesn’t explain what you’re doing here in Switzerland.’

I tried to think of something to tell her. Anything, really. But nothing came to me. Except for the truth, that is.

So that’s what I told her. I told her where I was from and that I was as confused as she was; that I had absolutely no idea how I’d come to be there and that it wasn’t the first time I’d ended up somewhere unexpected.

Once I’d finished, I waited for her to start screaming again, or, even worse, burst out laughing.

Instead, she looked thoughtful.

‘A music box,’ she murmured. ‘Your mother’s music box. How extraordinary. How absolutely extraordinary.’

I nodded. She was the only person I’d told and, to be honest, it felt good to share it with someone.

‘So you even came to Prague, to our house?’

‘You didn’t see me,’ I said. ‘I saw you, though. I heard you, too. You were talking to Ivan. In German.’

She nodded. ‘We mostly speak German. Sometimes English but more often German.’

How strange. ‘But shouldn’t you be speaking Czechoslovakian?’ I ventured.

‘We speak Czech, too,’ she said. ‘In the shops, with some of our acquaintances. But in the family, with our friends, we speak German.’

That still didn’t make sense. ‘But why?’

‘Ivan’s father was taught in German; all his schooling was in German. Ivan’s, too. For many in Prague, this is simply how it is. A matter of history, really — the Austrians ruled for many years, and they are German speakers.’

She gave a small smile. ‘Of course, it’s a useful language and we often holiday in Germany. Used to,’ she corrected herself. ‘Not lately, though. Not since things became so much worse.’

‘Worse?’ I echoed.

She took a long look at me. ‘Where do I start? At first we thought it would be short-lived, the madness overtaking Germany. We truly believed the German people would come to their senses, but it’s been years. And now that maniac wants to take Czechoslovakia, too. Already he has part of it, our Sudetenland. But that, it seems, is not enough. Some say he won’t stop until he has all of Europe.’

Even as she spoke, another voice was filling my head. A familiar voice — Mr Sheridan’s voice — as his words came flooding back to me. ‘He won’t win,’ I heard myself say. ‘In the end, Adolf Hitler loses, and on the thirtieth of April 1945, he kills himself.’

‘Nineteen forty-five?’ she murmured. ‘So late?’

She was quiet then. For a moment, everything was. Until a sharp ringing made us both jump.

The noise was coming from the other side of her room. I followed her to it, into the most amazing bedroom I’d ever seen. Everything was silvery-gold: the bedspread, the bedhead, the wardrobe, the bedside tables. On the bedside table closest to us, an old-fashioned telephone was ringing. Ivan’s mother sat on the bed to answer it.

‘Hallo?’ she said, her German soft.

Her head tilted to the side as she listened. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘yes, I’ll take the call.’

For a long time, she stayed quiet. When she spoke, her voice was gentle.

‘Yes, Martin,’ she said. ‘I’ll go now. Right now.’

Once she’d ended the call, she stared at the telephone. Then she cleared her throat and gave me a frown. ‘I have some business at the bank,’ she said. ‘The question is: what do I do with you?’

With me? I had no idea. ‘Well, I could stay here,’ I began before I let my voice taper away. I didn’t really want to stay in a hotel room when I could be out discovering just where I’d turned up this time.

‘Or,’ I added, my voice rising, ‘I could come with you.’

She took her time to answer. ‘Yes,’ she said finally, ‘I suppose you could. Would you prefer that?’

When I nodded, she ran a finger over her lips. ‘All right,’ she said slowly, as though the decision had been difficult to make, ‘you can come. Quite frankly, I can’t stand dealing with the business side of things. It makes me nervous. So I could do with a bit of moral support.’ Her mouth lifted a fraction. ‘That can be your job.’

Then she grimaced. ‘You’ll need some decent clothes, though. You can’t possibly go like that. You look appalling and, besides, you’ll freeze.’

She was right about the weather: my thongs, board shorts and singlet top wouldn’t be great in the snow.

‘Lucky for you,’ she continued, ‘I brought some of Ivan’s things with me. There’s an excellent tailor here and I was planning to get some of his clothes copied.’ Tilting her head, she sized me up. ‘They should fit you.’

She had to be joking. Ivan was tiny: there was no way his clothes would fit. I shook my head. ‘They’ll be way too small.’

She gave me a doubtful smile. ‘How old are you?’

I pulled myself up to full height. ‘Thirteen.’

‘And Ivan is eleven,’ she replied, ‘but taller, I think.’

The wardrobe was behind her and, turning to open the doors, she began to sift through the clothes hanging in it.

She took out a pair of trousers, a shirt, a strange sort of vest and a long woollen coat. Then she bent down to pull out a pair of shoes. ‘I packed these at the last minute,’ she said, ‘so I could get him some more while I was here. But I don’t have any socks. Or a tie.’

A tie? No way would I be wearing a tie. Socks would have been good, though.

I slipped the trousers straight over my board shorts and put on the shirt and the weird vest thing over my singlet top. To my surprise, rather than being too small, it was all a bit big.

Ivan’s mother took a good look at me. ‘Better,’ she said with a smile. ‘Not perfect, but better. Much better.’

*

It was cold outside and my feet were freezing. The ground crunched under my shoes and snow circled in the air before landing in my hair, on my cheeks, in my eyelashes and on my lips. I wanted to lift my head to the sky and stick out my tongue to try to catch a snowflake, but Ivan’s mother was walking so quickly I just about had to run to keep up with her.

She stopped in front of a large building with a wide door and pressed the door bell beside it. After a moment, the door creaked open. Standing in front of us was a smartly dressed man in black trousers and a long grey jacket. ‘Mr Joulain won’t keep you long,’ he said, leading us to a building beyond a small courtyard before ushering us into a waiting area.

He was right: we weren’t waiting long. Five minutes later, a tall man was standing beside us. ‘Mrs Mandl, such a pleasure,’ he said with a smile before his eyes rested on me.

Ivan’s mother nodded. ‘My nephew, Leo,’ she lied, her voice calm and assured. Then she turned to me. ‘Leo,’ she said, ‘this is Mr Joulain.’

Mr Joulain clicked his heels together before shaking my hand. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you. How good of you to accompany your aunt.’ His German was odd: his accent making the words sound slippery. He’d turned away from me now and was heading up a wood-lined hallway. ‘This way,’ he said, and we followed.

He led us into a large office with patterned carpets on the floor and dark paintings on the walls. Sitting himself behind an enormous desk with a neat pile of paperwork to one side, he motioned for us to sit down in front of him. ‘Just a renewal then?’ he asked as he reached for his papers.

Ivan’s mother nodded.

‘For how long?’

She hesitated. ‘Seven years?’

He looked surprised. ‘Seven years? That’s a long time.’

‘Yes,’ she said, with a strained sort of smile, ‘it is.’

He slid a sheet of paper over to her. ‘I’ll just need you to sign here for me.’ There were two dotted lines at the bottom of the sheet. She wrote Greta Mandl on the top line, 14 March 1939 on the bottom line then handed it back to him.

‘I should like to see the deposit box,’ she said.

He didn’t hesitate. ‘But of course.’

‘Me too?’ I whispered, louder this time, as we followed Mr Joulain out of the office and further down the hallway.

‘Are you trustworthy?’ she replied.

Puzzled by the question, I just nodded.

‘I’m not at all sure why I should believe you,’ she murmured, ‘but for some reason I do.’ She gave my arm a quick squeeze. ‘Come on, then. This is the interesting part.’

Mr Joulain had brought us to the top of a set of wide marble stairs. At the bottom of the stairs was a brass door with a steering wheel sort of thing in the middle instead of a normal doorknob. Holding on with both hands, he turned the wheel thing a bit to the left, then a bit to the right and again to the left: it was the door to a safe! My mind went wild as I imagined a place piled high with jewels and gold and silver. But although it had hundreds of brass doors lining the walls, the room we walked into was empty. The doors themselves were different sizes. Some were narrow and some were wide. Some were as tall as a wardrobe while others were the size of a large envelope. But they all had one thing in common: a number engraved on a brass plate.

We followed Mr Joulain to a door with the number 223 and stood back to watch as he flipped up the brass plate to reveal a lock with two keyholes. From his pocket, he took out a key and fitted it into the first of the keyholes. Then he motioned Ivan’s mother to come forward. She took a small key from her handbag and slid it into the second keyhole. Together, she and Mr Joulain turned their keys — both at the same time — and the tiny door swung open. Inside was a steel container the size of a shoe box.

Mr Joulain pulled the container out like a drawer then took us into a small room with a velvet-covered table and two upholstered chairs. Once he’d placed the box on the table, he left, closing the door after him.

For a moment I was worried. What if we got locked inside? What if Herr Joulain just slammed that brass door closed and we couldn’t get out? I shot a look at Ivan’s mother to see if she was having similar thoughts, but she didn’t seem at all concerned. She was so busy searching through her handbag, I don’t think she even noticed Mr Joulain leave.

‘Here it is,’ she said, holding a folded piece of paper up in her hand.

‘The inventory,’ she explained when I looked confused, ‘so I can check everything’s still here.’

As she lifted the lid of the steel box, my heart quickened in anticipation. In my mind, I saw a treasure chest, overflowing with gold and diamonds and pearls and rubies. But when I looked inside, well, to be honest, I felt disappointed. Yes, there were diamonds and pearls and rubies, but not that many, and they were all in rings or earrings or strung onto a chain or threaded onto a necklace. I’d imagined dipping my hand into a mound of sparkling stones before letting them slip through my fingers as they fell back into the box.

I must have looked crestfallen because Ivan’s mother began to laugh. ‘Not really Aladdin’s cave, is it? Most of it’s sentimental, more than anything. A lot of pieces have been passed down through the family, too.’

She picked up a string of pearls and laid them on the velvet cloth. ‘These belonged to Martin’s grandmother,’ she said. Next came a thin gold chain with three diamonds at the front of it. ‘This, too.’

One by one, Ivan’s mother brought out necklaces, bracelets, rings and earrings. When the box was almost empty, she lifted out a narrow leather case. Putting it on the table, she lifted the clasp to open it. Inside was a watch. It was almost the same as my opa’s watch — the one in my mum’s music box — but with a dark brown strap instead of a black one.

Picking it up, Ivan’s mother cradled the watch in her hands. ‘It belongs to my husband,’ she said softly. ‘I’ve always said he should wear it, instead of storing it away, but he insists on using his old one and saving this one.’

She passed it to me and when I looked at it more closely I saw the back had been engraved. For Martin, it said, from Greta, with love.

After I’d returned the watch to her, she slipped an emerald ring on her finger. ‘This is the first ring Martin ever gave me — Martin and Ivan, really.’ Holding her hand out, she wiggled her fingers to make it sparkle. ‘It was before we were married. We were out for lunch, just the three of us. Ivan himself was not quite three. Martin had the ring in his pocket, but wrapped up, and he asked Ivan to give it to me. Of course, Ivan made sure he was the one to unwrap it, not me. And when he handed me the box — minus the wrapping paper — I found the ring inside.’ She gave a soft smile. ‘It was a sign, I thought, that things might turn out well for us: that the three of us might become a family. So instead of returning to England, where I’d always lived, I stayed in Prague with Martin and Ivan. This ring, this lovely ring, reminds me of that time.’

But I wasn’t thinking about the ring.

She’s not his mother. ‘So why does Ivan say you’re his mother if you’re not?’ I asked her.

She answered with another soft smile. ‘I have long considered myself to be his mother. Indeed, Ivan started to call me Mama right from the time we were married. He decided this for himself, even though he was only four. His mother died when he was just a baby, so he doesn’t really remember her at all.’

‘I do,’ I said, so quickly I must have interrupted her. ‘I remember my mother.’

She went quiet. Really quiet. ‘How old were you?’

I swallowed. ‘Eleven,’ I said softly. ‘My dad got married again, too. But I just call her Julia.’

‘And what is she like, this Julia?’

The question took me by surprise. No one had asked me this before and I wasn’t quite sure what to say. ‘She’s happy,’ I ventured. ‘She’s happy and she’s nice.’

‘That’s good.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed. She was right: it was good. But Cooper and Troy weren’t happy and they weren’t nice, and that wasn’t good. And for some reason, that’s exactly what I started telling her. Once I’d finished — after I’d told her just how much I hated them both — I waited for her to give me a lecture, to tell me it was wrong to feel like that, especially now we were supposed to be a family.

She just shrugged. ‘Some people are hard to like; sometimes the best you can do is to tolerate those people you can’t avoid.’

We didn’t get trapped in the bank, after all. There was a telephone in the entrance area and, once she was finished, Ivan’s mother called Mr Joulain to come and get us.

After that, we walked back to the hotel to have lunch in the restaurant. But when the waiter came to take our order, Ivan’s mother didn’t even look at the menu.

‘Fondue,’ she announced instead. ‘We’re in Switzerland so we must have fondue.’

Fondue?

What was that?

I remained puzzled when the waiter returned with a mini camping stove to place in the middle of our table. Once he’d set a pot of thick yellow soup on top of it and brought us a basket of bread and two long skinny forks with wooden handles, I was even more confused.

Ivan’s mother wasn’t confused, though. Without a moment’s hesitation, she stabbed a piece of bread onto her fork, dipped it into the pot, lifted it out, twirled it around and popped it into her mouth.

At first, I just stared at her, astonished. Then mustering up my courage — what if I dropped the bread, what if I couldn’t twirl it properly, what if it tasted really awful — I copied her.

When I bit into the bread and the yellow stuff, I frowned. Cheese. It tasted like cheese. But good, not like sandwich cheese.

A few minutes later, the waiter returned to our table. When he spoke, he sounded agitated. ‘There’s a call for you: an urgent call from your husband.’

The telephone was in the corner of the restaurant, just across from the toilets. ‘The cord should reach to your table,’ the waiter assured us. ‘Otherwise, I can transfer the call to your room.’

Ivan’s mother shook her head. ‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘I’ll take it here.’

When she answered the call, her voice was high and rushed. ‘Hallo, Martin? What’s happened?’

I couldn’t hear his answer, I could only watch her face for clues. ‘No,’ she whispered as her eyes widened then closed. ‘Oh Martin, no.’

When the call was over, she just stared at me. ‘They’ve come to Prague,’ she said finally. ‘And no one stopped them.’

I had no idea what she was talking about. ‘Who?’ I asked her. ‘Who’s come to Prague?’

‘The Germans. They’ve taken over Prague, and all of Bohemia. Moravia, too. They just stormed in and took it. As easy as that. And I am here, and Martin and Ivan are still there.’ She was crying now, very softly, the tears running down her face and spilling onto the tablecloth.

It shocked me to see it. Don’t cry, I wanted to implore her, please don’t cry.

She put a hand in her jacket pocket and, pulling out a handkerchief, began to wipe her face.

‘Martin has forbidden me to return,’ she said. ‘He wants me to go to England and wait for them to join me. Months and months ago, I warned him. “Go now,” I told him. “It will only get worse,” I said. But there was always a reason not to leave.’

She took a deep breath.

‘My husband owns a factory, you see, a paint factory: one that has been in the family for many years. It has an excellent reputation and we have many clients. Everyone uses Mandl paints: even the national rail system. When Ivan was little, Martin would point the trains out to him. “See that?” he would say. “That’s our paint; that’s Mandl paint.” So whenever I spoke of leaving Prague, there was always the factory to consider and how it would continue without him. I understood his concerns. They were reasonable concerns. But these are not reasonable times.’ She shook her head. Over and over she shook her head. ‘“I’ll think about it.” That’s all he’d say. And the decision would be put off for a few months, then a few more.’

Her face was pale now. ‘We’d planned to come here together — the three of us — to attend to the jewellery and some other banking matters, but also to have a holiday. At the last minute there was a problem with the factory so, instead of us all having a holiday, I ended up coming alone.’ Her voice tightened. ‘And now, in Prague, it’s a catastrophe.’ Her eyes were darting around, as though she couldn’t quite gather her thoughts.

‘The jewellery,’ she said, her voice so quiet she could have been talking to herself. ‘I’ll need to take it with me.’

‘To England?’ I whispered.

She nodded. ‘In case I need to sell it.’

I hesitated. ‘All of it?’

For a moment she said nothing. She just gave me a small, sad smile. ‘I don’t know,’ she said finally. ‘I hope not.’

I wanted to comfort her but I didn’t know how. ‘What can I do?’ I asked her, my voice very soft. ‘To help, I mean.’

It was a silly question. I knew that. I mean, how could some kid like me do anything at all? And, feeling myself blush, I waited for her to tell me just that.

But blinking back her tears, she took a deep breath. ‘I’ve got no idea how you’ve come to be here,’ she said slowly, ‘but there’s something special about you. And for some reason, I trust you. It seems to me you’re a good person, and I need you to look after Martin and Ivan. Can you do that for me, Leo?’ Her voice was sharper now, sharp and panic-stricken.

All I could do was stare at her. How could I look after anyone else when I could hardly even manage my own life?

She was pleading with me, actually pleading. ‘Please, Leo,’ she said, ‘please.’

So what could I say?

Yes.

That’s what I told her.

Yes, I would look after them. Of course I would.

But it felt like a lie and the moment I said it, I began to feel sick. Really sick. Pushing my chair back, I ran from the table to try to get to the toilet on time. I only just made it, my stomach spasming hard as over and over I vomited. I vomited so hard my eyes watered and my stomach ached, my whole body weighed down by the promise I’d made to her. A promise I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep.

People had made promises to me. All sorts of people had made all sorts of promises to me. My mum would get better, they tried to tell me. But she hadn’t, had she? And no one had been able to do anything about it. Especially not me. I hadn’t been able to make her better — I’d just watched her get sicker and sicker instead.

And now, how could I possibly look after Ivan and his father? How could I possibly protect either of them?

There was a large mirror over the sink and, as I stared into it, I tried to practise what I would tell her. ‘I’m sorry.’ That’s how I’d begin. ‘I’m really sorry but I’m not the right person. You’ll need to find someone else.’ It wouldn’t be easy to say, but at least it would be honest.

I took a long, last look at myself in the mirror before I pushed the door open to step back into the restaurant.
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But I didn’t step back into the restaurant at all. For the restaurant was gone, and I was back where I’d started, standing in the doorway to my secret room. Behind me, the music box was still playing, slower and slower until finally it stopped.

To be honest, I was relieved. I wouldn’t have to face Ivan’s mother after all. I wouldn’t have to look her in the eyes and say, ‘I’m sorry, I can’t do it. I can’t look after them for you.’

I could hear voices coming from the house. Cooper and Troy were still sounding upset and Julia and Dad seemed to be trying to soothe them. I couldn’t hear what they were saying but I didn’t really want to know. Whatever had happened with Cooper and Troy and their father, well, I just wanted to keep right out of it. So I stayed in my hideaway room, and only when things had quietened down did I venture back into the house again.

The bedroom door was slightly ajar and, pushing it open, I walked inside. It was very quiet and for a moment, I thought I had the room to myself.

But I didn’t. Cooper was there, too, sitting on the floor, knees pulled up tight, his head resting against the bed.

‘Oh,’ I said, taken by surprise. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

Cooper’s head bobbed but he didn’t reply.

I’d never seen Cooper like that before — so quiet and, well, so sad. I had no idea what I should do.

Give him some space, I decided. That’s what I’d want. So I grabbed my book — Adrian Mole, because it made me laugh — and headed back out again.

I was in the doorway when I turned back to look at him. ‘You okay?’

At first, he didn’t reply. ‘Yep,’ he said finally, his voice low.

‘That’s good,’ I murmured before I closed the door behind me.

*

As I passed through the school gates the next morning, an arm dropped over my shoulders. It was George. ‘I’ve thought of the best way to get out of PE,’ he announced.

I smiled. George was always thinking of ways of avoiding PE.

‘So, what is it this time?’

‘Diarrhoea. I’m going to fake it.’

I grimaced. ‘How?’

‘Who cares? I mean, no one’s actually going to ask for proof, are they? And who’s going to make me do a whole lot of running and bending and jumping if they think I’ve got the squirts? So I’m just going to fake it.’

‘You reckon that will work?’

‘Probably. Better than making myself vomit.’

‘Make yourself vomit?’ Just thinking about it made me feel queasy. ‘Can you actually do that?’

‘Don’t know — never tried. Never tried injecting myself with milk either.’

That was a weird thing to say. ‘Why would you inject yourself with milk?’

‘To get a fever. That’s what you do if you want to give yourself one.’

I swallowed. ‘Inject yourself with milk? How?’

He shrugged. ‘With a needle, I suppose. Like when you get immunised or whatever. You know, they stick it in your arm, or in your bum.’

I got a tetanus shot when I was bitten by a dog, so I knew what he meant. And my mum used to have needles. She had to have them a lot. Don’t go there, I warned myself, don’t think about it, especially not now.

Beside me, George hadn’t stopped talking. ‘After you inject the milk into your body, you get a really bad fever that makes you sick for days. That’s why I decided to fake diarrhoea instead. I mean, I don’t want to knock myself out, I just want to get out of doing laps around the oval.’

It worked: George got out of PE but instead of being sent to the library, like he’d hoped, he had to time the races instead.

He gave it one last shot. ‘But, miss, say I infect the rest of the class?’

Mrs Moore gave him a withering look. ‘Listen, George, it’s a bit of a coincidence to have this happening just in time for PE. I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt this time but don’t push it or I’ll send you out with the rest of the class, diarrhoea or no diarrhoea.’

He didn’t push it.

We were all on the oval now, clustered around Mrs Moore.

Her eyes swept over the lot of us but landed on me. ‘Next week is the school carnival and today we’ll be focusing on the eight-hundred-metre race. I want to see how fast you can run when you put your mind to it.’

It was a challenge: one that seemed to be directed straight at me. And I found myself wanting to rise to it, wanting to run just as hard as I could, so I could show her exactly what I could do.

I started fast, fast enough to be right at the front. Then I ran even faster. Faster and faster. So fast my head was throbbing as I reached the final straight; throbbing so hard I thought my skull might burst.

George clocked it: 2:20.34.

It was a Personal Best.

It was my best time ever.

Still buzzing with excitement, I just about sprinted to training that afternoon.

A PB! I’d done a PB! Mr Livingston would be pleased. He’d be really pleased.

And he was.

‘A PB, Leo,’ he said, a smile hovering on his lips. ‘That’s really quite something.’

‘For the eight hundred?’ asked Sandy.

I nodded. ‘2:20.34,’ I said, trying not to sound like I was showing off. I couldn’t help smiling though.

‘And that’s a PB?’ Sandy sounded surprised. ‘I thought you’d be faster than that.’

The smile froze on my lips as I felt myself flush.

‘I think a simple “congratulations” is in order, Sandy, don’t you?’ asked Mr Livingston. His voice was measured but there was a note of warning in it. ‘Leo is new to this endeavour and his achievement is a strong one. You of all people should understand that.’

Now Sandy was the one looking uncomfortable. Mr Livingston laid a hand on her shoulder. ‘If it is the race that is bothering you, Sandy, you can relax a little. You are well prepared, so you have nothing to fear.’

My ears pricked up. ‘What race?’

‘The state championships,’ she muttered.

‘Yes,’ said Mr Livingston. ‘Next week, our Sandy will be competing at the Catholic Schools Championships.’ He gave her shoulder a squeeze. ‘And she will do very well.’

Sandy seemed less confident. ‘But say I don’t?’

Mr Livingston made a tutting noise. ‘It is not such a random thing as that. You are well prepared, so the body is not the problem, only the mind. The thoughts that make you doubt yourself: these are the ones to control. To these thoughts you must say, “You are not helpful to me.”’

I looked up at him, eyes scrunched. ‘But say the thoughts are bad because there are bad things around you, things you can’t control. What do you do then?’

‘In my experience,’ said Mr Livingston, ‘even at your most hopeless, there is always something you can control. The trick is to identify exactly what it is. In the meantime, you must remember to breathe: to breathe in, to breathe out. This will give you the focus you need, especially when times are difficult.’

We trained hard and once we’d finished I was so sore I hardly had the energy to pull my school uniform over my running clothes. My legs ached on the walk home and by the time I arrived I was starving.

‘Hey, Leo!’ I heard when I went to dump my bag in the bedroom. As soon as I looked up, something hard and wet hit me on the cheek. When I slapped my hand to it, I found a ball of paper stuck to my skin.

The room filled with Cooper’s cackling. ‘Perfect shot,’ he said as I wiped the paper off my cheek. ‘You know how I got it so wet? I chewed it up, then I spat on it. And you know how I got you such a good one?’ He held up an empty plastic pen. ‘With this. Easy as!’

I couldn’t stand it. Couldn’t stand looking at him; couldn’t stand his voice; couldn’t stand being in the same room as him. Throwing my bag over to my side of the room, I headed for the kitchen where Julia was cooking dinner.

‘Lasagne?’ I asked, hopeful.

She smiled. ‘Ah-huh. Another twenty minutes or so and it’ll be done.’

But I’m hungry now, I wanted to protest, even as I forced out a smile.

‘You want to make the garlic bread?’ she suggested.

I nodded: anything to get my mind off how hungry I was. I’d never actually made garlic bread before but Julia told me how, and once I’d done it and wrapped it in foil, I felt pleased with myself.

That’s when Troy came bursting in. ‘I’m starved,’ he announced.

‘Ten minutes,’ Julia told him.

He gave a really loud sigh. ‘But I can’t wait ten minutes. I’m heaps starving.’

‘Have a piece of fruit,’ she said.

‘But I’m not starving for fruit,’ he whined. ‘I’m starving for dinner.’

The table was already set and, sitting himself down at it, Troy picked up a knife and fork and started banging them.

‘That’s really annoying,’ said Julia. ‘Give it a rest.’

But he didn’t. He just kept banging. I wanted to wrench the knife and fork out of Troy’s hands and throw them — and Troy — right across the room.

I didn’t though. I just stared at him in disbelief before I left the kitchen, grabbing an apple on the way. Storming down the hall, I walked through the garage and across to the only place in the whole house where I could be by myself. Sinking into the beanbag, I bit into my apple. Why, I fumed, did Troy and Cooper have to wreck everything?

In front of me, the music box gleamed on the shelf, goading me to pick it up. So I did. Once I’d finished my apple, I stood up, I took the music box off the shelf and I ran my finger along the bars of its silver cage. I slid open the drawer, I took out my opa’s watch and I wound it up, smiling to hear its gentle ticking, before carefully putting it away again.

Reaching under the music box, I found the winding key and began to turn it. It turned easily. Four, five, six times it turned and, when it didn’t stop, I didn’t stop either. Four more times I turned the key until it wouldn’t turn any further. The moment I let go, the music began to play.

‘Now what?’ I asked myself, but the answer was clear: I was already stepping towards the door. Squeezing my eyes closed, I pushed it open.
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When I opened my eyes, I knew exactly where I was: there was Ivan’s train set, right in front of me. And before I could stop myself, I’d flicked up the controller so I could watch the train circle the tracks: past the platform, under the tunnel, back out and past the platform once more.

That’s when the shouting started. Swivelling around, I saw a boy standing in the doorway. He was taller and older than me and he was yelling at me in German.

‘Ivan?’ I ventured.

That shut him up. For a moment he just stared at me, as though trying to place me. ‘Leo,’ he said finally, ‘is that you?’

When I nodded, he looked perplexed. ‘But why haven’t you grown? I mean, how old are you?’

I swallowed. ‘Thirteen.’

He shook his head. ‘But how can you only be thirteen, when I’m already fifteen?’

I shrugged. What else could I do? If I didn’t understand it, how could I explain it to him? ‘Your mother,’ I said instead, ‘is she all right?’

He flinched. ‘What do you know about my mother?’ he snapped.

I shook my head. ‘Nothing. I don’t know anything. Not — not r-really.’ I was starting to stammer now. ‘It’s just that I saw her. In Switzerland.’

Ivan took a long look at me. ‘Who are you?’ he whispered. He didn’t seem angry any more. He sounded nervous and confused. ‘And what are you doing here?’

Again I shook my head, then I told him the truth. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing here.’

‘What do you mean?’ An edge had crept back into his voice. ‘You’re in my room. You must know how you got here.’

‘But I don’t,’ I insisted. ‘I just found myself here.’

‘What, like sleepwalking?’

‘No, not like sleepwalking.’ I really didn’t know how to describe it. ‘It’s sort of dreaming, only it’s not.’

Ivan looked mystified. ‘What, like magic?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

‘I don’t believe in magic,’ he said.

I nodded. ‘Neither do I.’

It wasn’t a lie. I didn’t believe in magic. I really didn’t. But my voice wavered as I said it.

‘It’s the music box,’ I said softly. ‘It’s something to do with my mum’s music box.’

Ivan raised an eyebrow. ‘A music box?’

‘An old one, a precious one. When I wind it up, when it starts to play, that’s when I can travel.’

‘Travel? What do you mean, travel?’

I took a deep breath. ‘From my time, back to your time.’ It sounded ridiculous, I knew it did. It sounded completely unbelievable. Bracing myself, I waited for him to burst out laughing.

But he didn’t. He didn’t laugh at all. Instead, he looked uneasy, wary even. ‘How far?’ he asked.

‘How far?’ I repeated, confused. ‘What do you mean?’

‘How far back do you go? How many years back?’

I hesitated. ‘Well, quite a lot, actually. It’s the year 2002 where I am.’

Ivan stared at me. ‘‘Two thousand and two? Are there flying cars?’

That made me laugh. ‘No, there aren’t any flying cars.’

‘And here?’ I asked him. ‘What year is it here?’

‘1942,’ he said slowly. ‘It’s 1942. We’re at war. And it’s going badly.’

‘He won’t win,’ I said quickly, trying to reassure him. ‘Hitler won’t win. Your mother knows. I told her, too.’

His head jerked up. ‘When you saw her — when you saw my mother — what happened?’

‘She took me to the bank,’ I replied. ‘And when we got back to the hotel, your dad rang, to tell her not to come back. Because of the war. Because it had started.’

Ivan bit down on his bottom lip. ‘My father wanted her to go to London. She’s English and he thought she’d be safe there. It’s just —’ His voice wavered. ‘It’s just, well, we haven’t heard anything, so we don’t know where she is. Because nothing gets through from London any more: no letters, no telegrams, no phone calls, nothing.’

He was crying now, tears running down his face — no, pouring down his face — though he tried to slap them away.

‘And your dad?’ I asked, my voice very soft now.

‘He’s at the factory. They’re forcing people out of their businesses, but he’s been lucky so far.’

‘But isn’t he the owner? How can they get rid of him if he’s the owner?’

Ivan shrugged. ‘The Germans control everything now, so they can do whatever they like.’

I was about to ask more — there were so many things I still wanted to know — when he let out a shout. ‘Oh, God,’ he said, his eyes on the clock by his bed. ‘I’m going to be late.’

‘Late where?’

‘To school,’ he said as he headed out the door. ‘You can come if you like.’

At the end of the hallway was a staircase and at the bottom of the staircase was a wardrobe of winter coats. Ivan took a black one for himself and handed me a navy one. Sewn onto the front of both coats was a yellow star, the word Jude written inside it.

I frowned. ‘What’s that for?’

‘For us,’ said Ivan. ‘To show we’re Jewish.’

That made me laugh. ‘But I’m not Jewish.’

Tilting his head to the side, he took a good look at me. ‘You sure? Because I didn’t think I was, either. Not really. I mean, we don’t even go to synagogue.’ He felt around in his pocket. ‘Have a look at this,’ he said, ‘it’s my identity card.’

It looked like a passport but it had only one page. There was writing on one side and a photo of Ivan on the other. The writing was in German, some typed, the rest handwritten in swirling letters that were hard to read. Ivan Mandl — that much I could make out. But the word in the middle was more difficult to decipher. I-s-r-a-e-l? ‘Israel! Is that your middle name?’

‘No,’ he grunted. ‘Israel is not my middle name. Some German just decided to put it there. Every Jew has a new name: Israel if you’re male and Sara if you’re female. That way anyone can tell who’s a Jew and who’s not.’

I took another look at the card. Under Ivan’s photograph was a stamp of an eagle, its wings outstretched and its talons gripping onto a globe. On the globe was a symbol. It was a symbol I recognised: a Nazi symbol. ‘That’s a Nazi stamp!’ I exclaimed.

‘Shut up,’ hissed Ivan, ‘don’t say that word.’ He jabbed a finger at the stamp. ‘This is not a Nazi stamp. It’s the symbol of the National Socialist Party. Don’t ever say the word Nazi.’

What was he talking about?

‘Why not?’

He looked at me like I was some sort of idiot. ‘Don’t you know what it means to call someone a Nazi? It’s like calling them a . . . a peasant or an idiot. And if anyone hears you saying it, you’ll be arrested.’

I spread my arms out in front of me. ‘But there’s no one here. It’s just us.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘Things are different now. That’s what Papa keeps saying: it’s difficult to know who’s to be trusted, and who isn’t.’

‘You can trust me,’ I told him.

Ivan gave me the whisper of a smile. ‘Why would I trust an ignoramus who turns up out of nowhere and would have us both arrested?’

I lowered my voice. ‘But everyone calls them Nazis.’

Ivan shook his head. ‘Not here. Here, no one dares to.’

Ivan’s family didn’t have a driver any more so we had to take the tram. It was a really cold walk to the stop, made bearable only by the jam roll Ivan shared with me on the way. Waiting for the tram made me even colder, and by the time it arrived, my feet were completely numb.

Although the front carriages were almost empty, Ivan kept walking until we reached the last one. When we stepped inside, it was so full we both had to stand.

I didn’t get it. ‘Why are we here? There was heaps of room in the other carriages.’

Ivan said nothing. For the whole trip, he said nothing. Nobody else in the carriage said anything either. As I looked around, I saw what they all had in common: a yellow star sewn onto their coats.

‘Everybody’s Jewish,’ I whispered to Ivan.

‘Shut up,’ he hissed, ‘just shut up.’

Shut up yourself, I wanted to snap back. Instead I stayed quiet; as quiet as everyone else on that crowded carriage.

The moment we were off the tram, everything changed. People in the street kept waving and saying hello, and every man we passed stopped to tip his hat to us.

‘Everyone’s so friendly,’ I marvelled.

‘It’s to show support,’ said Ivan, ‘even though the Germans want them to shun us. That’s why everyone smiles at us, because they know we’re Jewish and they want to defy the Germans. It’s a protest against the sanctions.’

‘What sanctions?’

Ivan stiffened. ‘Not now. Shh.’

Two soldiers were standing in front of us. They wore dark green uniforms with stiff white collars, their trousers tucked into long, black boots. Each had a gun slung over his shoulder. On their heads they wore a metal helmet that looked like a kitchen bowl. It made me want to giggle. Wrapping his hand around my arm, Ivan gave it a hard squeeze. ‘Don’t look,’ he said, his voice clipped.

So I didn’t. With his hand just about cutting off my circulation, I didn’t even argue. Only when the soldiers were completely out of sight did he finally let go. ‘What the hell were you trying to do? Get us arrested?’

By now, I’d had enough. ‘What’s your problem?’ I snapped. ‘We weren’t doing anything. Why would they arrest us when we weren’t doing anything wrong?’

‘Because that’s what they do. They take Jews away. Jews like me.’

I ran my fingers over the yellow star on my coat. ‘Where to?’

‘To a town not far from here. Anyone who makes a fuss, anyone who comes to their attention, off they go.’

We were stopped in front of an apartment block now. To one side of the front door was a list of numbers, each with a small round buzzer next to it. Ivan ran a finger down to the number nine, then pressed the buzzer beside it. ‘Where are we going?’ I asked him.

When he didn’t answer, I tried again. ‘I said, where are we going?’

‘To visit a friend,’ he muttered.

I frowned. ‘But you said we were going to school.’

Before Ivan could answer, the door swung open and a red-haired girl was standing in front of us. She was almost as tall as Ivan and when she gave him a quizzical look — no, more than that, a worried look — he murmured something I didn’t catch. For a moment she hesitated then ushered us through.

She took us up a flight of stairs, then another and another. When we reached a door with the number nine on it, she opened it up and led us through a hallway and into a dining room. At the head of the table sat a serious-looking man with a clipped beard and closely cut grey hair.

‘Welcome to class,’ he said. His German was just like Ivan’s: clear and crisp.

Ivan tipped his head to the man, then touched my arm with the back of his hand. ‘Good morning, Herr Professor Roubicek. This is my cousin Leo, from Germany.’

I swallowed. ‘That’s right,’ I lied.

‘Ah, Germany,’ murmured Professor Roubicek, ‘despite everything, still the land of Bach and Beethoven. And where exactly are you from?’

I looked at him in alarm. Think, I told myself, and think quickly. ‘From Ulm,’ I managed to blurt out, ‘in Bavaria.’ This wasn’t completely untrue. It was where my grandparents had lived, although I could hardly remember anything about it.

The professor nodded. ‘A picturesque town. Medieval.’

He passed me a textbook. ‘Take a seat,’ he said. There were two empty chairs beside him, so I took one and Ivan took the other.

‘On page twenty-one, you’ll find a work by Rainer Maria Rilke, one of the finest poets the world has known.’ And once we’d found the page, the professor cleared his throat and began to read.

‘“The Panther”

‘His weary glance, from passing by the bars,

Has grown into a dazed and vacant stare;

It seems to him there are a thousand bars

And out beyond those bars the empty air.

‘The pad of his strong feet, that ceaseless sound

Of supple tread behind the iron bands,

Is like a dance of strength circling around,

While in the circle, stunned, a great will stands.’

While he read, I took a look around the table. Across from me was a girl with the palest, whitest skin I’d ever seen. Her hair was white, too; even her eyelashes were white. Beside her were two brown-eyed, brown haired girls who looked so similar they were almost identical. Twins, I thought. They must be twins. At the head of the table, and beside the red-haired girl, sat a thin boy who, like Ivan, had blond hair and blue eyes.

They all had yellow stars sewn onto their clothes — even Professor Roubicek, whose eyes were still fixed on the words in front of him as his calm, deep voice filled the room.

‘But there are times the pupils of his eyes

Dilate, the strong limbs stand alert, apart,

Tense with the flood of visions that arise

Only to sink and die within his heart.’

Then he looked up. ‘Such power in the words, yes? Listen to them: It seems to him there are a thousand bars and out beyond those bars the empty air. For that, surely, is how it is to be trapped: ten bars must feel like a thousand, and the cage must seem only a wasteland.’

A small smile lit his face. ‘So, my students, what do you think about this? If you were this panther, how would you best manage such a situation?’

The red-haired girl spoke first. ‘If there’s nothing to be done about it and no way out, there’s no point even looking beyond the bars. You should just focus on what you can do in the cage itself.’

Professor Roubicek nodded. ‘Adina is clearly from the school of making the best of a bad situation. Anyone else?’

‘If I was the panther,’ said the other blond-haired boy, ‘I’d wait for the zookeeper to come with my food, and when the door was open I’d charge at him and escape.’

Ivan rolled his eyes. ‘But as soon as you were out, they’d just shoot you.’

‘And you, Vilma?’ Professor Roubicek asked the pale white-haired girl. ‘What would you do?’

The girl’s hands were tightly clenched in front of her. ‘I’d pretend I was somewhere else.’

‘Why don’t you go to a proper school?’ I asked Ivan as we headed back to the tram.

‘Keep it down,’ he hissed.

I checked around for soldiers, but I couldn’t see any. ‘What’s the problem?’

He glared at me. ‘You’re speaking German — that’s the problem. You’re standing in the middle of the street and you’re yelling out to me in German.’

Now I was confused. ‘But we’ve been speaking German all morning.’

‘That’s different — I know those people. I’ve always spoken German to them. But that doesn’t mean I want to bellow it out on the street. Don’t you get it? The Germans are the enemy now — and no one wants to hear the language of the enemy on the streets.’ He lowered his voice. ‘More importantly, though, you must never, ever discuss the classes.’

I screwed up my nose. ‘Why not?’

‘Because what we’re doing — what Professor Roubicek is doing — is illegal.’ He was whispering now. ‘It’s completely illegal. The Germans have banned Jews from attending school; from having any schooling at all. Even private classes in private houses. It’s all illegal. That’s why you must never, ever speak of it.’

I was flabbergasted. Illegal? ‘So why do you still go if it’s illegal?’

Ivan took a deep breath. ‘Because once all this has finished and life is back to normal, I’ll need to matriculate. And to matriculate, I need to be educated. And to be educated, I need to go to school. That’s why.’

Ivan’s house was empty: his father was at the factory and the new housekeeper had gone for the day. Their old housekeeper, Frau Schultz, hadn’t wanted to quit. That’s what Ivan told me. She’d lived with them since Ivan was born and was practically part of the family. But non-Jews could no longer work for Jews, and Frau Schultz wasn’t Jewish.

The new housekeeper, Fräulein Winterberg, had just finished school. She wanted to go to medical school — but because Jews weren’t allowed to study now she was being a housekeeper instead.

Oddly enough, Mr Krahl — who wasn’t Jewish and so wasn’t their driver any more — was still living in the apartment at the back of Ivan’s house. I didn’t understand why, or why Ivan kept his voice very quiet as he tried to explain. ‘Papa said it was important not to create a fuss. Best to say nothing and just let Mr Krahl stay.’

Ivan’s house was big enough to have its own library. Covering the floor was a carpet so soft I wanted to lie down and curl up on it. On one side of the room was a leather sofa and on the other side, there were two leather armchairs. In between the armchairs was a low wooden cabinet, the wood so dark and polished the light seemed to dance from it. The cabinet lifted open from the top to reveal an old-fashioned record player.

Very carefully, Ivan lowered a record onto the player. A moment later, piano music filled the room, but so crackly and tinny it made me wince.

‘Isn’t it great?’ said Ivan. ‘We’re not supposed to have a gramophone. We should have handed it in to the Germans — that was the order — but because it’s hidden in the cabinet, so far we’ve managed to keep —’ He stopped mid-sentence, a finger to his lips.

Noises were coming from the front of the house. Ivan stopped the music then closed the lid of the cabinet.

‘It must be my father,’ he whispered. ‘I’m not supposed to be in here.’

‘Why not?’ I asked. I was whispering now too.

‘So no one finds out about the gramophone,’ he said, giving me a push. ‘Go upstairs and stay there.’

I did what he said and sprinted up to Ivan’s room. There were two pillows on Ivan’s bed and a blanket folded at the end of it. Taking the blanket and one of the pillows, I made a bed on the floor so I could lie down while I waited.

I must have fallen asleep because suddenly everything was black. I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. The first thing I saw was someone in Ivan’s bed. When I sat up, I saw it was Ivan, fast asleep.

My stomach started to growl. Because I was really, really hungry. Starving, in fact. I needed something to eat and I needed it straightaway. Creeping past Ivan, I tiptoed along the hallway, down the stairs and into the kitchen. I couldn’t risk turning on the light, so I tried to feel my way around instead. I ran my hand across a bench, over a stove and along something that might have been a small safe with a metal handle. It wasn’t, though. When I pulled on the handle, I realised it was a fridge: a square, squat, old-fashioned fridge. Inside I found slices of corned beef. I didn’t really like corned beef but I was so hungry I’d have had anything.

Once I’d eaten enough to stop the gnawing in my stomach, I left the kitchen and headed towards the staircase. That’s when I heard a noise. A voice? Curious, I followed it. It seemed to be coming from the library. The door was ajar but the library itself was in darkness. I heard a man’s voice, soft but very clear. Flattening myself against the wall, I tried to make out what was being said.

The words were English. Was it a radio broadcast?

‘My name is Henry Purcell and this is the BBC Home and Forces program. Here’s some excellent news that has come during the past hour in the form of a communiqué from Cairo. It says that the Axis forces in the Western desert after twelve days and nights of ceaseless attacks by our land and air forces are now in full retreat. It is known that the enemy’s losses have been exceptionally high.’

From somewhere inside the room came a murmur.

‘Gott sei dank.’ Thank God.

I started. Who was in there? I began to panic. I needed to leave, and now — because how could I possibly explain what I was doing there? Where would I even begin?

I heard a click as the radio went quiet, followed by the shuffle of furniture. Then I heard footsteps coming towards me. Help!

Stay very still, I told myself. Keeping flat to the wall, I held my breath as a figure passed through the doorway. It was a man: a tall man with a beard. Ivan’s father? It had to be.

For a long time — it seemed like forever — I stayed absolutely still. Just as I was about to slip upstairs again, I was stopped by the sound of more footsteps, but this time they were coming straight for me. If I didn’t move, I’d be discovered. Sliding through the door and into the library, I crouched behind one of the armchairs.

As the footsteps came closer, I heard the sound of breathing: a wheezing sort of breathing. Then the footsteps stopped. Someone was approaching the doorway. When a slash of light fell onto the carpet, I curled into the back of the armchair, hoping to make myself disappear. Only then did I try to peer out from the side of the chair.

There was a man in the room. A man with a torch in his hand. A man with a reddish moustache but no beard. Standing in front of one of the bookshelves, he pushed aside a row of books. I leant forward, trying to get a better view. What was he looking for?

He shone his torch into the space where the books had been. I saw why: that’s where the radio was hidden. It was large and square and wooden. For a moment the man shone his torch on it before pushing the books back in place. Then he slipped through the doorway and was gone.

I didn’t move. I stayed squashed behind the chair until I was sure he’d left. Only then did I venture out.

Silence. The hallway was empty. Still my heart raced as I headed up the stairs, down the hallway, back to Ivan’s room and into my own makeshift bed.

*

I woke to the sound of banging. When I opened my eyes, Ivan was sitting bolt upright, his face pale.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked.

He shook his head. ‘I’m not sure.’

The noise was coming from downstairs. We crept out of the room, stopping at the top of the staircase to peer between the railings. Meanwhile, the banging continued. Someone was thumping hard on the front door. There was shouting, too.

‘Aufmachen.’ Open up.

But no one did.

From behind us came the sound of footsteps. Ivan’s father — still in his dressing gown — was heading for the stairs.

‘Papa,’ cried Ivan, ‘what’s happening?’ His father placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Don’t come down,’ he said. ‘Whatever happens to me, don’t come down. Do you hear?’

When Ivan didn’t reply, his father raised his voice. ‘Ivan,’ he said, ‘what I am telling you is very important. Whatever happens, you are not to come down. Do you understand me?’

I watched Ivan hesitate. ‘Yes,’ he said finally. ‘I understand you.’

His father took a long, deep breath. ‘Thank you, my son.’

To me he said nothing at all. He didn’t seem to register I was even there. Instead, looking right ahead, he began to walk down the stairs. He took his time, as though refusing to be rushed, no matter how loud the banging or how urgent the shouting. When he reached the front doors, he paused before he opened them.

Two men burst in: one short, one tall. Both stood like soldiers — backs straight, heads high — although neither was in uniform.

‘Geheime Staatspolizei,’ said the shorter one, his voice very loud. ‘Are you Martin Mandl?’

My heart started pounding. It was the secret police: the Gestapo.

Ivan’s father nodded. He was also standing very straight. I wasn’t. I was so frightened I could feel my body curling up: my back hunching over, my legs pulling into my chest.

The shorter man kept talking. ‘You are aware, are you not, that it is unlawful for any Jew to retain ownership of a radio?’ There was an edge of menace to his voice.

Ivan’s father inclined his head. Apart from that, his body stayed still, shoulders straight, arms to his side, but I could see his hands were shaking.

‘I am aware of the directive,’ he replied. ‘Your records will show that my family handed our radio in some time ago.’

The tall man smirked. ‘Good try, Jewboy. We’ve been told there’s a second radio in the house.’

Ivan’s father shook his head. ‘You are mistaken. There is no radio here.’

‘Take us to the library,’ said the short man.

I felt Ivan’s arm stiffen and his body lean in as though he might stand up and hurl himself forward. He couldn’t do that. No matter what might happen or what the men might do, he couldn’t go down there.

I rested a hand on his arm. ‘Stay,’ I murmured, ‘just stay.’

From the library came the sound of crashing books. When he returned to the foyer, the tall man was holding the radio in his arms.

The short man smirked. ‘It appears you’re a liar, Jewboy. And that means you’ll be coming with us.’

Ivan’s father didn’t move. ‘I can’t go like this,’ he said, his voice very steady. ‘I need to change.’

The tall man hesitated. ‘You have ten minutes,’ he said finally.

They’ll follow him upstairs, I thought, and they’ll find us both and they’ll take us away too. I stood up, energy shooting through my body now. ‘We need to hide,’ I told Ivan, ‘and quickly.’

But Ivan didn’t stand up. He didn’t even move. ‘Come on,’ I said, pulling at his arm. ‘We need to go.’

Still he didn’t move.

‘Ivan,’ I insisted, ‘now!’

As though breaking out of a trance, finally he turned towards me. Only then did he stand up and head for his room. But he didn’t walk inside. He walked straight past, then kept walking until he came to a large bedroom at the very end of the hallway. There was a door in the bedroom itself and, following him through it, I found myself in a walk-in wardrobe.

‘My parents’ closet,’ he whispered, his voice trembling. ‘I used to come in here when I was small. It’s a good place to hide.’

So together we pushed through dresses and suits and shirts and trousers until we found a darkened hiding space. Then we heard footsteps: footsteps in the hallway, footsteps that kept coming closer until suddenly, there was light everywhere. I had to stop myself from screaming in fright. Hugging my legs hard to my chest, I curled myself up in a ball, trying to make myself as small as I possibly could.

A noise then, a soft noise. It was Ivan.

‘Papa,’ he was whispering.

‘Ivan,’ came a voice, ‘stay there, stay very quiet.’

But he didn’t. Instead, fighting through the clothes, he made his way out. So I did too: I pushed myself out of the clothes to see what was happening.

Ivan had run to his father, his body trembling as he pressed against him. Wrapping his arms around him, his father held Ivan tight. ‘These are difficult times,’ he murmured. ‘Be watchful, be honest and even if you see only bad things remember to be good. And strong. For this madness will end. It will end, my son.’

There were more footsteps, then. Louder this time, and rushed.

No, I thought, no.

A click, the lights went out and again we were in darkness. ‘Hide,’ hissed Ivan’s father, ‘and stay quiet — whatever happens.’

There was a rustling as Ivan stepped back, landing hard on my hand when he turned to crouch down. It hurt. It hurt so much I wanted to cry out with the pain of it. Biting down on my lip, I forced myself to stay silent.

Voices filled the bedroom. ‘Mandl,’ I heard, ‘you have two minutes.’

Two minutes. In the darkness, each new sound pierced into me: the jangling of a belt, the squeak of a shoe; the buttoning of a shirt; the rustling of a jacket.

When he was done, Ivan’s father closed the wardrobe door behind him. ‘Thank you for your patience,’ he told the men. ‘I’m ready now.’

Footsteps clattered down the stairs then faded away.

They were gone. They must be gone. Still neither of us moved. And only when my legs began to ache did I dare utter a word. ‘Now?’

‘Yes,’ said Ivan, ‘now.’

Slowly we crawled out from our hiding place. When I stood up, my legs were tingling with pins and needles. Reaching out, I groped around in the darkness until my hand found the door out of the wardrobe. Ivan was right behind me, his breath fast and ragged.

‘Leo?’ he called, his voice frightened.

‘I’m here,’ I whispered back. ‘Wait until I tell you to come.’

And mustering all my courage, I stepped out.
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My jaw dropped.

I wasn’t in Ivan’s house any more. I was back where I’d started: in the doorway of that hidden room, my hand on the door handle, the last notes of the music box lullaby playing out.

A wave of relief passed through me: I was back and I was safe.

Then my heart lurched. Yes, I was safe, but Ivan was not. Ivan was still there, hiding in the wardrobe, waiting for the all clear, waiting for the sign I hadn’t given him. I was consumed by guilt, by fear and dismay as well. I’d let Ivan down. Ivan had trusted me to be there, and I hadn’t been. And there was nothing I could do to make it better.

Sadness bubbled up inside me, a sadness so deep it took all my energy with it. What now?

The answer came quickly. The music box. That was the answer. It was so simple. I just needed to wind it up and send myself back to Ivan.

Stepping back into the room, I reached for the music box, felt for the turning key and tried to turn it.

It didn’t move.

‘Turn,’ I hissed, as I tried again, ‘just turn.’

But it wouldn’t turn at all.

I started to panic. First I turned the music box around, then I turned it upside down. Next I clicked open the drawer, took out the watch, put it back, and closed the drawer again, hoping that would do it. It didn’t: still the key refused to turn.

Now what?

I could get my dad to look at it. Maybe he could fix it. But something made me hesitate. What if Dad decided the music box was too precious to use? What if he decided to put it away, somewhere right out of reach? What would I do then? How could I explain why I needed to keep it? How could I possibly tell him the truth? For if there was one thing I knew for sure, it was this: Dad would never believe me. So what was the use in telling him anything at all?

That’s when I heard Julia’s voice. ‘Dinner,’ she was calling, ‘come on, dinner’s ready.’

My stomach growled as I replaced the music box on the shelf and left the room, closing the door behind me.

Dinner!

As often as I could — three or four times a day sometimes — I checked the music box. I oiled it, I tapped at the winding key, I slid its drawer in and I slid it out again. But nothing would make it play.

In the meantime, I kept worrying about Ivan. I needed to know he was safe. I needed to know they hadn’t found him. I was filled with despair — and frustration and guilt — at the thought of not being there, of not being able to help him, of being so, so useless.

Running was the only thing that calmed me. So I ran hard — as hard as I could — committing myself to each day’s training with a determination that exhausted my body but somehow relaxed my mind.

Mr Livingston was impressed. ‘Something has changed in you, Leo. What has brought such a focus to you?’ And his eyes were so enquiring, so filled with concern that, for a moment, I wanted to tell him everything.

They came for him, I wanted to cry out. They came for Ivan’s father. And they took him. All because of the radio.

But how could I possibly tell him that? He’d think I’d gone mad. Completely mad.

‘The school carnival,’ I mumbled instead. ‘I want to be ready for it.’

The day of the school athletics carnival was sunny and warm. At my old school we’d held our carnivals at a sports centre, but Banks High had its own running track. It was a turf track and I liked running on it. But now, as I stood on the line, waiting for the start of the 800-metre race, I was overcome with an attack of nerves.

When the starting pistol fired, I froze, panic coursing through me. Go, I told myself, go. And finally I did. I pushed through the panic, but the damage was done. I’d already lost ground. And when, towards the end of the first lap, I still wasn’t at the front, I felt the confidence drain out of me.

That’s when I heard a familiar voice. ‘You can do it, Leo. You can still do it.’

It was George, his voice high with excitement as he screamed out to me. ‘Faster, Leo,’ he yelled, ‘faster.’

As I approached the start of the second lap, I pushed harder and once I was heading up to the final straight — my teeth gritted, my legs on fire — these were the words that buoyed me, spurring me on as, one by one, I overtook the runners ahead of me.

And although George wasn’t at the zone carnival the following week, his words stayed with me — no, more than that, they echoed inside me — as I waited for the race to begin.

You can do it, I told myself, you can do it.

This time, I ran harder than ever I had, furiously chasing down those other runners. And when, with a rush of exhilaration, I crossed the finishing line, there was no one in front of me. Not one person.

The house was empty when I let myself in. My muscles had begun to ache, so I ran myself a bath. I made it hot and filled the water so high it lapped at the rim of the bathtub. Tilting my head back, I let myself relax and by the time I finally got out, the water was cold. Once I’d dried off, I pulled on a pair of tracksuit pants, my sneakers and a T-shirt.

I was alone in the bedroom when Julia popped her head in, home early from work. ‘How was zone?’ she asked.

I shrugged, suddenly shy.

‘Come on,’ she said, ‘out with it.’

‘Good,’ I said softly.

She lifted an eyebrow. ‘Good, that’s it?’

A bubble of pride rose up inside me. ‘First,’ I admitted. ‘I came first.’

Her eyes widened as she started to smile. ‘First? Did you say first?’

‘Yes,’ I replied, smiling back at her. ‘I did.’

We’d just sat down for dinner when Dad came home. Slipping in beside me, he gave me a wink. ‘So, champ, how did you go?’

I shrugged. ‘Not bad.’

‘What do you mean, not bad?’

‘Come on,’ said Julia, her voice half stern, half joking, ‘tell him.’

I felt my face flush. ‘First,’ I mumbled.

‘First, against all those other runners?’ My dad looked at me in astonishment. ‘First,’ he said again, almost to himself this time. Then his voice rose. ‘You know, I wouldn’t have picked you for a runner. No one in our family could run to save themselves.’

‘Mum could,’ I said softly. ‘Mum could run.’ It was true: at school, she’d even won prizes.

Dad went quiet, so quiet I wished I hadn’t said anything at all. ‘You’re right,’ he said finally, ‘she could run. I’d forgotten.’

‘First,’ he repeated. ‘Fancy that.’

After dinner, Julia and Dad left the three of us — Troy, Cooper and me — to clean up the kitchen.

My dad winked at us. ‘Use it as a bit of bonding time,’ he said. Since we’d been living at Julia’s house, he’d been adding a wink to just about everything he said. I really hated it. ‘Just be normal,’ I wanted to hiss at him. ‘Just be normal again.’ But when I kept quiet, he gave another wink: my own special wink this time. I tried not to grimace.

‘First,’ mimicked Cooper as soon as Julia and Dad were out of earshot. ‘You think that makes you some sort of superhero, do you?’

He was stacking an unrinsed, unscraped dinner plate into the dishwasher. ‘Didn’t see you at zone,’ I wanted to snap back.

‘That’s going to clog up the filter,’ I said instead.

Cooper gave me the finger. ‘What are you going to do about it, go and dob to Pete?’

I winced. Pete? It’s Peter, not Pete. I wanted to scream. I didn’t though. I just stayed quiet, like I always did.

As soon as the kitchen was done, I was out of there. Heading through the garage, I let myself back into my hideaway. Each time, I’d enter with a sense of hopefulness. This time it will work, I’d tell myself. This time the music box will play. But over and over again, I’d be disappointed. The key wouldn’t turn. It simply wouldn’t. Annoyed and in despair, I’d flop down on the beanbag and stare at the music box, so sparkling, so beautiful, but useless now, completely useless.

The state of the room had also started to bother me. It was so bare and the bright fluorescent lighting made it even more stark and unwelcoming. So that evening I made a decision. If I couldn’t make the music box work, I could at least fix up the room a bit.

I went back into the garage and over to the pile of storage boxes, checking each label until I found the box I needed: the one marked Camping. I dragged it back into the room, closed the door, opened the box and looked inside.

It was all in there: all the gear we’d take camping. Mostly we’d go during the school holidays but sometimes we’d camp out for the weekend. I loved everything about it: putting up the tent and sleeping in it, cooking dinner on the camp stove, building a fire at night. So I’d been sad — really sad — when it got too difficult for Mum and we had to stop going.

Now, as I pulled out my blow-up mattress and pump, my blow-up pillow, my sleeping bag and my lamp, a mixture of emotions flowed through me — happiness, sadness, wistfulness, all scrambled together.

Then I gave myself a shake. The mattress isn’t going to inflate itself.

That’s what my dad used to say, so that’s what I told myself now. Blinking away the tears that had begun to fill my eyes, I pressed down on the pump and watched the mattress fill with air. The pillow I blew up myself, like a balloon. Edging the mattress into the far corner of the room, I laid the pillow on top of it, covering them both with my sleeping bag and placing my camping lamp on the floor beside them. When I stretched out on the mattress, I felt a soft surge of pleasure.

Mum would have been pleased, too; I was sure of it.

‘Wouldn’t it be more fun in a tent?’ she’d have asked me, a smile lighting her face: the same smile that lit up the photos on the metal shelves in front of me.

But as I stared at them now — those pictures of my laughing mum — a fresh wave of sadness crept over me. Then it was more than sadness. Then it was anger and frustration too: because I was powerless to do a thing, to change anything, to save anyone. And all the while, there was her music box, taunting me with its silence, mocking me for being so hopeless, so pathetic.

That’s when I lost it. That’s when a fury took over me: a fury so strong I wanted to grab that music box, throw it to the ground and watch it break.

So I snatched it from the shelf, swung it above my head and prepared to hurl it as hard as I could.

But I didn’t. I didn’t throw it down. For as I held it in my hands, I heard a noise. A note had escaped from it. Just one note. Just one tiny note. It was enough, though, to quicken my pulse and set my heart racing.

Nervously, gingerly, I put my thumb and index finger on the winding key and gave it a push. It moved! It actually moved. Then it turned, five times, ten, fifteen, twenty times. And still it kept turning. Twenty-five times, thirty times, but even then it wouldn’t stop. It turned forty times before it refused to move any further.

That’s when the music started to play. For a moment, I just stood there, transfixed, before, shaking myself, I returned the music box to its shelf and hurried to the door. ‘Ivan,’ I called out, my eyes closed in anticipation as I pushed the door open, ‘I’m coming.’
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When I opened my eyes, I felt a surge of excitement. The garage was gone: it had completely disappeared.

I’d done it! I was back. Finally, I was back.

Looking around me, I frowned. Back where, exactly?

I wasn’t in the wardrobe and I wasn’t in Ivan’s house. I wasn’t in a house at all. Instead, I’d stepped onto a train. I was in an old-fashioned train carriage with rows and rows of red leather seats. All the seats were taken and there were people standing in the aisles. And although it wasn’t cold, they were all wearing overcoats — and every overcoat I could see had a yellow star sewn on the front of it.

The train door slammed behind me. When I turned to the sound of it, I saw two soldiers on the platform. They wore black uniforms with lightning stripes on their collars, stripes that formed the letters ‘SS’.

I knew about those letters. I knew about the SS. They were Nazi soldiers.

There was movement then, enough to make me lurch and nearly lose my balance. Reaching out to steady myself, I grabbed on to one of the people in front of me. He swung around, frowning.

‘Ivan,’ I said, a smile stretching over my face. ‘Ivan, it’s me!’

He smiled then, too: a small, wry smile. ‘So it is.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I wanted to say, ‘I’m sorry I left you there. I tried to come back to you.’ But the words wouldn’t come.

‘How on earth did you manage to get on the train?’ he asked me. ‘Didn’t anyone ask to see your documents?’

I shook my head. ‘I didn’t see anyone at all. I just stepped onto the train.’

‘Seriously? Just like that?’

I didn’t answer.

‘Where are we going?’ I asked him instead.

‘To Theresienstadt,’ he told me. ‘At least, that’s what the Germans are calling it. Before they came, it was Terezín. It’s an old fortress town.’

A fortress town. That didn’t sound so bad. It even sounded a bit exciting. ‘Why are they taking everyone there?’

‘Because we’re Jewish and Adolf Hitler thinks we should be kept away from everyone else.’

‘But why?’

Ivan lowered his voice. ‘So they can send us away on a transport like this and the bastards can steal our houses.’

I looked at him in horror. ‘What, even yours?’

‘Especially mine, I’d imagine.’

A picture of Ivan’s house — and with it, Ivan’s father — flashed through my mind. Guilt engulfed me yet again. ‘What happened to your dad?’ I asked, my voice very soft.

He didn’t answer. He just stared at me. He stared so hard I began to squirm. ‘What is it about you?’ he asked slowly. ‘Why do you just turn up like this?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said, my voice rising. ‘I never know where I’ll end up. I — well, I just find myself there.’

But Ivan didn’t even seem to be listening. ‘It’s been months now,’ he said, his voice low, ‘and I’ve heard nothing from my father. Nothing at all. Maybe he’s already there, in Theresienstadt. Who knows? No one seems to have any idea.’

I looked up in surprise. Only months, not years this time.

Why was that, I wondered. Why should so little time have passed between this visit and the last one? Was there some logic to it, or was there no logic at all? Perplexed now, I fell silent.

Beside me, Ivan had gone quiet too, his head lowered, his body still. Then he glanced up again, surprise on his face, as though he’d forgotten I was still there. ‘Good God, Leo,’ he said, with a grimace, ‘what on earth are you wearing? You look like a tramp.’

I followed his gaze. So my tracksuit pants could do with a wash. My T-shirt was clean enough, though.

But Ivan was horrified. ‘Have you no pride at all?’ he chastised me. ‘You’re going to need something decent to wear.’

Beside him was a large suitcase with a brown leather duffel bag resting on top of it. Splattered across the duffel bag in thick white paint were the letters Db and the number 43. When I looked at the suitcase, the same number and letters were painted on it too.

‘What’s with the paint?’ I asked.

‘It’s my identification number. Db, that’s the name of the transport, and forty-three is my number. We were told to label our luggage in case it went missing.’

Reaching into his duffel bag, he pulled out a pair of trousers and a shirt and handed them to me. ‘Wear these,’ he said.

I just stared at him. ‘You can’t expect me to change here, in front of everyone?’

He gave an impatient grunt. ‘Not here, you fool. In the toilets.’ He tipped his head towards the end of the carriage. ‘Good luck getting through, though.’

Curling past people and luggage blocking the path, I manoeuvred my way down the aisle towards the toilet. Once inside the small cubicle, I tried to be quick. Instead of stripping my clothes off, I put Ivan’s straight over them.

Ivan wasn’t impressed when I returned. ‘My beautiful clothes and you still look a mess.’

I felt a jolt of irritation. The shirt was too long and the trousers were too big. Of course I wasn’t going to look great.

We’d been travelling for over an hour before the train came to a halt. When I looked out the window, I saw we were at a train station: Bauschowitz Station. A man in the aisle beside us shook his head, muttering something I couldn’t understand.

‘What’s he saying?’ I whispered to Ivan.

‘He said it’s not Bauschowitz, it’s bohušovice, and that the Germans are bastards for trying to change it. They’re renaming everything.’

When the train doors opened, I saw soldiers on the platform; they shouted at us to get off the train, and quickly. Once we were off, they shouted at us again — this time to start walking.

Ivan was shocked. ‘I can’t believe they’re making us walk there.’

It was a long walk, made harder by the weight of Ivan’s luggage — I carried the duffel bag while he dragged the suitcase — and it was such a relief to finally get there. Theresienstadt was just as Ivan had described — a town surrounded by walls: a fortress town. We entered through an archway and were directed into a room with a long row of tables pushed together. Ahead of us, a line of people were waiting in a queue.

When we reached the front of the line, I did as I was asked: I slid the duffel bag onto one of the tables. Because the suitcase was so much heavier, Ivan and I hauled it up together. Behind the table stood a man who, without a word, began to unzip Ivan’s duffel bag and riffle through it. He didn’t zip the bag up again when he was finished, just pushed it back to me before he turned to open Ivan’s suitcase. This time, he was more thorough. Digging his way into Ivan’s folded clothes, he felt each corner of the suitcase before pulling out a drawstring bag. Once he’d loosened the bag, he upended it. Out tumbled rings, cufflinks, brooches, bracelets. Scooping them all up, the man dropped them into his pocket. Then he closed the suitcase and, pointing to a far door, waved Ivan on.

I hurried after him. We were outside now, standing on a cobbled road. ‘Did you see what he did? He stole it. All of it.’

Ivan didn’t answer me, and then I understood why: an SS officer was standing close by, a group of boys clustered around him. In a loud, expressionless voice, he read out a list of names. Only one of them meant anything to me: Ivan Mandl. Hearing it made me flinch. I flinched again when the SS officer ordered Ivan to join the group. Some of the boys were clearly younger than me while others appeared older than Ivan. I followed them all to a building that looked like a school. It had double doors with large curved windows on the ground floor and, on the second level, a row of square windows that looked onto a park. Covering the park was an enormous circus tent.

The SS officer herded us all into the building, past a wide wooden staircase and into a long hallway with lots of doors leading off it. As I watched, the far door opened and a man stepped out: a man with a yellow star sewn onto his shirt pocket. He had a friendly face and, when the SS officer left, he grinned at me. Following him out into the hallway were two other men, also with yellow stars sewn onto their shirts. Neither of them smiled, but the one who’d grinned began to read out a list of names. Each time a name was called, a boy would lift his hand and be sent to stand with one of the two other men. When the names had all been read out, those two men each led a group of boys up the stairs.

That left six of us still waiting in the hallway. With a tilt of his head, that friendly man motioned us up the stairs and into a room crowded with bunk beds. Instead of double bunks, the room had triples, the top bunk so high it almost touched the ceiling. Most of the beds already had bags or suitcases on them.

I snuck a look at Ivan. If we’d been at school camp, I’d be running to save myself a middle bunk. Here no one moved. They were all listening to the man who’d brought us here. His name was Emil, he told us, and he was the supervisor of the room — Room 11 — which was a room for boys, mostly from Czechoslovakia, but also from Germany. And because German was the language everyone knew, this was the language we’d all be speaking in Room 11.

A boy called out, his voice loud and angry. I couldn’t understand a word he said.

Emil could. ‘The German language is not to blame for what has happened,’ he replied. ‘There are German boys here in our building; there are German boys who will be sleeping in this room with you. They are not to blame for this situation. They are simply here with the rest of us, because they are also Jewish. The German we speak here in Room 11 will never be Hitler’s German. It will instead be the German of Goethe and also of Schiller, who reminds us that “happy is he who learns to bear what he cannot change”. Good advice, I would say, even today.’

‘Who’s Schiller?’ I whispered to Ivan.

He gave me a withering look. ‘A poet.’

There were six new boys, Emil was telling us now, and eleven free bunks. The free bunks hadn’t been allocated so it was going to be a race to get one after all, and I really didn’t want to be stuck on a top bunk. Beginning to panic, I spun around, trying to work out which bunks were still free.

‘Psst,’ I heard, ‘psst.’ I turned around to find Ivan lying on the bunk behind me. A middle bunk, of course, and I felt a stab of envy to see him there.

Then he motioned to the bunk beside him. ‘I saved it for you,’ he said. ‘Now we just need a cupboard or a wardrobe for our stuff.’

Behind us, someone started laughing. We soon found out why. There were no cupboards here, no wardrobes and no shelves either. The beds themselves were bare apart from a grey woollen blanket on each. There were no pillows and no sheets.

Ivan had sheets, though — crisp sheets, neatly folded in his suitcase — but he hadn’t even taken them out.

‘Aren’t you going to make up your bed?’ I asked.

He didn’t answer.

‘Well, aren’t you?’

Still he didn’t reply.

That’s when it clicked: he probably didn’t have the faintest idea how to make a bed. I did, though. When Mum got sick, it had been my job to change everyone’s sheets.

‘I’ll do it,’ I offered.

For a moment, he ignored me. Then he gave me a nod. ‘Thanks.’

Once I’d finished — the sheets folded back, the blanket tucked in — I had to admit I’d done a pretty good job of it. Beside Ivan’s newly made bed, my bare mattress looked pretty awful and I stared at it in dismay.

From his suitcase, Ivan pulled out a second set of sheets. ‘Cheer up,’ he said, ‘you can use these.’

There was a table in the middle of the room, and Emil was sitting at it, surrounded by paperwork.

‘You,’ he said, calling me over. ‘What’s your name?’

I felt my stomach churn. ‘Leo,’ I said softly.

‘Leo who?’

‘Leo Arnold.’

He frowned. ‘There’s no Leo Arnold on my list.’

Ivan’s voice carried across the room. ‘He’s my cousin. We were called up together.’

Emil looked up. ‘And you are?’

‘Mandl, Ivan.’ He said the words very slowly and very deliberately, as though pronouncing the name of an emperor. Oddly enough, it seemed to work, for Emil’s expression completely changed. ‘That’s right,’ he said, ‘you’re the Mandl boy. Any news of your father?’

Ivan flinched. ‘No news,’ he said. ‘I hoped he might be here.’

Emil looked doubtful. ‘We would have heard about it. Your father wouldn’t have gone unnoticed.’

Ivan lowered his head. ‘I see,’ he said softly.

‘And you say Leo is your cousin?’

He didn’t falter. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘that’s right.’

Emil scratched at the side of his neck. ‘Strange I don’t have a record of him. I have you, but I don’t have him. Perhaps he’s supposed to be in another room. I’ll need to look into it.’ He was almost murmuring to himself now.

‘Please don’t,’ said Ivan. ‘Let us stay together. My father would want that. He’d be thankful to you for it.’

I watched Emil hesitate, then nod. ‘All right,’ he said.
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There was a soccer match scheduled in the afternoon: the boys from Room 11 against the boys from Room 8. Ivan offered me some shorts and a top, but he only had one pair of soccer boots, so I had to wear my sneakers.

Emil hurried us out of the building, calling to me to keep going when I stopped to stare at the circus tent across the road. ‘Is there going to be a show?’ I asked once I’d caught up.

That made Emil smile. ‘I doubt it. They’re supposed to be using it for factory work. Packing or something.’

The playing field was on the other side of the town. We hadn’t been walking for long when Ivan clapped a hand to his mouth. ‘That stinks,’ he spluttered. ‘That really stinks.’

He was right. It smelt like a public toilet block, only a thousand times worse. It was so bad I thought I’d vomit. Some of the boys were grimacing, too; others were covering their faces. But Emil just kept walking. ‘You’ll get used to it,’ he said.

I tried not to gag. ‘What is it?’

‘The town was never meant for so many people. The sewerage system can’t cope with everyone, so the toilets don’t work properly. That’s why it smells.’

‘But why doesn’t someone fix it?’ I winced.

‘Because no one cares. Hitler and his men hate Jews, so why would they want to make things better for us? If we want anything done, we have to work out how to do it ourselves.’

The smell subsided as we kept on walking. Soon there was a different smell: one that made my stomach grumble. It was the smell of bread baking.

‘Is this where we buy bread?’ I asked.

Emil laughed. ‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you? That you could buy bread at a bakery. Not here. Here, there is very little to purchase — some coffee if you have the tokens for it, or some used clothes. Apart from that, nothing really. Food is distributed, not bought. That’s how it works here.’

‘But why?’

‘Because, my dear Leo, this is not a proper town. This is somewhere to put Jews so Hitler can pretend we don’t exist, a place where we’re forced together and can’t leave.’

‘What, never?’

‘Not by choice. Although they have begun to send some people east.’

‘East?’

‘That’s all we’ve been told: that they’re sending people east, to work. No one knows where, exactly.’

We’d left the road and were gathered on the field now. Although, to be honest, it couldn’t really be called a field. It was just a square piece of land with a bit of grass on it. At least there were goalposts, even if they did look more like floorboards hammered together and stuck in the ground.

The competitors from Room 8 were already on the field, kicking a strange-looking ball made of brown leather strips. It looked more like a baseball glove than a soccer ball.

Emil threw me a white bib. ‘Stop gawking and get out there.’

As soon as the whistle blew, it was clear that Hubert Nagel was the star of the Room 11 soccer team. He was at least twice my size and super agile. With lightning speed he dribbled the ball down the field until he was almost within striking distance.

‘Hubert,’ called another boy, who was closer to the goalposts. I saw Hubert hesitate. Pass it, I murmured, but he didn’t. He eyed up the goalposts instead — even though he wasn’t nearly close enough and couldn’t possibly score. I was too scared to watch; I had to close my eyes.

Then I heard the shouting. ‘Tor! Tor!’

It was a goal.

Unbelievable.

Now the ball was in play again and a boy called Honza was dribbling it towards centre field.

I felt a bolt of energy. ‘Pass,’ I called to him, ‘pass.’ And to my surprise, he did.

There wasn’t time to get nervous. On auto-pilot, I dribbled the ball up left field until the goalposts were within sight, then within reach. From the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Ivan. ‘Leo,’ he shouted, ‘over here.’

Ignoring him, I took the shot myself.

‘Tor!’ shouted the referee.

There was shouting then, shouting and cheering. For me! I was ecstatic. I was completely beside myself.

By half time, the Room 11 boys were winning 3-1. Then the Room 8 boys began to close in, and with fifteen minutes left to go, it was three all.

There was a penalty in Room 11’s favour and Hubert took the kick. He passed the ball to me and I dribbled it up the field. I ran hard, trying not to lose control of the ball, trying to keep it close. Soon I was just about near enough to score. Again. I’d be a hero, then, an absolute hero.

Ivan was on my right, hissing at me. ‘Pass,’ he said. But I wouldn’t.

He didn’t let up. ‘Pass,’ he kept insisting, ‘pass.’ And when I shot him a quick look, it was enough to make my heart sink: he was in the perfect position to shoot a straight goal, right down the centre of the posts.

Just shoot, whispered a voice inside me, think what a legend you’ll be when you score.

But another voice was louder. Pass, you really need to pass it, and now.

So I did. I passed the ball. Ivan was ready for it — more than ready: he seemed almost desperate for it. Once he had it, he took the shot. The goalkeeper dived for the ball but missed, as the ball hurtled past him and flew through the posts.

Goal!

Ivan was doing a circle run now, hands in the air, his face red and beaming as the final whistle blew.

And Ivan was the hero of the match when it could have been me. My stomach churned with envy — I couldn’t help myself — and with hunger now, too.

I was so hungry, so very hungry, but no one had any food. Nothing. Not even a snack.

‘When’s dinner?’ I asked.

Someone laughed. ‘I’m not sure I’d call it dinner.’

Later, when I saw what was on offer, I wasn’t sure I’d call it dinner either. Two slices of dark brown bread. That was it.

‘There’s only ever bread for dinner,’ said Emil. ‘For lunch there’s stew but for dinner there’s only bread.’

Now I felt like crying. ‘But I’m still hungry.’

Emil’s smile was sympathetic. ‘You’ll get used to it. We’re all hungry here, all the time. You learn to deal with it.’

But I didn’t want to learn to deal with it. I just wanted something to eat. And later that night when I was in bed, I couldn’t think of anything else. The mattress was thin and itchy, and I couldn’t stop scratching. All around me, boys were snoring and tossing and thumping. There was a scurrying sound, too. What was that? My eyes were starting to close but I knew I wouldn’t sleep with all that noise, I just knew it.

So I was surprised to find the room light-filled when I opened my eyes again. Emil was at the table once more, serving breakfast this time. I let myself be hopeful, but not for long. Breakfast was simply a re-run of dinner: two slices of bread with only a teaspoon of marmalade to go with it.

There was coffee, too. Emil scooped out a cupful from a big pot and handed it to me. I took a sip then spat it out. ‘What is this stuff?’

Emil’s lips twitched. ‘We call it Hitler coffee. They make it from turnips.’

‘Turnips?’

Emil smiled. ‘That’s right, my friend: you’re drinking turnip coffee.’

The thought of it made me queasy. ‘I used to have hot chocolate for breakfast,’ I said, my voice wavering.

Emil rested a hand on my shoulder. ‘And I hope you will again once this is all over. But for now, it’ll have to be turnip coffee.’

A few days later, Emil called us over, both Ivan and me. He had work for us: as runners for the Council of Elders. ‘They need two boys who are fast and reliable. The match showed me you’re fast. The question is: are you also reliable?’

Ivan spoke first. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘we’re both extremely reliable.’

Emil looked to me for confirmation. ‘Yes,’ I mumbled, ‘we are.’ But what on earth was the Council of Elders? It sounded magical, like something from Harry Potter, so I was disappointed to find myself in the hallway of an ordinary building, waiting with Ivan for something to happen. Finally something did happen: a short, rushed man ushered us into a very small room filled with letters and parcels. His name was Mr Meyer and he barely looked up as he gave us our orders. Our first job would be easy enough, he told us. We were to take some letters over to the clothing warehouse and present ourselves to the gendarme in charge. Gendarmes were Czech soldiers who worked as guards in Theresienstadt. With their deep green uniform, shiny gold buttons and rifle slung over one shoulder, they were hard to miss. If the gendarme at the clothing warehouse had a task for us, we should complete it, Mr Meyer instructed us. If not, we should return to the office.

There were barracks everywhere in Theresienstadt. The clothing warehouse was part of the Aussiger Barracks, which lay just outside the fortress walls. Special permission was required to go there.

That sounds sort of exciting, I thought, keen to get going. When we’d made it to the other side of the town, a gendarme was standing guard in front of the Aussiger Barracks. ‘Your authority?’ he demanded.

The question made me nervous. We had no authority, at least none I’d seen. Ivan didn’t look the least bit worried, though. He just showed the gendarme the letters we’d been given to deliver and waited to be let through. It worked: without another word, the gendarme led us over to the clothing warehouse. Inside, groups of workers were surrounded by piles of clothes and rows of suitcases.

A chill passed through me.

So many suitcases! What were they all doing here? And what, I suddenly thought, had happened to their owners?

Some workers were standing at long tables sorting through the clothes, some were unpacking suitcases and others were sitting and sewing. All of them were women.

No, that wasn’t quite right. There were two men in the room — two gendarmes — and one of them was striding towards us, his boots loud on the hard floor.

Once we’d handed him the letters we’d been asked to deliver, the gendarme directed us to a tower of wooden crates by the front door. ‘They’ll need to be taken to the clothes shop,’ he said before turning around and leaving us to it.

My mouth dropped. How could we possibly carry so many crates?

Ivan just shrugged. ‘It’ll be fine.’

I didn’t believe him. ‘So how do we do it then?’

He cast an eye around the room. ‘With that,’ he announced.

When I followed his gaze, all I saw was a narrow wooden cart, but Ivan was looking pleased with himself. ‘Now we just need a horse.’

From behind us came the sound of muffled laughing. I turned to find a girl sitting at one of the sorting tables, a hand clapped over her mouth.

‘You’re the horses,’ she said once she’d lowered her hand, her German soft and lilting. ‘There are no horses here, so you’ll need to do their work instead.’

Ivan raised an eyebrow. ‘You must be joking.’

‘And you must be newly arrived.’ She gave a wry smile. ‘In which case, let me welcome you to the resort. I’m Olinda, Olinda Brand.’

She had long blonde-brown hair that fell past her shoulders, and skin that was dotted with tiny brown freckles. She was taller than me but smaller than Ivan. If I had to guess, I’d say she was fourteen.

Ivan shook her hand, a bit too tightly and a little too vigorously. ‘I’m Ivan,’ he said, before flicking his head in my direction. ‘And this is Leo.’

‘Hi,’ I mumbled, my face starting to burn as I searched for something interesting to say. Before I’d thought of anything, her attention was back on Ivan.

‘The resort?’ he was echoing.

She gave a laugh that was more like a groan. ‘Where I come from in Germany, this is how Theresienstadt was advertised: as a resort for Jewish people. People even paid to come here, can you believe it? They were told it would be beautiful, that everything would be wonderful. You can imagine the disappointment. No resort, just sorting out clothes instead, day after day.’

‘Every day?’ asked Ivan.

She shook her head. ‘Most days, but not every day. With my mother, too, before the transport.’ Her voice faltered. ‘She and my father, they were both on a transport.’

Ivan’s forehead creased. ‘Transport?’

‘East, to Poland. That’s the rumour.’

‘Why Poland?’

She shrugged. ‘For work. At least that’s what most people think. Even the old people — which is strange, since most old people don’t work at all. There’s a German officer who sometimes comes here. To check up on things. They call him Heindel. He’s always got a dog, so if you see a German officer with a dog, you’ll know it’s him. The thing is, there’s always another transport after he’s been.’ She stopped to catch herself. ‘My parents were taken in January. Already it’s May and I’ve heard nothing.’

Ivan’s face fell. ‘Me either,’ he murmured.

‘Oh,’ she said. She started to say more, then stopped, returning instead to the clothes in front of her. One by one she shook them out, folded them, then put them in the crate beside her.

I soon saw why she’d fallen silent: the other gendarme was approaching. ‘Cesky?’ he asked Ivan.

When Ivan nodded, the gendarme spoke to him in Czech. After he’d finished, Ivan gave me a grimace. ‘Which side do you want?’

I shook my head, confused.

‘Turns out she’s right,’ he said, ‘there are no horses. Just us.’ He jutted his chin towards the cart. ‘That’s how we’re supposed to deliver the crates.’

‘What, like we’re horses?’

‘Yep.’

Except we weren’t horses and when the cart was packed with crates we couldn’t even budge it. One of the gendarmes had to push down on the shafts to help us tip the wagon up. Only then could we manage to push it through the doors of the warehouse and out onto the street — where the surface was bumpy and the wheels kept getting stuck between the cobblestones. And although it couldn’t have been more than a kilometre to the clothes shop, it seemed to take forever.

The sign said Open, but the shop itself looked closed and the display window was so smeared it was hard to see through it.

I knocked; no one answered. So I knocked again, more loudly. Only then did the door open. An old woman stood in the doorway, her head covered in a scarf, bits of grey hair escaping at the sides.

She seemed pleased to see the cart. ‘Bring it all in,’ she told us. Her German was rolling and musical, just like my mum had spoken it.

One by one, we brought the crates inside. The shop was small and dark, a rack of clothes along one side of the room and open shelves on the other. Rows of shoes were lined up against one wall and at the back of the shop was an old desk being used as the counter.

The woman began to rummage through the crates. ‘The best clothes are sent to Germany,’ she said. ‘We just get the leftovers.’

Shaking out an olive-coloured overcoat, she gave a low murmur. ‘I’m surprised they didn’t take this for themselves.’

She took a look at Ivan. ‘Too small,’ she said before inclining her head towards me. ‘But it would be good for you.’

She was right. When I tried it on, it was a perfect fit.

‘Thirty Kronen,’ she said. ‘Normally I’d be asking fifty, even sixty for it.’

I’d been feeling the cold and was keen for the coat. But I didn’t have any money.

‘Your parents are here?’ she asked.

‘No,’ I replied, ‘they aren’t.’

‘Then keep it,’ she said, ‘and when you’ve saved up your salary, come back and pay me.’

‘What salary?’

It was a new thing, she told us: everyone who worked in the town was to be given a salary. They would be paid in a currency that had just been introduced and could only be used in Theresienstadt. From the desk, she took out a selection of banknotes and laid them out in front of us. They were differently coloured, but the design was the same: a six-sided star beside the picture of a man with a really long beard.

‘Take the coat,’ said the woman, ‘and come back once you’ve been paid.’

So I kept the coat. I even wore it out of the shop. The lining was slippery and smooth and the wool was soft. Only the yellow star sewn onto the front of it was rough.

For our next delivery, we headed to the bakery across town. When we arrived, the shopfront was unattended and there was nothing on display: no loaves, no rolls, no pastries. Only the smell of baking bread convinced us we were in the right place.

There was a door leading to the back of the shop. ‘Hello?’ Ivan called out, his voice hesitant.

When there was no answer, we stood there waiting as the smell of the bakery made my stomach ache with hunger.

Some minutes later, the door opened and a man walked up to the counter. He was thin and old and his back was bent. ‘Ahh, the delivery men,’ he said. ‘Give me a moment and I will see what we have for you.’ He had soft brown eyes: kind eyes.

Ivan saw more than that. ‘Mr Laun,’ he cried out.

The man’s eyes narrowed as he focused on Ivan. ‘Ivan Mandl,’ he said, ‘is that really you?’

‘Yes, Mr Laun, it’s me,’ said Ivan. His tone had changed. Never before had I heard him speak so politely.

‘And your parents?’ the man continued, his voice low now.

Ivan stiffened. ‘My father was arrested before I came. I thought they might have brought him here, but I’ve heard nothing.’

‘What about your mother?’

‘She was in Switzerland when Prague was taken. My father told her not to return. We think she’s in England. That’s our hope, at least.’

For a moment the man said nothing. ‘I remember when your father first brought her to meet me,’ he said finally. ‘His English bride. That’s what he called her. And you, Ivan, you would follow her around like a little puppy. “Mama,” you’d say, “Mama.” It always made me so happy to hear it — to see how easily you fitted together.’

It took a little while for Ivan to reply. When he did, his eyes were moist. ‘I can’t remember anything before she came,’ he said softly.

The old man’s smile was gentle. ‘I saw it right from the beginning: you were the son and she was the mother. It was as simple as that. I’m glad she could leave when she did.’ Keeping his smile, he dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘Who would have thought it could ever be an advantage to be English?’

It was a joke but Ivan didn’t laugh. ‘What about my father?’ he asked instead. ‘What do you think has happened to him?’

The man gave a soft murmur. ‘Oh Ivan, how I wish I knew. He is not here. That is the only thing I can tell you. In this place, we are told nothing at all: how long we are to stay, where the others are going, when the next lot will be called up. We are told none of it. And it is this not knowing that makes things more difficult — for you too, my boy. So we have to think of ways to best deal with such a situation.’

Ivan’s voice was almost inaudible. ‘But how?’

The man spread out his hands. ‘First, you do the work they offer you: whatever it is, you do it well. Second, you don’t attract any attention. Third, you use what talents you have while you wait for this time to pass and a better time to begin.’ He paused. ‘And, of course, you sing.’

Ivan looked dubious. ‘Here?’

‘Most certainly here. Especially here. This afternoon even. There is a room behind the Magdeburg Barracks. It is quite small and certainly no showpiece, but this is where we practise. At four in the afternoon. Every afternoon. You should come.’

Ivan shook his head. ‘I can’t sing.’

‘Nonsense. Here, we are all singers. You, me, your young friend here, we are all singers. In such a place, what is there left to do but sing?’

That afternoon, when we’d finished our deliveries, we found Mr Laun in a crowded room in the Magdeburg Barracks. He was by far the oldest person there: no one else looked any older than Ivan.

Mr Laun was standing at the front, everyone in the room facing him. As soon as he lifted his hand, the room fell silent. Then the singing began.

I didn’t know the words so instead of joining in I took a look around me. That’s when I saw the girl from the clothing warehouse. I squinted, trying to remember her name. Melinda. No, not Melinda. Olinda. That was it: Olinda Brand.

She gave me a smile and lifted her fingers in a tiny wave. When I waved back, her smile broadened, her eyes not quite meeting mine. I understood that. Some people were too shy to look you in the eyes. Perhaps Olinda was, too. That didn’t matter. It wasn’t going to stop me smiling and waving and mime-singing back at her.

Only she wasn’t waving and smiling at me, I finally realised: she was waving and smiling at Ivan. And Ivan was sing-smiling straight back at her, his hand up to his cheek, tapping time and sort of waving. Pretending to scratch my neck, I slowly lowered my hand, my face flushed with embarrassment.

When the singing was over, Ivan gave me a push in Olinda’s direction. ‘Go and say hello.’ It was a hard push and I just about fell onto her. ‘Leo,’ she said, ‘what a surprise.’

Not knowing how to reply, I found myself babbling. ‘Mr Laun told us to come. Ivan knows him. From Prague.’

She seemed interested to hear this. ‘You know he’s very famous, don’t you? Mr Laun, I mean.’

‘At singing?’

‘He’s a composer. I’m told he was very famous in Czechoslovakia.’

Ivan piped up from behind me. ‘My father and Mr Laun were close friends. Childhood friends.’

Olinda’s eyes widened. ‘Really? Is yours a musical family, then?’

Ivan hesitated. ‘Not really, but my parents have always had musician friends.’

‘Like Mr Laun.’

He nodded. ‘And you,’ he asked, ‘are you from a musical family?’ His voice had gone all weird, sort of husky and nervous.

‘Not really,’ she said. ‘I just love to sing.’

‘Me, too,’ said Ivan.
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It was June now, and, although summer had arrived, there were days when it still felt like winter. I’d been in Theresienstadt for so long I’d begun to wonder how much longer it would be. When, I’d ask myself, would the music box finally wind down?

Each morning Ivan and I presented ourselves to Mr Meyer and each morning he’d give us the day’s instructions. It was tiring work, running all over the town, especially when we were always so hungry. And although Mr Meyer often gave us extra food — bread mostly, but also carrots, cucumbers and tomatoes — food was still all we thought about and, as we made our deliveries, it was all we talked about. Sometimes this would make the hunger worse, but mostly I loved hearing about Ivan’s favourite foods. Pancakes with chocolate and chestnut puree were what he liked the best: the chestnuts boiled up with sugar and water and mashed into a puree for the filling — the pancake folded and fried until it was crispy, when chocolate sauce would be poured all over it. And each day, as we pulled the cart through the bumpy streets of Theresienstadt, if I could have had anything to eat — anything at all — I’d have chosen one of those pancakes. My stomach gnawed at me whenever I thought about it.

For some reason, singing with Mr Laun made it better. Perhaps it was just a distraction. Or perhaps it was because Olinda would be there, too, and afterwards Ivan and I would walk her back to her dormitory.

Apart from that time they left without me. They couldn’t have got far, I figured, so I ran to try to catch up with them. But I couldn’t find them anywhere. And that annoyed me. It really annoyed me. I was annoyed at being left behind and annoyed at having to go looking for them, so when I felt a hand pulling at my coat, I swung around and let fly. ‘Why the hell didn’t you wait?’

It wasn’t Ivan. It was a man I’d never seen before. ‘That coat,’ he said, his voice urgent. ‘Where did you get it?’

I felt myself bristle. ‘From the clothes shop.’

‘But it looks like my brother’s coat. In fact, it is identical.’

I shook my head, even more upset now, mostly because I was afraid it could be true: that my coat might have belonged to the man’s brother, that it might have come from his brother’s suitcase. The shop was stocked with other people’s clothes, I knew that. But I’d paid for the coat — I’d saved up the money and I’d paid for it. So it was mine.

‘My brother was sent on a transport,’ the man explained. ‘To Poland, we were told. We packed his suitcase. He wore one overcoat but because it can be so cold in Poland I encouraged him to take a second one. This is it. I am certain of it.’ His voice trembled and for a moment he seemed unable to speak. ‘So I am wondering, how it is that you now have the coat instead of my brother?’

I shook my head. How could I possibly answer such a question? ‘I don’t think this is your brother’s coat,’ I mumbled instead.

Agitated, I hurried away from the man, turning into a side street to escape him. To my left was a small, unlit foyer. I’d tuck myself in there for a bit, I decided, just to catch myself, to calm myself down.

At first I didn’t see the couple huddled in the corner: not just huddled, but kissing in the corner. I could only see the back of the girl’s head, her long hair tied back in a clip that gleamed in the streetlight. A clip like Olinda wore. Her hair was like Olinda’s too, I caught myself thinking. That’s funny, I mused, as the girl turned her head.

I slipped back onto the street before she could see me. I’d recognised her, though, and I just couldn’t believe it. Olinda and Ivan together? It made me feel strange. More than that: it made me feel left out and, yes, even jealous.

Before I knew it, summer was over and the weather was starting to turn. I felt the cold everywhere, especially at the back of my head. Ivan had given my hair a trim and my neck, newly bare again, made me shiver whenever the wind picked up. He and Olinda were still together and they weren’t even hiding it now. Seeing them like that — arm in arm or holding hands — made me feel weird even though I tried to pretend it didn’t.

Autumn brought more people to Theresienstadt. More people meant more deliveries and more work for Ivan and me. To reward us for our work, Mr Meyer gave us extra food to keep up our energy. We still got tired and we were still hungry, but at least we weren’t starving.

As well as being tiring, the work could be boring — all that running backwards and forwards — so to make it more interesting, we set ourselves challenges. Counting in our heads, we’d time our deliveries: the short ones, the long ones, the repeat trips, the one-off jobs. The challenge was to work faster, run harder, deliver more quickly. If there was a batch of letters to take to the same place, we’d divide them up and race each other there. These were the best times: no matter how hungry I was or how exhausted I felt, somehow I’d rise to the challenge; there were times I’d even manage to beat Ivan. That wasn’t an easy thing to do: Ivan was taller and stronger and — I had to admit it — faster. So any win was a triumph.

The best deliveries were to the bakery. Whenever Mr Laun was there he’d slip us some bread. This was a dangerous thing to do. Here in Theresienstadt, Mr Laun wasn’t an important person — he wasn’t a member of the Jewish Council of Elders like Mr Meyer was — and if Mr Laun was caught stealing bread for us, he’d be on the next transport. Fortunately, there hadn’t been any transports for months now. In fact, in the time I’d been there, there hadn’t been any at all. I’d assumed they’d stopped.

I was wrong about that.

The notification arrived on a Sunday, the first Sunday in September. It didn’t look like anything much, just a small slip of paper with a departure date for the following day. Clutching the note in his hand, Ivan looked terrified. ‘I don’t want to go,’ he whispered.

That evening, Olinda arrived late to choir. I watched as she made her way towards us; I watched how close she stood to Ivan, and how he slipped his hand in hers, turning towards her while his eyes stayed fixed to the front. Then I watched him pass her the notification slip and I saw her expression change, blinking as she stared down at it.

Girls were not allowed in the boys’ dormitories, but Olinda broke the rules that night when she followed Ivan and me up into Room 11. Ivan was allowed only one small piece of luggage, so together we helped him pack his duffel bag. Winter would come soon enough and if the transport was actually headed for Poland — that’s still what people were saying, although no one knew for sure — the weather would be biting. So we packed Ivan’s warmest clothes, that many I had to sit on the bag to make it close. On another night this would have made me laugh. It would have made us all laugh.

Afterwards, Ivan walked Olinda back to her dormitory. He didn’t return for a long time and when he did his eyes were red-rimmed and puffy.

I slept badly that night. Beside me, Ivan was restless, kicking and turning in his sleep, calling out words I couldn’t understand. Sitting up, I tried to soothe him. My hand on his shoulder, I patted him the way my mother had patted me when I was little and couldn’t sleep, the way I’d patted her when the sickness became harder and her body couldn’t stay still. I patted Ivan the way I wished Dad had patted me in the weeks after Mum died. Over and over I patted him, until finally — finally — he settled and I could lie down again myself.

Morning came quickly — too quickly — voices ricocheting around me.

‘Wake up,’ I heard, ‘wake up.’ Forcing my eyes open, I saw Emil standing next to Ivan’s bunk. ‘Ivan,’ he was saying, his voice gentle but insistent, ‘it’s time.’

Four boys from Room 11 would be leaving on the transport. For breakfast that morning, Emil gave them each an extra slice of bread and an extra spoonful of jam.

Ivan wore the clothes he couldn’t fit into his bag. He was dressed in layers — a singlet, two shirts, a vest, a jumper, a scarf, a coat — and he was sweating by the time we reached the Hamburger barracks, where everyone had to assemble. There were crowds of people: many as overdressed as Ivan and all of them wearing a cardboard tag strung around their necks. Written on each tag was a combination of numbers and letters. The letters were the same — either Dl or Dm — but the numbers were all different.

I spied Olinda coming towards us. ‘Here,’ I called out to her, ‘we’re here.’

She gave me a smile but when she saw Ivan, she let out a cry and wrapped her arms around him, pressing herself close. When they broke apart, they were both crying.

Ivan squeezed her hand. ‘You should go now,’ he said. She was due at work and would be in trouble if she arrived late. Still she didn’t move; still she kept hold of Ivan’s hand.

‘Why are they doing this?’ she cried out. ‘Why do they keep taking everyone away?’

I wanted to say something, anything, to cheer her up. Don’t worry, I wanted to say, it’s all right. But it wasn’t all right. So instead of replying, I just lowered my head and looked away. When I turned back again, Olinda was gone.

‘I’m scared,’ Ivan whispered to me. ‘I’m really scared.’

We were quiet then. For a long time, we were quiet.

And as the silence grew between us, an idea came to me.

For a moment I hesitated. Then I took a deep breath, I cleared my throat and said, ‘Swap.’

Ivan frowned. ‘What?’

Swallowing, I tried again. ‘I’ll be you. I’ll take your place.’

‘What, now?’

I nodded. I was nervous and scared but suddenly energised too. ‘Yes, now,’ I said, reaching for the tag around Ivan’s neck. ‘Now!’

But Ivan held on to it. ‘Why would you want to swap with me? You don’t even know where the train’s going. If it’s Poland, it’ll be freezing and awful.’

‘I don’t belong here,’ I said, trying to keep the tremor from my voice. ‘I’m not even supposed to be in here, so no one’s going to care if I’m suddenly gone. You know that. You know how it is. I just turn up out of the blue, then I’m gone again. It’s never been this long before, so chances are it won’t last much longer. Which means it doesn’t really matter where the train goes — not for me, anyway — because I won’t stay long. One day, I’ll just be gone. But you won’t be. So it’s better if you stay here.’ My voice faltered. ‘Better for Olinda, too.’

More and more people had gathered in front of the barracks, and there was so much noise — so much yelling and crying — that I had to shout to be heard. ‘Go, just go.’

But Ivan didn’t move. ‘They chose my name,’ he said, ‘not yours. It’s not your problem.’

I shook my head. ‘Stay here,’ I told him, ‘let me go instead.’

He was beginning to waver — I could see it. ‘Go,’ I insisted.

Still he hesitated.

‘Give me your tag,’ I heard myself say, my voice suddenly commanding.

And, to my surprise, he did. Without speaking — without even a word — he took off his tag and handed it to me. Unzipping the duffel bag a fraction, I pushed the tag inside it.

‘Now leave,’ I told him. ‘Leave now.’

So he did. He laid a hand on my shoulder, whispered a very soft thank you and disappeared through the crowd.

Only then did the fear engulf me. Looking over at the long train on the platform, I began to tremble.

‘It’s all right,’ I whispered to myself, over and over again, until I was just about singing it; until it was almost a lullaby.

When the order came to board the train, my stomach turned to liquid, and when the doors opened, my dread grew. For this was no ordinary train. This train had no seats and only tiny slits in place of windows.

‘It’s meant for freight,’ someone muttered behind me.

‘More like animals,’ answered someone else.

All around me people were jostling to get inside the train. It was the strangest thing. This was a transport no one wanted to be part of, so why clamber to be first inside? But the push of the crowd behind me gave me no choice as I found myself being swept over to the very edge of the platform and towards the door of one of the carriages. So many people were pressed against me I could hardly breathe and my hands were that sweaty and slippery, I couldn’t keep hold of Ivan’s duffel bag. No, I cried out as it fell from my grasp. I was being pushed so hard I couldn’t even bend down to grab it; I couldn’t move at all. I could only close my eyes as I tried to breathe through the terror that was growing inside me. ‘Mum,’ I cried out, ‘Mum, I’m scared.’
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That’s when everything went quiet. Very, very quiet.

My eyes still tightly shut, I tilted my head to the side. Something was different. Something was very different. I could breathe again. I had room to move again. Gaining courage, I opened one eye then the other.

A wave of relief swept through me.

I was back.

After such a long time, I was back again. Back in the doorway of my little room. Back to safety. Back to stillness.

Not absolute stillness though, for behind me, I could hear a tune. A music box tune. My music box tune. It didn’t play for long: just a few bars before it stopped.

That’s when I heard my name.

It was my dad calling out to me. Then there were two voices: Dad’s voice and Julia’s voice, too. They were both calling me. It made me happy to hear it: so very happy.

Closing the door behind me, I crossed the garage and headed into the house.

There they were! There was Dad and Julia coming up the hallway towards me.

‘Hello, you,’ said Julia, a smile lighting her face. ‘We were wondering where you’d disappeared to. Where have you been?’

I took a deep breath. How could I even begin to explain?

My dad came a bit closer. ‘And what on earth are you wearing?’

I looked down at myself. Ivan’s clothes: that’s what I was wearing. His dark-grey pleated trousers, his grey knitted vest and the shirt that had once been white but was now a grimy beige.

‘They’re swimming on you,’ said Dad. ‘They make you look like you haven’t eaten in weeks.’

‘I’m really hungry,’ I wanted to cry out to them. But how could I? How could I say that? How could I possibly explain why I was so hungry and just where I’d been?

‘I found some clothes in the garage,’ I told them, ‘so I — um — I decided to try them on.’

Julia frowned. ‘You sure they’re not yours?’ she asked my dad.

He shook his head. ‘Never seen them before in my life.’

‘A mystery then.’ She stepped back to look at me. ‘To be honest, they look like they belong in the rubbish.’

In the rubbish? Ivan would have been outraged. My beautiful clothes, fit for the rubbish? He’d have been absolutely furious. The hint of a smile crept across my face as I tried to imagine it.

‘The boys are already in the lounge room,’ said Julia. ‘Troy has to watch a documentary for history. It’s his homework.’ With a flick of her wrist, she checked her watch. ‘It’s on in fifteen minutes. Get changed and come and join us.’

I hesitated. ‘What’s it about?’

‘History,’ said his father. ‘You should watch it. Jump in the shower first, though, and get rid of those filthy clothes.’

So I did: I stripped off Ivan’s clothes and I jumped in the shower. The water was hot. Beautifully hot, unbelievably hot. If it hadn’t been for my groaning, empty stomach I think I would have stayed under that shower forever.

Once I’d pulled on my pyjamas, I headed into the kitchen. Everything was exactly as I’d left it: the benches wiped and still a bit wet; the pots draining on the sink.

How could that be? How could it be that here, no time at all had passed, while there in Theresienstadt so much had happened?

I didn’t have the energy to even try to work it out. All I could think about was the fridge, and what I’d find in it. When I opened the door, I began to salivate. Bread and stew for so long, then this: a fridge full of food.

It took everything I had to restrain myself: to get out a plate from the cupboard, to fill it with leftovers — roast lamb and potatoes and pumpkin — and wait until the microwave had warmed them all up. I sat at the table — glad to be by myself — and, taking a knife and fork, I began to eat.

Slowly, slowly, slowly, I warned myself. If I ate too quickly I knew I’d make myself sick.

And oh, the taste of it. The miraculous taste of that food.

*

After I’d eaten, I joined everyone in the lounge room. Troy was sitting on a beanbag and Cooper was sprawled out on the floor beside him. Dad was sitting on the sofa with Julia. He patted the empty space beside him.

‘Come on,’ he said, ‘everyone should know about this.’

Then he did a double-take. ‘You really have lost weight, haven’t you? I thought it was just those clothes.’

Feeling myself redden, I stayed silent.

Julia answered for me. ‘He must be having a growth spurt,’ she said before looking at me more closely. ‘Or maybe it’s all that training. We’ll have to make sure you eat more so you don’t get any thinner.’

The program was starting now, the television screen filled with soldiers and a line of old-fashioned cars. In the background was a town. A familiar town.

I felt my heart pound. It was Theresienstadt. The streets were the same; the buildings were the same. Everything was the same. Right up until the camera suddenly zoomed in on a playground.

A playground?

That was weird. I knew every street of Theresienstadt, every lane, every open space, and there wasn’t a playground anywhere.

Leaning forward, I tried to work out just where the playground was and why I’d never seen it. When I caught sight of my dormitory building beside it, I was completely bamboozled. How on earth had I missed it?

Then it dawned on me. The tent! The park and the playground were where the tent had been.

A new picture filled the screen now. It was a film: a crackly film of people singing. Not adults though: the singers were all children.

Cooper sniggered. ‘They look so stupid.’

I barely even heard him. Staring hard at the screen, I studied the faces of those singers. One by one I looked at them until suddenly I cried out. ‘Olinda,’ I shouted, ‘Olinda.’ I couldn’t stop myself.

Troy’s laugh was a honk. ‘Olinda? Who the hell’s Olinda?’

‘Troy,’ warned Julia, but I didn’t care what Troy was saying. All my attention was on the screen, on Olinda, her face looking out from the screen as though she was singing just for me. Not in German, though: to my surprise she was singing in Czech. That made me smile. It must have been a struggle. Did Ivan laugh at her pronunciation? I wondered. I bet he had.

When the music stopped, a man’s voice took over. His voice was gentle, soothing even, but what he said made me want to scream. No, I wanted to yell out at him, that can’t be true.

‘These children, all inmates of the Theresienstadt Ghetto, were part of the children’s opera, Brundibár,’ he was saying. ‘A special performance of Brundibár was staged in 1944 for representatives of the Red Cross who came to inspect living conditions in the camp. What the Red Cross did not know at the time was that much of what they saw during their visit was a show, and that one of the reasons the Theresienstadt camp seemed comfortable was that many of the residents had been deported to Auschwitz in order to reduce crowding during their visit. Later that year this Brundibár production was filmed for a Nazi propaganda film, The Führer Gives the Jews a City. Once filming was finished, everyone who’d been part of the production was herded into cattle trains.’

Cattle trains. Like the train that had come for me; the train I should have been on — that awful train with no windows and no seats.

My pulse quickened as the voiceover continued. ‘The cattle trains were crowded, with no food and very little water provided to the people inside. The travelling conditions were so appalling people died on the way. After two days, the train arrived at the concentration camp of Auschwitz.

‘Located in German-occupied Poland, Auschwitz consisted of three complexes. Inmates there were used for forced labour and had to wear a blue-and-white-striped prison uniform.

‘Auschwitz was also a place where inmates were killed in gas chambers that had been especially built for that purpose. More than a million people were taken into these gas chambers and gassed to death. The last transport from Theresienstadt to Auschwitz — transport EV — was on 28 October 1944. After that, the gas chambers at Auschwitz were closed, and finally destroyed.’

Olinda, Olinda. I could hardly stop myself from screaming out her name. Please not Olinda. Please not her.

My head was churning now, my mind racing. I needed to go back. I needed to warn her. Somehow, I needed to try to save her.

*

That night, I couldn’t sleep. I just lay there, waiting for Cooper to stop tossing and turning, waiting for a sign he was no longer awake. That sign soon came: a soft snore followed by a snort and another snore.

I climbed out of bed, opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. The house was dark and my eyes took a moment to adjust. I crept into the garage just as quietly as I could and, once I’d retrieved the key, let myself into my room.

The fluorescent light was too bright so I used the camping lamp instead. A soft glow filled the room, lighting up the music box there on the shelf.

I didn’t reach out for it straightaway. What if it didn’t work? How could I bear being stuck here while Olinda was in such danger?

You have to try, I told myself.

Lifting the music box off the shelf, I held it, my hands shaking so much I was scared I’d drop it.

Breathe, just breathe.

So I breathed. I breathed in and I breathed out, my grip on the music box tightening as I felt for the winding key.

My heart quickened as I braced myself for disappointment: for the key not to turn, for the music not to play.

Do it, I murmured, do it.

My finger against the winding key, I pushed it forward.

It didn’t budge.

I took a deep breath and I tried again.

This time it did move. Only a bit, but still. My confidence rising, I pushed harder. Again the key moved, and, as it did, a tiny sound escaped from the music box. Closing my eyes, I began to twist. Five times I twisted, then eight, nine, ten times, and still it kept going — two more times before the key stopped turning.

Only then did I release it, my breath catching as the music began.

The music box back on the shelf, I was almost at the door when something stopped me; something urged me to go back again. I went back and, without knowing why, I picked up the music box, clicked open the hidden drawer, scooped out the watch and strapped it to my wrist.

My grandfather’s watch felt heavy on my arm and that reassured me. Running my finger over the watch face, I headed for the door, turned the handle and pushed.
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I didn’t open my eyes. I couldn’t. I was too scared. What if it hadn’t worked? But even with my eyes closed, I knew I wasn’t in Julia’s house any more. The air smelt different and the ground was uneven under my feet. And when I opened my eyes, there were the double doors of my dormitory building.

The tiniest flicker of happiness tickled inside me. I’d done it. I was back.

When I saw Olinda sitting on the step in front of me, my happiness surged. She was there. She was still safe. Thin though, very thin. So much thinner than when I’d last seen her.

Catching sight of me, she let out a cry. ‘Leo!’ she said. ‘Is it you?’

Suddenly shy, I could only manage a smile.

But she wasn’t smiling. She was frowning. ‘How can you possibly be here?’ she asked me. ‘No one ever comes back from the transports. Not ever.’

I stayed silent.

‘No one does,’ she insisted. ‘No one ever does.’

I’m different. That’s what I wanted to say. Didn’t Ivan tell you I’m different?

But it was clear Ivan hadn’t told her a thing.

‘I escaped from the train,’ I lied.

Astonishment lit up her face. ‘But how? How could you possibly have escaped?’

Yes, how?

‘Well,’ I flustered, trying to think of something, ‘the train stopped and the doors opened. It was dark and I was small enough to slip out.’

But Olinda was shaking her head. ‘It’s been more than a year. Where have you been for all this time?’

More than a year?

That startled me. No, more than that: it panicked me.

‘What date is it?’ I asked, my voice rising.

She thought for a moment. ‘The twenty-seventh,’ she said finally. ‘It’s the twenty-seventh of October.’

My hands went cold, so cold.

No.

No.

NO.

‘Where were you?’ she pressed. ‘For all that time, where were you?’

My mind racing, I tried to think. ‘I found people to stay with,’ I told her, ‘but it got too dangerous for them to keep me because I’d escaped and everything. So I made my way back here instead.’ It was an unlikely story, and if she asked any more questions, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to keep it up.

But she didn’t ask me anything. Nothing at all. Instead, her voice rose as her face became animated. ‘Guess what happened while you were away? I was chosen to sing in an opera: a Czech one, called Brundibár. They even filmed it.’

My breath caught. A part of me still hadn’t believed it. Even after I’d seen her on the screen — actually seen her there — still I’d hoped I was wrong: that it hadn’t been her, after all.

‘Were you in it?’ I asked, my voice hoarse. ‘The film, I mean.’

‘Oh yes.’ She was smiling now. ‘The director even complimented me on my singing.’

After a moment, her smile faded. ‘I know the film’s for them, for Hitler and the rest of them. I know it’s not for anything good, but I still liked doing it.’

I swallowed. If only she couldn’t sing. Then she wouldn’t have been chosen; then she wouldn’t have had any part of it.

‘Do you have any idea what they will do to you?’ I wanted to shout.

Of course she didn’t. How could she?

But I knew. I knew a final transport would be headed to Auschwitz the very next day. On it would be everyone from that choir, everyone who had sung Brundibár for the Germans. Olinda included.

The thought of it terrified me, but I couldn’t let her know that. ‘How’s Ivan?’ I asked instead, trying to keep my voice light.

‘Good,’ she said, ‘pretty good. He’ll be here in a moment, so you can find out for yourself.’

And less than five minutes later, there he was, right in front of me. ‘Leo,’ he said, his eyes glistening, ‘is it really you?’

At first, I could only stare at him. He was so gaunt. Like Olinda, he had become so very thin. ‘Yes,’ I said softly, ‘it’s me.’

He gave me a small smile. ‘It’s been a long time, my friend. You’ve missed a lot.’

Olinda’s eyes had widened. ‘You’ll never guess what happened,’ she told him. ‘Leo was on the train — you know, on the transport — and he escaped. Then he hid in people’s houses until it got too dangerous, so he decided to come back here. Can you believe it? That he actually came back?’

Ivan shot me a look, one eyebrow raised.

Time to change the subject, I thought, turning to the park space in front of us. ‘What happened to the tent?’

‘All part of the scam of the century,’ said Ivan. ‘If you’d been here in June, you’d have been amazed by the transformation. Circus tent gone, a park suddenly in its place. For a while, there was even a playground there, too. Of course, they got rid of that after the Red Cross left.’ His voice prickled with sarcasm. ‘Yes, the Red Cross, who came to check on the conditions here. And weren’t they delighted by what they found: how beautiful it was, how well we were treated? Of course they would have been surprised to know how much work had been done to get ready for them. Those awful, flea-infested buildings freshly painted; the tent taken down; and all that dirt turned into a beautiful park. Better still, suddenly we had plenty of room here, because they solved the overcrowding problem too, didn’t they?’ His voice was raised now, raised and bitter. ‘Who would have thought it could be so easy?’

Olinda put a hand on his arm. ‘You need to be quieter,’ she warned him.

He shrugged her away. ‘I’m sick of being quiet. I need to tell him what’s been happening here.’ His face flushed with anger. ‘Do you know how they solved the overcrowding problem?’

I was feeling more and more uneasy. ‘I think so,’ I murmured.

‘Let me tell you what happened. In preparation for this Red Cross inspection, the Germans organised three big transports. So many people were sent away, thousands of them. All of them gone. Just like that. And there you have it: a spacious town. Lots of space for lectures, for concerts, for performances.’

Out of his mouth came the most awful laugh. ‘And how well you performed, Olinda, all of you up there on stage. The performance of a lifetime, that’s what it was. They sang and sang for the Red Cross, each on their very best behaviour. Like we all were. When those Red Cross people came to observe us, we all stayed quiet instead of begging them to save us. “Get us out of here,” we wanted to scream. “Get us all out!” But we couldn’t even risk making eye contact with our visitors, for what if the Germans saw us? What if the Germans thought we were staging a rebellion with our eyes? So we all kept our eyes down. And we acted well enough to make the delegation believe we were happy and our captors were kind. And didn’t this please our German captors? It pleased them so much they decided to make a film of it. To show the whole world how lovely it is here.’ His nose wrinkled as a waft of sewerage reached them. ‘And the best thing about a film is that you can’t smell it.’

That, at least, made Olinda laugh. It even made Ivan smile. ‘Our lovely Olinda was the star of the show. All day they filmed her singing with the rest of the Brundibár singers.’

My throat was so dry I could hardly swallow. ‘Not you?’ I asked him. ‘Weren’t you singing too?’

Ivan shook his head. ‘Since you left — well, since we swapped — I’ve been keeping my head down. To make sure no one checks my details. That’s why I didn’t volunteer for the film.’

‘The problem is,’ said Olinda, her voice whisper quiet, ‘ever since the filming stopped, there’ve been more transports, so many more. They said I’d be protected because I agreed to do the film. But I’m not so sure any more. Every day, I’m scared to wake up.’

I lowered my head. I couldn’t let her see just how frightened I was too. Perhaps she’ll be spared, I told myself. Perhaps she’ll be left off the transport.

Perhaps.

Or perhaps not.

In the meantime, heart pounding, stomach lurching, I had no choice but to wait.

There was still a curfew, so just before eight o’clock Olinda left for her dormitory and Ivan and I headed to ours.

‘Won’t the others notice I’ve been gone?’

‘I wouldn’t worry about that,’ said Ivan. ‘Lots of them have either left on transports or changed rooms. We’ll just say you moved rooms too.’

‘But what about Emil?’

He shook his head. ‘He’s gone.’

I felt my heart quicken. ‘To Auschwitz?’

Ivan frowned. ‘What’s Auschwitz?’

I wanted to kick myself. He didn’t know about Auschwitz. He knew nothing about any of it. Of course he didn’t. How could he?

‘I meant Poland,’ I stammered.

But he wasn’t so easily satisfied. ‘What do you know?’

I shook my head. ‘Nothing.’

‘So what’s Auschwitz then?’

‘It’s just a place, in Poland.’

‘A work camp?’ He was sounding wary now. ‘Because that’s what they’ve been telling us: that everyone’s being sent to a work camp.’

I searched for something to say. ‘I’m not sure.’

He was staring at me now. ‘Is it worse than here?’

I nodded.

‘Much worse?’

‘Much worse,’ I whispered, unable to keep it to myself any longer. ‘They’re killing people.’

Ivan looked more baffled than shocked. ‘What do you mean?’

I took a deep breath. ‘They have . . . well, they have gas chambers. They pour gas into these rooms and it kills everyone locked inside.’

Ivan gaped at me. ‘Are you sure?’

I nodded. ‘There’s going to be one more transport,’ I told him, the words tumbling out in a rush. ‘It will go to Auschwitz and everyone on it will be killed. After that, the killing will stop and the Germans will lose the war.’

It was done. I’d said it. I’d told him everything.

‘When?’ he whispered. ‘The last transport, when will it be?’

I felt myself flinch. ‘On the twenty-eighth of October.’

His face went white. ‘But that’s tomorrow.’

I nodded. ‘And I-Ivan,’ I stammered, ‘I think Olinda will be on it.’
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Ivan still had the same bunk but mine had been taken by a stranger. In fact, the whole room was filled with boys I’d never seen before. And if they wondered what I was doing there, no one asked me. The bunk below Ivan was free, so that’s where I slept that night.

The mattresses were still awful and everyone still snored and snuffled and coughed and cried in their sleep and in the morning, we still had to queue to use those filthy toilets.

Breakfast was the same, too — stale bread and turnip coffee — and we sat on my bunk to have it. We took our time: Ivan wasn’t working any more so there was no rush to get anywhere.

‘I couldn’t risk going back,’ he said. ‘If they knew I was still here, they might have just put me on the next

 transport. I still go to choir with Mr Laun. Other than that, I keep my head down.’

He’d made friends with some Czechs: most of them teenagers, others older. ‘Many of them are writers,’ he told me. ‘We were a large group at first but with each new transport, there are fewer of us.’ His voice faltered. ‘And each time someone else is taken, I feel so guilty to have been spared.’

That afternoon, we sat on the steps of the dormitory building, waiting for Olinda to join us. When she arrived, her face was tear-stained.

‘I’m on the next transport,’ she cried out, her eyes wide and frightened.

I tried not to panic. ‘When?’

‘In three hours. I need to be at the assembly point in three hours.’

Ivan’s face had turned pale. ‘Are you sure? Normally they give you a day, even two days.’

Olinda handed him the notification. ‘Look!’ she said, almost screaming now. ‘Look at it.’

And when Ivan passed me the note, I saw the very words I’d been dreading: Transport EV.

She couldn’t get on that transport. She simply couldn’t. And I had to make sure she didn’t. If only I could take her back with me — back to Julia’s house — just until it was safe, just until she could return again.

But that wasn’t how it worked. If I knew anything at all, I knew that.

I couldn’t even offer to go in her place.

‘What am I supposed to take?’ she was asking us. ‘I don’t know what I’ll need.’

‘Nothing,’ I could have told her, ‘nothing at all.’

Think of something, I told myself.

But what?

‘They say we’ll be going to a work camp,’ she said. ‘That’s why they’re only taking young, healthy people on the transport: so we can work when we get there.’

I looked up. ‘You have to be healthy, then?’

‘Yes.’

‘What happens if you’re not?’

She didn’t know. Ivan did, though. ‘If you’re really sick, they take you off the transport and once you’re better they put you on the next one.’ He looked at Olinda. ‘That’s what happened to Jirí, that kid in my dormitory. Remember?’

I frowned. ‘And what was wrong with him?’

Neither of them could remember. Ivan thought he might have had a fever.

‘And he didn’t go on the transport because of that?’ An idea was brewing in my head now. What if? I thought.

‘They told him he wouldn’t be well enough to work,’ said Ivan. ‘So they waited for him to get better before they put him on the next transport.’

But there wouldn’t be another transport. This would be the last one. She’d be safe after that.

‘You need to get sick,’ I told her. ‘You need to get really sick, really quickly.’

She shook her head. ‘They’ll be able to tell if I try to fake it: they’ll get a doctor to check me.’

‘I’m not saying you should fake it. I’m saying you should actually get sick,’ I said, as my plan began to take form.

‘I’ve got to be there in three hours, Leo. How am I supposed to make myself sick before then? Take poison?’ She was sounding more and more distressed now.

I shook my head. George, I thought, you’re a genius. ‘Not poison — milk.’

‘Milk?’ echoed Ivan. ‘That’s your solution?’

Olinda looked confused. ‘How is drinking milk going to get me out of the transport?’

‘Not drinking it — injecting it.’

That’s when Ivan lost it. ‘Injecting milk? What the hell are you talking about?’

But I wasn’t going to let myself be rattled, not even by Ivan. It was a good idea. A great one, even. ‘We’ll inject it into Olinda’s body,’ I said slowly, ‘to give her a fever. And if she has a fever, they won’t take her on the transport.’

Ivan was scornful. ‘And you know this, because you’re a doctor, right?’

By now, I’d just about had it with him. Sometimes he annoyed me as much as Cooper and Troy did. ‘All right,’ I snapped, ‘let’s go with your plan instead.’

Olinda was weeping now. ‘I’m scared,’ she said, her voice muffled. ‘I don’t want to go.’

Pulling her close, Ivan looked over at me. ‘So what do we need for a milk injection?’

I shrugged. ‘Milk and a syringe, I suppose.’
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If syringes were anywhere, they’d be in the town’s Central Hospital, so it was good Ivan knew a girl who worked there. Not well, but a bit. Of course, we couldn’t be sure she’d actually help us out. There was a lot at stake: anyone caught stealing would be put on the next transport with the Brundibár singers. To convince her to take the risk, we’d have to make it worth her while.

For that, we needed Olinda. ‘We’ve got to offer her something good,’ Ivan explained. ‘Something really nice.’

‘Like what?’ she asked.

His voice was gentle — I’d never heard it so gentle. ‘It’s starting to get cold,’ he said. ‘Maybe she’d like your velvet coat?’

I knew which coat he meant: her blue one, the velvet so soft and thick I’d often been tempted to run the back of my hand along it.

Olinda looked horrified. ‘My coat? Please not my good coat. It’s from my mother.’

I took a deep breath. Time was against us and I was doing my best not to panic. ‘I really think we should do anything we can — absolutely anything — to stop you being on the transport.’ Although I was trying to stay calm, I could hear the tremor in my voice.

Her eyes bored into me. ‘What do you know about it, Leo? What aren’t you telling me?’

A surge of heat filled my body. ‘All I know,’ I said slowly, ‘is that it could be much worse than it is here.’

For a moment she was silent. ‘All right,’ she said quietly. ‘You can take the coat.’

We were down to two and a half hours now.

‘I need to pack,’ Olinda kept saying. ‘If they keep me on the transport, I’ll need my things.’

No you won’t, I thought, you won’t need any of your things. The thought was so distressing I wanted to cry, but this was not a time for crying.

Another breath. ‘Okay, pack your bag while we find what we need. We’ll need the coat now, though.’

Olinda’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I’ll get it,’ she whispered.

‘Please hurry.’ My heart was pounding, my head racing. Don’t lose it now, I warned myself, not now. For agitation is rarely an effective tool.

Olinda was quick, quicker than I’d expected, and once she’d handed over the coat, Ivan and I headed for the hospital — until Ivan made a sudden U-turn.

I couldn’t believe it. ‘Where the hell are you going?’

He put a finger to his lips. ‘I’ve got an idea.’

‘We haven’t got time.’ I tried not to screech it out at him. ‘We’re running out of time.’

But he was striding ahead of me now, moving so quickly I had to run to keep up.

He stopped beside a shopfront. ‘It’s one of the smaller kitchens,’ he explained as he slipped through the door.

Stop, I wanted to scream, there’s no time. But what choice did I have except to follow him?

Inside, a man was standing behind the long bench that separated the entrance from the kitchen itself. When Ivan approached, he glared at him.

Ivan stood tall. ‘I need to speak to the supervisor,’ he said.

The man frowned. ‘Dr Goldberg,’ he said, ‘I am the supervisor.’

Ivan kept his head high. ‘My name is Ivan Murmelstein. I’m here to pick up milk for my uncle.’

Ivan Murmelstein?

The name clearly meant something to Dr Goldberg, who was suddenly looking nervous. ‘Your uncle?’

‘Yes,’ said Ivan, ‘my uncle, Rabbi. Dr. Benjamin. Murmelstein.’ He pronounced each word very clearly.

The man nodded. ‘Of course. And Rabbi Dr Murmelstein needs milk?’

‘He requested it earlier this afternoon and when it didn’t arrive he sent me to find out what had happened.’ Ivan gave a very small smile. ‘I’m hoping you might be able to help, Dr Goldberg. As you would know, it’s been a stressful time for my uncle, with all the recent transports.’

The man was becoming more and more unsettled. ‘Milk,’ he said, ‘of course. How much was he wanting?’

Ivan’s smile widened a fraction. ‘A cup would be plenty.’

Moments later, Dr Goldberg returned with a small jar of powdered milk. I couldn’t believe it.

Ivan’s voice was warm with appreciation. ‘My uncle will be extremely grateful to you.’

‘My greetings to your uncle,’ the man replied. ‘My very warm greetings to him.’

Ivan inclined his head. ‘Thank you, Dr Goldberg, and a good evening to you.’

‘You don’t have an uncle here,’ I murmured as we headed for the hospital.

Ivan hugged the jar to him. ‘Dr Goldberg doesn’t know that, does he? As far as he’s concerned I’m the favourite nephew of Rabbi Dr Murmelstein.’

‘Who?’

‘I already told you — he’s my uncle.’

‘No, he’s not. Who is he really?’

‘The new Jewish Elder of Theresienstadt. The Germans decide the transports, but Rabbi Dr Murmelstein can mostly control who’s placed on them. That’s why Dr Goldberg was so keen to help us out.’ He shook the jar in my face. ‘One down, one to go.’

There was a makeshift reception area at the front of the hospital. Supervising it was a small, suspicious-looking man.

‘Yes?’ he asked.

‘We have a delivery for Miss Ursula Baum,’ Ivan told him.

The man’s eyes narrowed. ‘A delivery?’

‘From the Council of Elders. An urgent delivery.’

He nodded. ‘One minute.’

Turning then, he disappeared through the narrow door behind him.

‘What now?’ I whispered.

‘Now we wait.’

So we waited. We waited for such a long time I began to worry he wouldn’t come back at all. But he did, and with him came a girl who didn’t look much older than me.

Ivan stood as if to attention. ‘Good evening, Miss Baum. We have an urgent delivery for you from the Council of Elders.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, her voice clipped and formal. ‘Please come with me.’

She led us into the corner of a room crowded with people on stretcher beds. ‘What are you doing here?’ she hissed.

‘I need a syringe,’ said Ivan, ‘and some boiled water.’

She screwed up her nose. ‘Why?’

Ivan shook his head. ‘We can pay you for it,’ he said.

A spark of interest lit up her face. ‘What with?’

He showed her the powdered milk. ‘We can split this with you.’

For a moment, she seemed to be considering it. Then she shook her head. ‘But say I get caught? They’ll put me on the next transport.’

Only then did Ivan pull out Olinda’s velvet coat. ‘How about this? Give us the syringe and the water and you can have it.’

Holding the coat against her, she ran a hand over it, then slipped it over her shoulders. ‘Stealing a syringe, that’s a risky thing to do.’

She’d turned to me now, her eyes resting on my wrist. ‘I’ll do it if you give me the watch.’

I felt my heart quicken. No. Not that. Not my watch.

Ivan looked at me. ‘Please, Leo,’ he said. ‘For Olinda.’

I lowered my head. No, don’t, I wanted to shout out, please don’t take my watch.

But I didn’t shout out. I didn’t say a thing. I just unstrapped my watch and handed it to her.

For a moment she cradled it in her hands before she fastened it around her wrist. Then, with a quick nod to Ivan, she slipped out of the room. When she returned, she was carrying a jar filled with water and a small tin box. Inside the box was a glass syringe.

As soon as we were out of the hospital, we ran hard. Olinda was in her room, her bunk covered in clothes, each piece neatly folded. On the floor, her suitcase lay open and empty. She tried to smile when she saw us, but she couldn’t quite manage it. When Ivan stretched out his hand, she held it, leaning forward to bury her face in his chest. It still surprised me how tall Ivan had become.

‘We did it,’ he whispered. ‘We got it all.’

Pulling back, she gazed at him, her eyes creased with worry. ‘So what do we do now?’

That’s when they both turned to me.

To be honest, I had no idea. ‘Well,’ I improvised, ‘first we’ve got to mix up the powder and the water.’

So that’s what we did: we sprinkled some of the milk powder into the boiled water then shook the mixture until it turned white.

Good, I thought, that’s looking good.

Opening the tin, I took out the syringe. I knew a bit about syringes and how they worked: my mum had been given so many injections when she was sick and every now and then I’d watch. But some of the medicine had to go straight into her blood and some went into her arm — how were we supposed to do it with milk? And this syringe was different from Mum’s. It wasn’t made of plastic, it was made of glass: glass so thin I was scared it might shatter. Placing the needle into the liquid, I drew it up until the barrel of the syringe turned white. As I tried to stay calm, I remembered what George had told me.

‘Sit down,’ I said to Olinda, ‘and roll up your sleeve.’ Once she had, I rested the needle against her skin. ‘You’ll feel a small prick,’ I heard myself say, ‘that’s all.’

My hand was shaking but I had to do my best to stay steady. Holding my breath, I pushed the needle into her skin, and pressed down on the syringe until all the milk was gone. I hoped it would be enough and that it wouldn’t be too much. More than anything, I really hoped I’d done the right thing. I wasn’t stupid: I knew injecting the wrong stuff could kill a person — but Olinda would die if we didn’t keep her off that train.

When I pulled out the needle, blood dribbled down her arm. Ivan wiped it with his handkerchief, then pressed on her skin to stop the bleeding.

‘What now?’ she asked.

My hand was still shaking. ‘Now we wait for you to get sick.’

Ten minutes went by, then fifteen, then twenty, then twenty-five. Nothing happened.

An hour later, Olinda returned to her packing.

I was beside myself. So many possibilities jumped around in my head. Perhaps I hadn’t injected it properly, perhaps I hadn’t injected enough — perhaps the concentration was wrong. I didn’t know. I just didn’t know. That was the truth of it. I didn’t have a clue why it hadn’t worked.

We were left with no choice now: we had to take Olinda to the transport.

When we arrived at the assembly point, a group of SS officers were standing guard at the entrance. Olinda’s hands trembled as she showed them her notification.

‘Inside,’ they ordered her, their voices rough. ‘Not the others, just you.’

With a cry, Olinda threw herself at Ivan. I couldn’t bear how frightened she was. And it was my fault, all my fault. I’d completely failed her.

Olinda lifted her head. ‘Look after each other.’

Her words made me want to weep.

‘I was the one who was supposed to look after you,’ I wanted to bellow. ‘I was supposed to save you.’

But she was gone before I could say anything at all.

Ivan and I walked back in silence, slowly climbing the stairs to our room. Inside, everyone would be carrying on as normal. Some of the boys might be reading, others would be playing cards or sketching or just chatting together. All this would be happening while Olinda was being forced onto a train that would take her to her death. I couldn’t stand the thought of it. I didn’t want to see anyone, especially not a roomful of people.

‘Come on,’ said Ivan, his voice faltering, ‘come inside.’

Tears pricked at my eyes as I shook my head. ‘I can’t,’ I whispered, ‘I can’t.’

Ivan put a hand on my shoulder. ‘Yes, you can,’ he said.

When still I hesitated, he spoke a little louder. ‘Please, Leo.’

And, keeping my head down so Ivan wouldn’t see me crying, I followed him inside.
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But not into the dormitory. The dormitory was gone and Ivan was nowhere to be seen.

I was back.

For a moment I was bewildered, then I felt myself slump.

So much had happened but what had I achieved? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. I hadn’t saved Olinda and once more I’d abandoned Ivan. Yet again, I’d failed him.

Guilt and sadness burned through me as the last notes of that lullaby tune came wafting towards me, slowing down, note by note, until there was only silence.

It was dark in the garage; dark and still in the house, too. Only when I stepped into the bedroom did Cooper shatter the silence with his snorting and snoring and snuffling.

Slipping into bed, I sank into the mattress, grateful for the warmth of my quilt. But I couldn’t relax. I could only think of Olinda, imagining her cries of horror as she boarded that train meant for animals. When morning came, I was exhausted and filled with despair.

On the other side of the room, Cooper was stirring. Keeping very still, I pretended to be asleep. I didn’t want to talk to anyone — especially not him — so I waited until he was up and out of the room before I even opened my eyes.

Lying there, just staring at the ceiling, I felt helpless. Helpless and useless. I should have tried harder. I should have done something more.

Go back, said a voice in my head, go back.

But what would be the use in that? I wouldn’t be able to save her. It was too late for that. She’d already been taken; forced onto that transport headed for Auschwitz.

And knowing that, how could I possibly face Ivan when I’d been such a failure?

That morning, I went to school feeling like death. Even George couldn’t cheer me up.

We had history first up, but when we arrived in the classroom, Mr Sheridan was nowhere to be seen.

I sat down and George slid in beside me. ‘You’re pretty quiet today,’ he said. ‘Everything okay?’

I was about to say, ‘Yeah, all good,’ when something stopped me. Something that rose inside me. Something that felt like it was going to burst right out of me.

I’m going to tell him, I decided. Tell him everything. About the music box, about Ivan, about Olinda, about what I’d tried to do and how badly it had all turned out.

My pulse was racing now and I needed to take a deep breath just to slow myself down. ‘Well, the thing is,’ I said, my voice cautious, ‘I’m just not sure where to begin.’

George lifted an eyebrow. ‘I wasn’t really asking for a life story but, you know, feel free.’

That’s when Mr Sheridan appeared in the doorway. ‘No time for your life story, I’m afraid, Mr Arnold. We’ve got other life stories to think about today.’

George grinned. ‘Like whose, sir?’

‘Like Josef Stalin.’

George screwed up his face. ‘Josef who?’

‘Keep your head to the front and eyes on me, and you’ll soon find out.’ Then he gave me a smile. ‘You too, Mr Arnold.’

Slipping back into my seat, I tried to return his smile. ‘Sure thing, sir.’

By the afternoon, my mood hadn’t lifted and I couldn’t stop thinking about Olinda. The walk to the oval seemed longer than usual and, with no one to distract me, I felt even sadder.

Mr Livingston was already waiting for me. ‘So,’ he called out, ‘it seems you are the winner. Today, you have beaten Sandy to training.’

This surprised me. Sandy’s school was really close and she always arrived before me.

Mr Livingston gave me a wink. ‘Let’s hope she hasn’t defected to another squad.’

I did my best, but I couldn’t even muster up a laugh. I could barely raise a smile.

Mr Livingston’s eyes searched mine. ‘Is there something wrong, Leo?’

Is there something wrong? Yes, there’s something wrong, I wanted to roar. Something very, very wrong.

‘All good,’ I managed to mumble instead.

He looked unconvinced. ‘Are you certain?’

‘The regional carnival,’ I lied. ‘I’m a bit nervous about it.’

I watched him consider this. ‘Nervousness is not always such a bad thing,’ he said, ‘it can also be a good thing. At its best, it can give you energy; at its worst it will consume you.’ He gave me a little smile. ‘Just try not to let it overwhelm you —’

‘But what if it’s not just a race,’ I interrupted. ‘What if it’s something else?’

His smile faded. ‘Then it is even more important. Then you really need to be in control. The adrenalin that fills your body in times of stress is what makes your mind sharper and your speed greater — so long as you keep it in check. Tell me,’ he said, his voice becoming softer, ‘when you warm up for a race, why do you do it?’

I shrugged. ‘Well, like you said, to warm up. So you don’t sprain a muscle.’

‘And that is a very good reason to stretch. But answer me this. When you stretch before a race, do you stretch with many people around you or do you walk away a little and stretch by yourself?’

‘By myself.’

‘And why do you do this?’

‘To clear my head.’

‘Exactly. Stretching is a muscle protection exercise but it is also a chance to contain the nerves: to keep what you need inside you while breathing out what is too much. It helps you focus and makes you run faster.’ His smile had returned now. ‘Because you know how it is, don’t you? Second is almost first, third is almost second, but fourth is nothing.’

Breaking off, he put a hand up to his eyes. When I followed his gaze, I saw Sandy coming towards us.

‘Isn’t it true?’ Mr Livingston asked her.

‘Isn’t what true?’

‘That second is almost first, third is almost second, but fourth is nothing.’

She smiled. ‘Maybe.’

Mr Livingston smiled back at her. ‘You are looking very well today. Even if you are late.’

‘I’m happy,’ she replied. ‘I’m really happy.’

‘Because of your excellent result at the championships?’ he asked.

I looked at her. ‘How did you go?’

‘Pretty good,’ she replied.

‘Pretty good?’ repeated Mr Livingston. ‘To be the winner for both the four-hundred-metre race and the eight-hundred-metre race is more than simply pretty good.’

‘First in both? No wonder you’re so happy, then.’ I was pleased for her. Really pleased. But envious, too: I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t.

‘Actually,’ she said, ‘it’s more than that. It’s my mum. She’s come home: she’s better again.’

My heart started to pound. ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘oh, that’s great.’

Because it was. It was great. It was wonderful. And I wanted to be happy for her, I really did. But my head was throbbing now too, and to my shame, it wasn’t with happiness. It was throbbing with surprise and wistfulness instead.

And envy. Envy that her mum was better but mine wasn’t.

‘I missed her so much,’ Sandy was saying. ‘And no one would tell me what was happening. But now she’s back. And I’m so, so happy.’

My throat tightened. ‘That’s wonderful,’ I said softly, ‘really wonderful.’ And as I tried not to cry, Mr Livingston placed a hand on my shoulder.

‘Things will be better, Leo,’ he murmured. ‘About this, you must trust me.’
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On the morning of the regional carnival, we were early to the stadium. Early enough to get seats in the front row of the grandstand. Julia was especially excited. ‘Not every family has an eight-hundred-metre champion,’ she said, a smile stretching across her face, ‘and it’s not every day a girl gets to watch her stepson at the regionals.’

I tried to smile back but I was just too nervous. ‘I should go and warm up,’ I murmured.

Dad nodded and Julia gave my arm a squeeze. ‘Good luck,’ she said. ‘I’ll be crossing everything.’

Crossing everything?

‘You know: fingers, legs, arms — I’ll be crossing everything. That’s what you do.’

In my family, we didn’t cross anything. Daumen drücken, that’s what we did: we pressed down our thumbs.

Which was what Dad was doing now. ‘Viel Glück,’ he mouthed. Good luck.

Lifting my hands to show him, I pressed my thumbs, too. ‘Danke,’ I mouthed back.

There was jostling at the starting line as we waited for the pistol to fire. The sound was startling, but straightaway I was off.

One lap in, and I’d edged towards the front of the pack. I was running well, the rhythm pulsing, bursting, beating out of me as I strode forward. Sprinting down the straight, I accelerated through the curve and into the final lap.

With two hundred metres to go, I was still up with the leaders. I just needed a way through them. As I turned into the straight, I found a space and ran hard. Hard enough to win the race if I could only drive myself just a little bit more. Less than a stride away from the lead now, I willed myself to go faster.

But I couldn’t do it.

I couldn’t run fast enough.

Second. I came second — and if only I’d pushed harder, I could have been first.

When I returned to the grandstand, Julia stood up and started clapping. ‘Bravo,’ she called out, ‘bravo.’

It was so embarrassing. It was really embarrassing. Actually, it was more than that. It was mortifying.

Sit down, I wanted to shout at her, please just sit down.

My mum wouldn’t have done it; no way would she have embarrassed me in public like that. ‘Gut gemacht,’ she would have said. Well done. Proud but quiet, not loud and embarrassing like Julia.

Dad was sitting down beside her. ‘Well run,’ he said.

I shook my head. ‘I didn’t push hard enough.’

‘You were absolutely fantastic,’ said Julia, her voice really loud.

That wasn’t true. I wasn’t absolutely fantastic. But I had made it to state.

That night, Cooper and I were at home by ourselves. Troy was staying at a friend’s place and Julia and Dad had been invited to a dinner party.

Before they left, Dad gave us a wink. ‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,’ he said in that weird cheery voice that made my toes curl.

Cooper laughed. ‘Sure thing, Pete — nothing you wouldn’t do — ha-ha, that’s funny.’

As soon as they’d left, I headed for the bathroom: my easiest escape from Cooper. I filled up the bath, almost to the top, and slipped into it. Leaning my head back, I tried to relax. I couldn’t, though. I could only think about Olinda. And even after the bath had turned cold and I’d pulled myself out, still my head was crowded with worry and guilt.

Once I was in my pyjamas, I ventured back into the bedroom. The light was on but, to my relief, the room was empty. So I slipped into bed, reached out for my book and settled down to read it.

Then the room went black and all I could hear was Cooper cackling in the darkness. ‘Sorry, mate, but I thought you said you only needed your bed lamp.’

Ignore him, I told myself, reaching over to switch on the lamp, just ignore him.

Cooper was standing there in the doorway. ‘So short-arse, what nerdy book are you reading this week?’ he called out to me.

I kept my eyes on the page. Ignore him. Ignore him. Ignore him.

Then I changed my mind. ‘Can’t you just shut up for a change?’

He put on a high voice. ‘Can’t you just shut up for a change?’ he mimicked.

I put my book down. ‘What is it about you?’ I asked softly, but very deliberately. ‘Why are you such an idiot?’

Cooper said nothing. Hunching over, he made a weird sort of grunting sound instead.

‘You don’t get it, do you?’ I continued. ‘You don’t see how dumb that makes you look. I mean, it’s not even funny. It’s just really, really stupid.’

But Cooper kept grunting until I had the urge to reach over and shake him. ‘I can’t believe I have to live here,’ I murmured instead.

Cooper stopped mid-grunt. ‘So why don’t you go and live with your dead mother then?’

That’s it.

Jumping out of bed, I dived at him and started punching — on his face, on his arms, on his chest, in the stomach — wherever I could. At first, he didn’t even try to hit back. And then when he did, he missed.

He wasn’t done, though. As he made a lunge for me, I grabbed a clump of his hair and hung on. And after he started yelling, I hung on even harder. ‘Shut up,’ I said, ‘or I’ll pull it all out.’

He shut up.

‘I can’t live with my mother because she’s dead,’ I hissed at him. ‘Which is the only reason you get to have my dad. Because if my mother wasn’t dead, my dad would be with her and so would I. And you would be nowhere near us. And that would be my dream come true.’ I readjusted my hand to tighten my grip on his hair. ‘But actually, Cooper, this is what I’ve really been wondering about. Since your dad isn’t even dead, how come I’ve only seen him here once? Doesn’t he want to see you or something? My mum can’t see me because she’s dead — you’re right about that — but your dad could see you whenever he wants. So why doesn’t he come and see you?’

Cooper mumbled something I didn’t understand.

‘What?’ I asked, pulling his hair even harder. ‘What was that?’

He gave a soft cry. ‘Because he’s in the army. That’s why.’

I shook my head. ‘That’s not why. And you know it. He doesn’t come because he doesn’t want to see you. So you decided to take my dad because your own dad doesn’t want you. That’s what you both decided, you and your stupid brother.’

Cooper’s face was red and his eyes were glistening. ‘Not true,’ he said. ‘It’s not true. My dad’s in the army; he’s always away with the army. Otherwise I could live with him. He said I could.’ But his voice was wavering.

‘Whatever,’ I said, my fingers still clutching his hair. ‘But the fact is, you don’t live with him because you can’t live with him. And I can’t live with my mum. Which means we’ve all got to be here. I don’t want to be here. I never wanted to be here. And I really don’t want to see your ugly face every time I wake up. Because I am sick to death of you.’ I gave another tug of his hair. ‘You got it?’

When there was no answer, I tugged harder. ‘You got it?’

This time he nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘okay.’

And with that, I let go.

Face white, eyes wide, he stumbled over to his bed. He was scared. I could see that: I could see he was scared stupid. A warm feeling of satisfaction filled my body and for a moment I was tempted to step forward again, to step so close our faces would almost be touching. That would feel good, I thought, that would feel really good. And if I smashed him? Well, that would feel even better.

Inside, my body was dancing, filled with an excitement I’d never experienced before. I wanted to watch Cooper crumble. I wanted to punch him hard enough to make him collapse. I wanted to get him back for every taunt, every jeer, every sneer. I wanted to punch him so hard he couldn’t speak.

Something stopped me.

Something made me pull away instead, and when I had — just as soon as I had — the fear fell from Cooper’s face.

I could change that. I just needed to lunge forward — before he had the chance to defend himself — and the fear would be back. Knowing this — knowing I had the power to fill Cooper with such fear — made me feel strong and powerful and triumphant.

No, I told myself, don’t. Don’t do it. But I wanted to. I really wanted to see his face crumble as I got him back for everything he’d done to me. I wanted to watch him collapse.

No. No. No. The voice inside me was getting louder now. Leave him, just leave him.

And I did. I left him. I ran out of the bedroom, I stumbled into the hallway and, lurching into the garage, I headed to the only place in the house that truly felt like mine. Stepping up onto the stool, I grabbed the key, turned it in the lock and staggered inside.

Once I’d closed the door behind me, I flicked on the light switch and threw myself onto the bed, my body shaking with fury as I buried my head in the sleeping bag.

‘I hate him,’ I hissed, ‘I hate him, I hate him, I hate him.’

I couldn’t stand the sight of him. Not even for a second. I needed to get away from him, right away — as far as I possibly could.

From its place on the shelf, the music box was glinting in the light.

‘I can’t,’ I murmured to myself, ‘I just can’t.’

For how could I face Ivan? After everything I’d promised to do, how could I possibly go back?

But how could I possibly stay?

There was something else, too. Something more: I missed Ivan. And I wanted to see him. No, more than that: I needed to see him. Of all the people in my life, he was the only person who knew about Olinda. He was the only person I could talk to about her. I needed to be with the one person who would truly understand.

I reached out for the music box. Feeling for the winding key, I pushed at it with my thumb. When the key began to turn, something relaxed inside me. Closing my eyes, I turned the key once, twice, three times, and still it kept turning: ten more times it turned. And the moment the music started to play, I was off.
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I was greeted by the most extraordinary scene. There were boys everywhere: boys in their pyjamas shouting and screaming and cheering. Bamboozled, I blinked then blinked again. It was complete mayhem and it took me a moment to work out where I was.

In my dormitory room, that’s where. I watched on, mesmerised, as boys climbed down from their bunk beds, shaking anyone who was still asleep, before they all headed for the door in such a rush I had to jump aside to let them through.

What on earth was going on?

When I followed them along the hallway, crowds of people were spilling down the stairs and streaming onto the street as the news passed from person to person. When it reached me, I was astounded: the German guards had left, all of them had left.

‘Is the war over?’ That was the question everyone was asking. But no one seemed to know the answer. The Germans had left. Nothing else was certain.

In the streets, everyone was celebrating: clapping and screaming and cheering and singing and crying.

It was finishing — finally, it was finishing.

Soon it would all be over and everyone would be safe. For a moment, I was so joyful I almost threw back my head and joined in the yelling.

Then I caught myself. For not everyone would be safe. No, not everyone. Not Olinda.

I could join in the rejoicing. I could let the crowd carry me up and take me with them.

But without Olinda, why would I?

So I sat on the steps of my dormitory building instead, legs pulled up to my chest, head resting on my knees, as I thought about her.

Sitting on the steps around me were three people: an old woman in a scarf, a small man in a very large coat and a girl with blonde-brown plaits. The girl was humming. Very softly and very sweetly. I listened harder. There was something familiar about the tune. Something very familiar.

It was one of the tunes Mr Laun had taught us. One of the songs we’d sung in the choir. I leant in to see if I recognised her. When I saw her face, I was so startled I couldn’t speak.

‘Leo,’ I heard her say, ‘is that you?’

My mind reeling, I couldn’t say a word. For how could it be true? How could Olinda be sitting there in front of me?

I wanted to touch her, to check she was real, to check I hadn’t simply conjured her up. Instead, she was the one who reached out to me.

‘I didn’t know what happened to you, why you simply disappeared,’ she said softly, ‘so in the end, Ivan had to tell me. That you’re different. That you aren’t always here: that you come and go.’

She squeezed my hand. ‘And now you’re back, and I’m so glad to see you.’

‘They took you away,’ I said, my voice hoarse.

‘No,’ she whispered, ‘they didn’t. Because it worked: the milk injection worked.’

What? ‘But you didn’t get sick.’

‘They kept us waiting by the barracks for a very long time,’ she said. ‘That’s when I began to feel sick. Sicker than I’ve ever felt. I had to lean against a wall just to stand up. After a while, I couldn’t even do that, so I curled up on the floor. One of the gendarmes told me to get up. But I couldn’t. In the end, he pulled me up and made me walk. And somehow I did. I walked and I walked — it seemed like a hundred kilometres but really, it was only to the hospital — and that’s where he left me.’

Only then did she falter. ‘They’re saying the most awful things, Leo. The most awful things about the transports.’

I couldn’t look at her. I just couldn’t do it.

‘Since then, there’s been such confusion,’ she continued. ‘More and more people have been arriving. They scare me, Leo. I know it’s not right to say it, but they do. Their faces are so sunken they hardly seem human. And they don’t have proper clothes. None of them do: they all wear striped trousers and striped jackets. It’s said they’ve come from Poland and that the Germans have been killing people there. Many, many people.’ She was tripping over her words now. ‘Can you believe that, even for a minute?’

‘Yes,’ I said, softly, lifting my head up to her. ‘I can believe it.’

‘But I can’t,’ she whispered. ‘I just can’t.’

The street was filling up in front of us. Squinting into the crowd, Olinda suddenly began to wave. ‘Ivan,’ she called out, her voice rising, ‘here, over here.’ Standing up, she waved harder. ‘Ivan, we’re here.’

A moment later, there he was. There was Ivan, right in front of us. When he saw me, he smiled. ‘So, you’re back.’

I wanted to return his smile but was scared I might start crying instead. ‘Is it over yet?’

He shook his head. ‘Not yet. But the fighting’s close by. We’ve been told to wait until it passes.’

‘It’s the Russians,’ said Olinda. ‘They’re about to liberate us.’

‘The Russians?’ I was surprised to hear that.

Olinda nodded. ‘Uh-huh,’ she said, ‘they’re on the way. We just need to wait.’

So that’s what we did. We waited. And when night fell and there were still no Russians to be seen, Olinda returned to her room and Ivan and I returned to our room. And despite the excitement of it all, somehow I managed to sleep.

In the morning, we woke to the sound of gunfire. For two days it continued, each day a little closer, each day a little louder. On the third day, there was silence.

The celebrations began that night: the calling, the yelling, the shouting. The Russians are here. The Russians are at the gates. That’s what I heard as I tumbled out of bed and followed Ivan outside. The streets were filled with people and, grabbing hold of my arm, Ivan pulled me through the crowd until we were at the entrance to the town. In front of us was an army tank. The hatch was opened and a soldier was standing inside it. On the back of the tank, there were more soldiers, all in khaki. Behind them flew a red flag with a yellow star and a hammer. Something else, too.

I pointed it out to Ivan. ‘What’s that?’

‘A sickle, you idiot.’

A sickle. Of course. My grandparents — the German ones — used to have one in their garden shed.

That’s when it hit me. For the very first time, it hit me. When the war ended, my grandparents had been alive. They’d even been young. And they’d been living in Germany while unspeakable things had been happening all around them. Had they known that? Had they known about those awful things? Had they known about the transports? Did they ever wonder about the cattle trains that travelled across the country? Or did they just watch them go by?

A pulling, wrenching sensation interrupted my thoughts. Ivan was dragging me towards the tank. ‘They want us to come up,’ he said.

When I looked up, I saw it was true: the soldiers were gesturing to us to join them.

Incredible, I thought, but I shook my head. ‘You go,’ I said. ‘It’s not my place.’

I didn’t belong up there. I was an interloper, a fraud. Worse than that. I was the grandson of Germans; I was the grandson of the enemy. Which made me the enemy, too.

But Ivan kept hold of me. ‘I wouldn’t be here without you. I wouldn’t be alive now. So please, come with me.’

Still I wavered. As I did, my head filled with the gentlest of voices. ‘Go, Mäuschen,’ she whispered to me, ‘go with him. He wants you there: he’s asked you there.’

When I didn’t move, her voice became louder. ‘Go, my boy, go now,’ she insisted.

So I did. I joined Ivan. Lifting up my arms to them, I let the Russian soldiers pull me onto the tank and make space for us: for me and for Ivan. And when Ivan was handed the red flag, I cheered as he waved it, and the crowd cheered too.

Somewhere out there, Olinda would also be cheering. For she had lived. Yes, she had! She had lived, Ivan had lived, and all those cheering, celebrating people had lived, too.

Then I caught myself.

But what about the others?

What about the people who had not lived?

What about the people who had not escaped, who had stepped off a train only to meet their death?

And as I waved at the crowd below us, as I smiled at the people who smiled back at me, I was so lost in my thoughts, I didn’t hear Ivan calling me. Not at first.

‘They said we can go inside,’ he was saying, ‘right inside.’

I was confused. ‘Go where?’

‘Into the tank.’

At the top of the tank was a hatch. Inside the hatch, a Russian soldier was driving the tank forward. It was a small space with not very much spare room.

‘There’s an extra chair,’ said Ivan, ‘near the driver.’

When I peered in, I saw a pale-haired soldier who looked younger than Ivan; too young to be driving an army tank, I thought. With a smile, he waved Ivan down.

‘Coming,’ said Ivan as he stepped into the hatch. Squeezing past the driver, he sat on the metal seat just below him.

‘How is it?’ I called down.

‘Wonderful,’ said Ivan. ‘But I think he wants me to close it.’

‘Close what?’

‘The door.’ And as I watched, Ivan pulled at it before he completely vanished from sight.

The streets were getting more and more crowded and the cheering was becoming louder. From my place up on the tank, I searched for Olinda, imagining her laughing and clapping in the crowd.

Below me, the hatch door was moving, pressing upwards. I leant down to help pull it up, and when Ivan came into view, he had the most enormous smile on his face. ‘You’ve got to go down there.’

But I wasn’t sure I wanted to: it was so small, so cramped.

Ivan had climbed right out now. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘You’ll never get another chance.’

‘Okay,’ I murmured. Maybe I could. Even if it was tiny and dark, maybe I could do it. Just maybe. Swallowing my fear, I climbed into the hatch and, reaching up, closed the lid after me.

It was pitch dark. Swiping around me, I felt for the walls of the tank, calling out for the Russian soldier who had encouraged me down, but no one was there.
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As the darkness softened, shapes began to emerge around me. I could make out walls, shelves, a mattress, and I could hear the soft sound of the music box as, once again, it slowed to a stop.

That night I slept there in my hidden room, curled up in my sleeping bag.

I woke to the sound of my name being called.

‘Leo,’ I heard, ‘Leo.’

But I was too tired to respond, too tired to even open my eyes.

The voice became louder, sharper.

I felt my eyes flicker before finally they opened.

There was a figure in front of me. A very familiar figure.

I smiled. ‘Dad,’ I said, my voice croaky, ‘hi.’

He didn’t smile back. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing in here?’

Still groggy, I tried to sit up. ‘I was sleeping.’

‘And who said you could sleep here?’ It was a shock to hear him shouting. My dad hardly ever raised his voice.

‘No one was using it. It was just empty.’

His voice became even louder. ‘I don’t care if it was empty. When Julia went in to wake you up this morning, she got the fright of her life to discover you weren’t there. Can you even imagine how worried we were?’

I stared at him. ‘But I was just here.’

‘And how were we to know that? How were Julia and I supposed to work that out? It would never have occurred to us that you’d prefer to spend the night in a storeroom instead of your own bed. I don’t see Troy pulling a prank like that. Cooper either. So why on earth would you do it?’

That’s when the anger began to rise in me; an anger that grew and grew until I couldn’t hold it in any longer.

‘You know why I did it? You know why I slept here instead of that bedroom? Because it’s not my bedroom. Because it’s never been my bedroom and it’s never been my house and stupid Cooper and stupid Troy have never been my brothers. That’s why. No one asked me if I wanted to move house. No one asked me if I wanted a new family or a new school. No one asked me anything. And you know what I would have said if they had? I would have said, “No, I don’t want a new family, I don’t want any awful new brothers and I don’t want to go to a new school.” That’s what I would have said.’

There was a silence. A very long silence, until finally Dad spoke.

‘Cooper and Troy aren’t awful,’ he said. ‘They’re just adjusting.’

My eyes widened. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ I’d never spoken to Dad like that before, never in my life. But now I didn’t care. I was over it. Over everything. ‘Cooper is a bully and a creep,’ I said. ‘When you and Julia aren’t around, it’s really bad. You just don’t see it. You never see it.’

Dad opened his mouth as if to reply, but didn’t. Which was good because I hadn’t finished. ‘And I am never, ever going to sleep in that bedroom again. You can say it’s my bedroom too, and Julia can say it and you can both keep on saying it, but it’s not true. It’s not my bedroom. It’s Cooper’s bedroom with my bed shoved in it. And I’m not going back in there. Ever.’ I was puffing now, puffing like I’d just finished a race, although I hadn’t even moved. Pulling my knees up to my chin — and taking the sleeping bag with me — I waited for my dad to lose it with me.

Crouching down, he sat on the floor instead. ‘I thought it would be good for you to share with Cooper,’ he said. ‘To have some company. After everything.’

I felt my jaw clench. After everything? What was that supposed to mean?

‘Do you mean after Mum died?’ I asked, my voice chilly. ‘If that’s what you mean, why don’t you say it? Because that’s what happened. Even though you never talk about it, even though you hardly ever mention her name, that’s what happened. She died. And you think sharing a room with some creep is going to make that better? How could it make anything better?’ I was really yelling now, and I didn’t care how much trouble I’d be in for it.

But Dad didn’t even yell back at me.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said softly. ‘I’m really sorry. When . . . your mum died I just didn’t know what to do. We were so sad. You were so sad and I had no idea how to make you happy. Then I met Julia and she made me happy again and I thought she’d be able to make you happy, too. And she had the boys, and I thought that would be good for you.’

‘That wasn’t what I wanted,’ I said. ‘I never asked for a new family.’

‘But you and Julia get on well, don’t you?’ Dad was almost pleading now.

‘Yes,’ I conceded, ‘we do.’ That was true. I liked Julia. I really liked her. But she didn’t make up for my own mum. How could she?

Dad was quiet. ‘So what can I do to make it better?’

Well, that was a no-brainer. Get rid of Cooper and Troy: that’s all he needed to do. Things would be so much better with them gone. Just thinking about it made me want to smile.

Wird aber nie passieren. Never going to happen. That’s what Mum would have said. Try something else, she’d have suggested.

‘I need you to get me out of that room,’ I told him. ‘I don’t want to share with Cooper. Or Troy. I don’t want to share with either of them.’

*

When I arrived home from training that afternoon, Julia had something to show me.

‘Not you,’ she said when Cooper’s head bobbed up, ‘just Leo.’

Surprised, I followed her into the garage. The door to the room — to my hidden room — was ajar, and when Julia told me to take a look, I felt a tingling inside me.

Everything had changed. Instead of the air mattress, my actual bed was pushed against the wall opposite the long shelves. A proper lamp on a stand had replaced the camping lamp and between my bed and the shelves, a large, thick rug now covered the floor. At the foot of the bed, facing away from the door, was my desk. The steel shelves still ran the length of the wall but now they were filled with wire baskets, and the wire baskets were filled with my clothes. And in the space between the shelves and the corner of the room, Julia had fitted a clothes rail.

‘It’s only temporary,’ she said. ‘Just to get you started. I’ve got some ideas to make it better — we can paint it, of course, and change the door around so the room comes straight off the hallway, put a proper wardrobe in, things like that. I just need to get someone in to do it.’

My eyes bulged at the transformation. It looked, well, it looked like a real bedroom.

‘It’s fantastic,’ I began, before my stomach gave a sudden lurch.

The music box. It wasn’t where I’d left it. It wasn’t on the shelf. So where was it? Had Julia taken it? Had she given it to my dad to look after? Where was it? As my eyes scanned the room, my heart began to pound and it was all I could do to stop myself screaming at her.

‘Do you like the chest of drawers?’ Julia was asking me now. ‘I thought you could do with something by the bed, you know, for your books and your alarm clock, and a cupboard for your other bits and pieces. Feel free to rearrange things.’

Beside my bed was a wooden chest of drawers: one small drawer, then a large drawer underneath it. The top drawer was empty but when I yanked open the bottom drawer, I felt myself relax. There it was. There, together with a deck of playing cards, an old notebook and the four photographs I’d propped up on the shelves, was my music box. Taking it out — and the photographs too — I put them on top of my new chest of drawers.

Then I gave Julia a smile. A big smile. ‘Thank you, Julia. It’s great,’ I said, ‘really great.’

She smiled back. ‘It’s a start,’ she said, ‘but we’ll make it even better — you just wait and see.’ For a moment she hesitated. ‘I’m sorry things have been so difficult,’ she said, her voice soft now. ‘I had no idea. You can always talk to me, you know, when there’s a problem. I can’t solve it if I don’t know what’s happening.’

I wasn’t sure what to say so I just nodded instead. Putting a hand on my shoulder, she gave it a squeeze before she turned to leave the room.
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On the morning of the state championships, I woke up feeling stressed. What if I got a bad start? What if I got a stitch? What if I got spooked?

By the time I sat down to breakfast, my dad had already left for work: a last-minute crisis meeting had stopped him coming to see me run. Julia would still be there, though. She was dressed and ready to go but she looked a bit weird: her hair was tied back in a thick rainbow-coloured headband and her dress was a strange swirl of colours.

‘My lucky clothes,’ she explained. ‘And I know you don’t need luck — it’s all training and hard work and the rest of it — but I thought, what the hell, it’s the state championships so I should make an effort.’

I nodded, but I was distracted by a thumping noise coming from the hallway. Moments later, Cooper burst in. ‘Oi,’ he said, ‘had a dream you got thrashed at state.’

‘Did you?’ I replied, keeping my voice calm.

‘Sure did.’ He gave the back of his neck a scratch. ‘Which means you’ll probably come last.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Thanks.’

Cooper raised one back. ‘No worries.’

We arrived at the carnival early: early enough to get a seat in the front row of the grandstand. Julia had brought a flask of coffee and, settling back in her seat, she poured herself a cup. Lifting it to her mouth, her eyes closed as she gave a small smile. She looked, well, completely relaxed. I’d never seen her like that before, I realised. I’d never really seen her so still. She was always doing something: taking us somewhere, getting herself to work or doing stuff in the house. Never like she was now: head tilted back, face up, eyes closed.

‘You okay?’ I asked her.

She opened her eyes, but only a fraction. ‘It’s good to stop,’ she said. ‘It’s good to just sit here with you and not have to worry about anything else.’ A small smile lit her face, a smile that warmed me inside and settled my nerves.

‘Thanks for coming,’ I said.

Her smile widened. ‘The state titles are a first for me. I wasn’t going to miss it.’

‘Neither was I,’ came a familiar voice.

‘Mr Livingston,’ I exclaimed, ‘you’re here!’

He made a tutting noise. ‘Of course I am here. It is an enormous achievement, Leo, so of course I would be here.’ He was standing right in front of us, his hands on the barrier between the oval and the grandstand.

I turned to Julia. ‘This is Mr Livingston.’

She beamed at him. ‘What’s your secret?’ she asked. ‘To have got him so far, so quickly?’

He gave a slow smile. ‘My secret? I have many: too many to be giving them all away.’

That made Julia laugh. ‘Won’t you join us?’ she asked.

Mr Livingston nodded and sat down beside her. Pulling another cup from her bag, Julia offered it to him. ‘Coffee?’ she asked. ‘I brought a Thermos with me. It’s white with sugar, though. I hope that’s okay.’

‘Perfect,’ he said. ‘This is exactly the way I like it: sweet and milky.’

Julia filled his cup and topped up her own. ‘Here you go,’ she said, ‘very sweet and very milky.’

They both leant back then, slowly sipping.

‘So,’ said Mr Livingston once he’d finished his coffee, ‘what about some warming up, Leo?’

Together we walked down to the edge of the oval and I stretched until my race was called. That’s when my legs turned to jelly and my heart really started to pound.

Mr Livingston patted my arm. ‘You are ready for this,’ he said. ‘You have worked hard and you have become strong. And you know the race well. This eight-hundred-metres event, you are becoming an expert at it. So you are ready, Leo. Completely ready.’

The words gave me comfort and as I walked myself to the marshalling area, I felt surprisingly calm. And when I lined up, runners jostling on either side of me, I remembered to breathe. In and out, in and out, until my breathing became so steady it emptied my mind and cleared my head. And when, finally, I heard those words — on your marks — I was crystal clear, alert and focused, my body taut as I waited for the shot of the firing gun. And as soon as the sound came, loud and sharp, I was off.

It was a good start: good enough to be up with the leaders and right on their heels. I ran hard — so hard it hurt — and as the six-hundred-metre mark approached, I was still in a pack with the leaders. But I wasn’t coming first, or second, or even third. At best, I was heading for fourth.

Fourth wasn’t enough. Everyone knew that: fourth was nothing at all.

My head pulsing, I pushed harder, pushing myself further until I was in third place.

Third wasn’t good enough either. To get to the nationals, I needed second.

My heart was racing now, the blood pumping through me, filling my head so there was nothing more than a throbbing inside my brain. Gritting my teeth, I pushed harder. I had nothing left but still I kept pushing as I turned into the final straight. The runner in front of me was tall and skinny, with hair so short it was almost a crew cut. Harder and harder I pushed until I was neck and neck with him. One more burst, I told myself. Just one more burst. So I did it: breath shallow, legs burning, I gave a final surge as I crossed the line.

The momentum kept me running but once I’d slowed down and looped back again, I saw the short-haired runner coming towards me, his hand outstretched. ‘Good race,’ he said, ‘you almost had me.’

Almost.

Disappointment flooded me. Almost wasn’t enough. Almost meant third and third wasn’t enough for the nationals. Doing my best to smile, I shook his hand. ‘Good run,’ I said when I could manage it.

I was gutted.

Completely gutted.

So gutted I felt like weeping.

Slowly, very slowly, I walked back to the grandstand.

Mr Livingston and Julia were standing up, heads cocked to the side. When Julia caught my eye, she put a finger to her lips. ‘The announcement,’ she mouthed.

I frowned. What announcement?

Someone was speaking into the loudspeaker, but I hadn’t been listening. Why would I bother? It was all over now. For me, at least.

But a smile was hovering over Julia’s lips and, beside her, Mr Livingston was slowly nodding his head.

‘You did it,’ Julia said, a squeal in her voice. ‘You made it.’

I shook my head. ‘No I didn’t.’

But she was nodding now, too, nodding her head so vigorously I thought she’d gone mad. ‘Yes, you did,’ she insisted. ‘You made it to the nationals.’

‘No, I didn’t. I was third, so I don’t —’

Julia cut me off. ‘It was a tie. They just announced it. They couldn’t separate you so they’ve called second place a dead heat. Which means you’ll both be going.’

That couldn’t be right.

‘It is,’ she insisted. ‘They want you back at the recording tent.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’ She was almost shouting now. ‘Yes.’

I shot a glance at Mr Livingston. He was smiling.

‘Is it true?’ I whispered.

He nodded. ‘This is how they have described it,’ he said, ‘a dead heat for second.’ His eyes were sparkling. Perhaps they were even glistening. ‘Go, Leo, go back to the tent so they can tell you themselves.’

So I did. With a surge of energy, I ran to the recording tent, my heart pounding with disbelief and joy and nervousness and pride.

*

It was cool that evening and when I went to bed — in my new room, in my very own room — I wore my tracksuit and socks to keep warm. But I couldn’t sleep. I was still too excited. The nationals! The nationals! I wanted to tell everyone I knew: I wanted to jump up, run down the street and shout it out to the neighbours. I wanted the morning to come quickly so I could tell George and Mrs Moore and Mr Sheridan and everyone else at school.

But most of all, I wanted to see Ivan. It’s because of you, I needed to tell him, because of all our running. All those weeks of running through Theresienstadt, the weeks that had made me so fit, despite the hunger, despite the horror of it all. It’s thanks to you, I wanted to say, because you kept forcing me to go faster, because you wouldn’t let me give up.

As the night stretched on, I stayed wide awake. Still too excited to sleep, I switched on my light to read. And there it was. There was the music box, sparkling and glinting before me: drawing me in, goading me in.

When I picked it up — the moment I had it in my hands — something settled inside me. Only when I felt for the winding key did my heart begin to quicken. At first the key turned easily. Once it turned, then twice. The third time was harder and when I tried again, it wouldn’t budge. But the tune was already playing, so I put the music box back on my bedside table, pulled on my slippers, walked to the door and stepped out.


26

I was surrounded by noise: the shouts and murmurs of a crowd and, over it, the crackling of a loudspeaker. ‘Gentlemen, step up to your marks,’ I heard. ‘Up to your marks now.’

I was in a grandstand. A grandstand with rows and rows of wooden seats all filled with people. In front of me was an athletics track, a group of runners lined up at the starting line. At first they were jumping and jostling, then they stopped still. A moment later, the starting pistol fired and they were off, clustered together. When I looked harder, I saw that one of them was running barefoot.

By the first curve, they’d begun to spread out and by the end of the first lap the barefoot runner had moved into second place and was less than a stride behind the leader. A bell rang as they started their second and final lap. The barefoot runner was running faster now, although not as fast as the leader. But as they took the final curve into the straight, the barefoot runner began to accelerate. He was closing in on the leader now, really closing in. A cheer ran through the crowd. Thomas, Thomas, some were shouting; Ivan, Ivan, others were calling out.

Ivan?

I looked at the two runners more closely. There was something familiar about the barefoot runner, something I recognised. Something in his profile and the way he ran.

Could it be Ivan? My Ivan? The longer I stared, the harder I peered, the more convinced I became. Yes, I thought, it could be. It really could be.

With less than ten metres to go, the barefoot runner had just about caught the leader.

‘Faster,’ I heard myself yell, ‘faster.’

And he did run faster — he did — but the other runner was even quicker and he was the one to cross the finishing line first.

Over the line now, too, the barefoot runner bent forward to recover, his hands pressing into his knees. The crowd was cheering and my heart lurched when he looked up to acknowledge them. There was no doubt. There was absolutely no doubt. It was Ivan. It really was. And it was all I could do to stop myself from running onto the track to join him.

From the field came the crackly sound of a loudspeaker. ‘First place winner in the eight-hundred-and-eighty-yard race is Thomas White, first place winner in the eight-hundred-and-eighty-yard race, Thomas White; Thomas White is the 1947 British champion, but only by a whisker. In second place we have Ivan Livingston; Ivan Livingston, second place in the eight-hundred-and-eighty-yard race.’

I strained forward.

Ivan Livingston?

But that wasn’t right. He wasn’t Ivan Livingston. He was Ivan Mandl.

Wasn’t he?

I was desperate to see him now, desperate to find out why on earth they should be calling him Ivan Livingston, when he wasn’t Ivan Livingston at all. I’m here, I wanted to shout out. But only competitors were allowed out on the field and he would never have heard me calling out from the grandstand.

So I waited until he’d left the track and was heading for the walkway that divided the grandstand in two. Hurrying over, I tried to catch up to him, but there were so many people in front of me, too many to push through, and although I called out to him — ‘Ivan!’ I shouted. ‘It’s me, Leo!’ — I wasn’t loud enough. Anxious not to lose sight of him, I followed him to a door marked Change room — Competing athletes only. Then, checking no one was watching, I followed him inside.
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But I hadn’t followed him into a change room. In fact, I hadn’t followed him anywhere at all. For when I looked around, Ivan was nowhere to be seen and I was in the doorway of a dark room. Of my room — my new room — I realised, as my eyes adjusted to the darkness and I caught the last notes of my music box.

Exhausted now, I crawled back into bed and pulled the covers over me.

Ivan Livingston, I thought as I drifted off to sleep, why were they calling him that?

In class the next day the question kept tormenting me, making it impossible to concentrate. And when I walked to training that afternoon, I still couldn’t stop thinking about it.

As I crossed the oval — my head down, my mind spinning — Mr Livingston’s voice came out of nowhere.

‘So, Leo,’ he said, ‘we have some work to do, yes? To be ready for the National Championships.’

Shaking myself out of my reverie, I allowed a smile to creep across my face. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘that’s right.’

Mr Livingston’s face was shining. ‘All night I was thinking about it: about this achievement. Only that Sandy could be with us to share it.’

But Sandy was on holidays for the week, to celebrate her mother’s recovery. The thought of it sent sparks shooting through my body. Sparks of happiness and sparks of envy, all mixed up together. How, I wondered, was it possible to feel both these things at exactly the same time? For a moment I couldn’t quite manage a reply.

‘That’s great,’ I said finally. ‘That’s really great.’

Mr Livingston nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said gently. ‘It is good news: good news for Sandy and good news for her mother. And now we have your good news, too. To get to the nationals, especially as a new runner, is something special. You know, I believe that for every runner, there is one race like this: the race that, of all of them, will forever be the most special one. For you, perhaps it is this one: the race that brought you to the nationals. For me, it is also a race from my early years.’

When I shot him a look, he smiled. ‘The British Championship of 1947,’ he said. ‘I was almost the winner of the eight-hundred-and-eighty-yard race. Almost but not quite. Despite that, it is still the race that has meant the most to me. Perhaps because it was the start of better times. Perhaps this is why it has always stayed with me.’

A shiver ran through me. ‘The British Championship?’

He nodded. ‘My first success with a new name.’

‘A new name?’ Now my heart was starting to race too.

‘Yes, Leo,’ he said, ‘a new name. By birth I was Ivan Mandl, but as a man, I became Ivan Livingston.’ He stopped. Just for a moment, though, just long enough to clear his throat. ‘Is this a shock?’ he asked, but instead of waiting for a reply, he answered his own question. ‘Of course it is. I know it is. For believe me, Leo, it was also a shock for me, that first day when you walked across the oval, asking if ours was the squad you were looking for.’

He paused, as if to gather himself. ‘At first I thought you were joking. Really I did. Leo, I wanted to say to you, Leo, it’s me, it’s Ivan. Because there you were again, once more without any warning. I wanted to grab your arm or slap your back — something that friends might do — but I had to stop myself. For so much time had passed, and I was no longer the boy you had known. Instead I was an old man. And there you were, just the same as ever. I could hardly believe it.’ Then he repeated himself — this time in German. Ich konnte es fast nicht glauben.

The words — those German words — brought it all back to me. For even if the voice was lower and older, the words were still his, the lilt was his and the rhythm was his.

‘I saw you,’ I said. Without meaning to, I’d begun to speak in German and now the words came spilling out of me. ‘I saw you run that race, the British Championship. I saw you run second.’

‘But I didn’t see you,’ said Mr Livingston, in German, too.

‘I called out but you didn’t hear me and when I tried to follow you, you were gone and I was back here again.’

‘Strange,’ said Mr Livingston, ‘although, to be honest, no stranger than your other visits. This is something I’ve often wondered about: why you appeared and disappeared as you did. You know, I came to believe you’d been sent especially to me. For each time you found me — or I found you — I needed help, that was the truth of it: a piggy-back to stop that crowd from trampling me; an arm to keep me quiet when my father was taken; an offer that would save my life and then Olinda’s life, too. You were there and, once the need had passed, you were gone. Later, when you did not return any more, I began to think perhaps you had not been real at all, but instead some sort of spirit. And then life went on without you, passing so quickly, yet so much happening along the way.’

‘Tell me,’ I said.

Mr Livingston gave me a soft smile. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘of course. But where exactly to start: that is the question.’

In front of us, the oval was newly mown and green from the weekend rain.

‘A lap?’ he suggested. ‘For me, conversation has always come easier when I am moving — a legacy, perhaps, of our cart-carrying days at Theresienstadt.’

So we walked. Side by side, we walked around the oval.

‘It was a strange time, immediately following our liberation. After you left more people came to Theresienstadt, mostly from Poland. They had the most terrible stories to tell. Worse than you had told me, much worse. I thought they were mad, or lying, so I stopped listening. Then one of those people came up to me. He’d been acquainted with my father, he said, and needed to tell me something. If I’d known what he was about to say, I wouldn’t have listened; I would have just walked away.’

He stopped then, stopped still. We both did. ‘Do you know what he told me?’

A weight pressed on my chest. ‘No.’

‘That he’d been taken to Auschwitz, and had seen my father there, just ahead of him. When he’d called out to him, my father had turned.’

I flinched. ‘And then?’

Mr Livingston looked straight at me. ‘They were in the same line, my father and this man. There were officers at the front of the line, SS officers, and they were directing people to the left or to the right. My father, the man told me, was sent to the left.’

I wanted to cry. ‘Are you certain?’

Sadness danced on Mr Livingston’s lips. ‘If I am to believe what he told me, then yes, I’m certain. The ones who were sent to the right — like this man — were saved, and the ones who were sent to the left — like my father — were not.’

I felt the prickling of tears. When they spilt over and ran down my face, Mr Livingston put a hand on my shoulder. He did not cry. Instead he began to walk again. We both did.

‘After the liberation, we heard there were flights to England. If you were an orphan and you were under sixteen, you could go to live in England. I was an orphan, it seemed, and somehow I managed to pass for fifteen, so that’s how I was chosen.’

I frowned. ‘An orphan?’

‘Yes, an orphan. My father was gone, it seemed, and from my mother I’d heard nothing. Nothing at all. Others were being reunited through the Red Cross, but no one came for me. So I thought if I went to England, I could try to find her, although I wasn’t sure she’d actually made it there.’ He swallowed. ‘But I went to England anyway. A group of us was taken by plane, in a Lancaster bomber, if you can believe it. Imagine that, the aircraft that had bombed Germany to pieces was now flying us right away from it all! We were taken to a place called Windermere, where there was a room for each of us and as much food as we could eat. It was a beautiful place, out in the country, although none of us was really in a state to properly appreciate it. But to make a long story shorter, it was in Windermere that my mother found me: my mother who had been Greta Mandl in Prague, but who, by birth, was Margaret Livingston.’

I looked up. ‘Livingston?’

‘Yes, Livingston: a name she reclaimed when she returned to England. Anyone with a German-sounding name was best rid of it, which meant Mandl had to go. So it was Margaret Livingston — not Greta Mandl — who arrived at Windermere to claim me as her son. Her stepson, to be exact, but after all the years that have passed, this seems a poor description. She was my mother. I was her son. And because of how things were, it seemed logical to take her name — the name of Livingston — and to become an English boy. More than an English boy, as it turned out: an English athlete, can you believe it?’

He tilted his head in my direction. ‘There are very few things for which I must thank Theresienstadt, but perhaps running is one of them. Do you remember how we ran? How we ran and ran? Of course you do! It is not nearly so long ago for you as it is for me. And still I remember it, this running. It helped me to survive my time in that awful place. Truly it did. And later the running saved me again. I was almost eighteen when my mother took me to London with her. My English was reasonable but not outstanding and I had a strong accent that marked me as a German speaker. That made it difficult to find friends at school, especially when my classmates were all younger than me. This was for good cause: so I could catch up on my schooling and improve my English. But it was not easy. So my mother encouraged me to train. Her reasoning for this was commendable: when I was running it no longer mattered if I spoke English with an accent. All that mattered was that I could run, and fast. So I ran fast. And as I became faster, I began to achieve some success. For me, it was the beginning of a better life.

‘In those first years after the war, I kept hoping my father’s acquaintance had been mistaken, that it had not been my father he had seen being marched to his death, that it had been someone else instead. But my father never came back. Later, we found out that our driver, Mr Krahl, had been the one to betray him. He had informed the Germans of our hidden radio; he had secured my father’s arrest. What, I wondered, had my father done to deserve this? Still it baffles me that he should have been betrayed in such a way. And still I can’t quite believe he is gone. Even now, old man that I am, I think he might suddenly appear before me. Much like you did, my friend.’

He went quiet, as if to gather himself. ‘But if my father’s absence is something I have never really accepted,’ he continued, ‘I have at least learnt to live with it. For this, I have my mother to thank. She became everything to me: mother and father, friend and confidante. Everything I had lost, she became. Her country even became my country and that was where I stayed until many years later when she, too, died and again I lost a mother. Afterwards, I sought the sunshine, so I travelled south. Which is how I found myself in your country, Leo.’

Turning towards me, he spread out his hands. ‘And when you first came to training — when I knew it was you but saw you had no idea it was me — how I wanted to reveal myself to you. You were such a sad boy, Leo. Of course there was a sadness about you in Theresienstadt, but we were all sad there, and this made it harder to recognise the sadness in others. So when you came to training that first time, I saw what I had missed before: your grief. What you needed, I knew then, was not more confusion in your life, but simply a friend, even a mentor. So I decided not to tell you. I decided to simply train you instead, to make of you the best runner you could be and let the past melt away.’

I was struggling to take it all in, struggling to make sense of it. ‘And Olinda? What happened to Olinda?’

He smiled. It was a gentle, sad smile. ‘Hers is a happy tale, at least in part. After the liberation, she too was reunited with her mother.’

I looked over at him. ‘So she lived?’

He nodded. ‘Against the odds, she lived. Her father died but her mother lived. Such sadness and such happiness, all thrown in together. The last I heard, Olinda and her mother were hoping to emigrate. To Canada or America, or even, perhaps, to Israel.’

‘The last you heard?’

His eyes were clouded now. ‘Those were times of great confusion and it was not easy to keep in contact. I did not know where I would be going, so I had no address, and for Olinda and her mother, it was the same. As you well know, Leo, communication then was not like it is now: it was easier to lose people and harder to find them.’

He paused. ‘I did try to find her,’ he said finally. ‘I did try but I was not successful. You know, even now, all these years later, still I think of her. I imagine her singing. Sometimes I even wake to her voice.’ His voice wavered and for a moment, I thought it might break. Instead, it just became softer. ‘I do miss her. I still miss her.’

For some time, we walked in silence. Then he stopped. ‘This talk of Olinda has reminded me,’ he said. ‘There is something I have been keeping for you. Something I have wanted you to have.’

He unstrapped his watch and handed it to me. It wasn’t a new watch. It was an old one. Very old. And when I looked at the back of it, I saw it was engraved. Engraved with German words. Familiar words, I realised with a shock, words I’d read before. For Martin, they said, from Greta, with love.

‘Your father’s watch,’ I said.

‘Yes. My father’s watch. Every day my mother wore it. As though she was just minding it for him and was waiting for the day he would come for it. But he never did, and so, eventually, the watch became mine instead.’

‘I can’t take it from you,’ I murmured.

‘Yes you can,’ he replied, his voice firm. ‘It is to replace the watch you gave away, the one you gave for Olinda. So take it. Please take it.’

We’d stopped where we’d begun, at the curved starting line of the track, a small smile lighting his face. I nodded, returning his smile as I strapped the watch around my wrist. ‘It’s becoming late,’ he reminded me, ‘and if we don’t start training soon, you will never be ready for the nationals.’

With that, he switched back to English. ‘So,’ he said, ‘I need four laps. No, not four. Six. Six of them. Full speed.’

And when I didn’t move quickly enough, when I stopped to run a finger over the watch — to check it was still there, to check it was properly fastened — he became impatient.

‘What are you waiting for?’ he asked. ‘Run, Leo, run.’


Author’s Note

I could never have written Running with Ivan were it not for Fred (Bedřich) Perger, my landlord and neighbour, who also became my close friend.

Born in Prague in 1923, as a teenager Fred had been sent to the Jewish ghetto of Theresienstadt, where he stayed for eighteen months before being transported to the concentration camps of Auschwitz and Dachau.

After we’d been neighbours for some years, Fred agreed to tell me his wartime story in detail. Because he had a close to photographic memory, he was able to describe his life with remarkable precision. For over a year we sat down once a week to record the interviews I later transcribed. During this time, Fred answered all my questions, no matter how difficult or personal and, in the end, the transcript ran to over two hundred pages. It was the most invaluable tool and extraordinary gift when I came to write Running with Ivan.

Fred married his childhood sweetheart, Eva Fischerová, who, like him, had been sent to Theresienstadt as a teenager and later to Auschwitz. Against the odds, they both survived and were reunited once the war was over. Their two daughters, my friends Helena and Renata, were born in Prague before the family fled to Australia in 1968 to make a new life in Sydney.

A portrait of Fred as an eight-year-old boy had been held in safekeeping during the war and later found its way to Fred and Eva’s house in Sydney. The well-dressed child in the portrait holds himself with a confidence I’ve always found intriguing. In this portrait I found my inspiration for Ivan Mandl.

Leo Arnold came from a very different place. Combining families to make a new one is not always easy and, through Leo, I wanted to explore how challenging such a change might be. In creating Leo, I drew on the experiences of friends and family who sought a place for themselves within the strangeness of a new family.

Fred and his childhood friend, Honza, were on the same transport to Auschwitz. Of everything Fred told me, it was his friendship with Honza that most moved me. Whenever he spoke of Honza, I would think of the two of them crowded together in that awful train carriage. From there, I’d reflect on the power of friendship and what, if anything, I’d be prepared to do to save a friend. Unsure of the answer, it was a challenge I handed, instead, to Leo.

From Fred came other heart-stopping vignettes that found their way into Running with Ivan. The milk injection was inspired by Fred’s account of how Eva’s father, a surgeon also interned in Theresienstadt, had saved Fred from an earlier transport to Auschwitz. (Please note that injecting milk is a dangerous procedure and can make you extremely ill, so please don’t try it.) The betrayal of Ivan’s father had its genesis in a similar betrayal of Fred’s own father. The idea that a person might manage to evade a transport, even at the very last minute, came from Fred’s description of how, while in Theresienstadt, his parents had been assembled to board a transport on which they’d been included. With Fred’s encouragement, they distanced themselves from the crowd, the transport left without them and they returned to life in Theresienstadt. This story inspired me to consider what might have been possible for Leo and Ivan.

The enormity of the Holocaust makes it almost impossible to comprehend. Mindful of this, I wanted to bring an immediacy to wartime Europe when writing Running with Ivan. That is why Leo — a boy from the twenty-first century with little understanding of the war and its impact — needed to find himself dropped right into the middle of it. Only then could he begin to understand what actually happened. This is what makes time travel such a powerful writer’s tool.

Although my friend, Fred Perger, is no longer alive, his voice has stayed with me over the years, most especially when I came to write Running with Ivan. As I fashioned my story of Ivan and Leo, I’d think often of Fred, and that light smile he’d wear each time we stopped to chat before returning to his life story.
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Praise for Running with Ivan

‘Young readers will catch their breath as they hurtle through the pages of this pulsing time-travel adventure about two boys who love to run. A unique and unexpected friendship between Leo and Ivan reaches across a dark gulf of history where the stakes couldn’t be higher, and they both, in their own ways, find themselves running for their lives. Past meets present on equal terms in this dramatic, big-hearted story, told with all of Suzanne Leal’s characteristic wisdom and tenderness.’

—Ursula Dubosarsky

‘This is a book in the very best tradition of the time slip, of one era seeping into another, one culture and dangerous set of events invading another, to bring a sequence of wonderfully perilous and sometimes odious escapades to the development of a boy . . . Its radiance, its affirmation of life, will enchant children and adults with the improbable fables of the century now gone, and whose truths we have not always affirmed.’

—Tom Keneally AO

‘A mysterious music box draws a troubled boy from 1990s Australia into the terrifying world of children trapped in the relentless advance of Nazi domination in Europe. With meticulous research worn lightly, vivid characters and deft switching from present to past, Suzanne Leal weaves a novel that is both an exciting time-slip story and a moving exploration of courage, friendship and commitment. And it finishes on a most satisfying twist!’

—Sophie Masson AM

‘Running with Ivan is a remarkable feat of storytelling for children in their middle years. The narrative never lags as it cleverly brings hope into the grief-tinged present of a young boy from, of all places, the horror of Hitler’s Germany. Leo’s compassion and determination don’t just bring him success on the running track, they carry him to victory in life itself.’

—James Moloney
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