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For Dow and Orly
   



Si digo amor,


doy nombre a lo último que he sido


caminando entre el pájaro y la tarde


If I say love I name


the last thing I have been


on my way from lark to twilight.


Jose Heredia Maya
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Part One




This Day



AUSTRIA, 1944


There is a rhythm to his steps, slow, staggered, but nevertheless a rhythm, lest he fall and not rise. Small boy. Barely eight years old. The sheepskin coat, that had been given to him in the first village he had run to, when he had all but forgotten kindness, hangs down to his knees – small round caps that he knows can be smashed away from the bone. Knows because he has seen rifle butts held back from the shoulder and then swung against them, cracking the thin skin that hangs like dirty cloth.


Jakob pulls the sheepskin coat around him and smells the scent of the man who gave it to him.


‘We live in a time when a coat is one of the most precious things on earth,’ the man had said. ‘How did it come to this? I ate my own dog from hunger, and before that I traded all I had. But my coat, I would never trade. You cannot stay, but you can take this. My dog would have liked you.’


Even aged eight Jakob knows that by now that man, shaven-headed and too old for his years, will no longer need his coat.


Jakob coughs. His breath wheezes. His teeth are loose in his gums. His skin is grey. Jakob – a half-blood gypsy child of Roma and Yenish. He does not recognise his own thumb or the very scent of himself.


‘Run if you can,’ he has been taught. Te den, xa, te maren, de-nash. A whispered plea. ‘Always, if you can,’ and as young as he is he still knows what this means, for not to run stirs a longing that is suffocating, until sleep saves him. And even then he wakes.


So he runs. With shoes of sackcloth, still stained with another’s blood, a stone clutched in one hand, a small wooden box in the other. He runs blindly, full of fear, empty of hope. For hope lies behind him in a green field with a twisted tree that stands gnarled and leafless and shaped like a Y.


Through narrow passes, across the bleakness of snowy slopes, his heart splitting. Through fragrant forests, spruce trees clinging to the top layers of soil. He sleeps during the day, warm under fallen pine needles, and runs at night, the trees collapsing into the darkness behind him.


He gnaws wild garlic, forages for nuts, pulps fennel in the palm of his hands. He knows the kind of berries that he can eat, but three times he has taken a chance and eaten something unknown to him: a mushroom in the grasses, long-stalked, like the ones his mother used to dry and cook; a berry red, sour and unripe, bitter in his mouth; and a leaf – sucked because he is so thirsty.


When he closes his eyes he sees his mother’s face.


Zyli wsrod roz, she sings. They lived among the roses. Nie znali burz. And they did not know of any storms.


While he sleeps he dreams strange dreams. In them his sister finds a woollen hat, pulling it tight onto her head, and his brother a fur glove that he wears on his right hand, holding his palm over his mouth so his hot breath can warm his face. Neither will take them off, even when their mother, pale with cold, sits beside them, her teeth chattering, sounding out like a tinny drum. But when Jakob says that he is cold his sister draws the hat from her tiny head, his brother the glove from his tiny hand, and, without a word, hands each to him on outstretched arms that demand he take them. He wakes weeping, blue-lipped with cold and dread.


Dusk falls. He forgets what it is like to stare at the moon. He chews grass. His spit turns green. His head itches, lice-infested and full of sores. He waits until it is dark before leaving the woods, creeping down the side slope of a grassy field and smelling the dew. Below him a lake glistens in the half-moon light, a still sheen, honey-coloured with a promise of tranquillity. He turns away from it, no longer able to trust the land itself.


Te na khuchos perdal cho ushalin, he hears his father’s voice. ‘Jump your own shadow, my boy,’ he whispers.


Back into the woods where the trees lean darkly above him, hiding his silhouette on the ground. Wood-moss softens his tread in places, but when his steps can be heard the wind often blows, drowning out the noise of brittle leaves breaking, so that even then the sound of him disappears and he is as close to invisible as the world dares to make him.




Before



AUSTRIA, 1943


She had been christened Glorious because that was what everyone hoped she would be, but from the very beginning they had called her Lor. Spoken softly, a low note that seemed unfinished and barely audible, but that was appropriate, for it turned out she wasn’t the sort of person to light up a room.


She stumbled now in the shadows, not wanting to be seen, pulling her children with her, two boys: Jakob, aged seven, Malutki – the Little One, who was barely three, and her girl, Eliza, aged five. Sewn into their clothes to the left of their chest, each of them wore a black triangle with the letter Z embroidered into the cloth. Sleep deprived, their ebullience buried, hands clutching hands and gripping them tightly. None of them wanted to be separated from the other. Touch was a necessity for her as much as for them now.


Their feet sounded over the ancient cobbles polished over the years by the many shoes that had scuffed across them. They gleamed like tiny mirrors underfoot. Either side of them the houses rose upwards from the narrow street hiding the sky. They slanted with age and neglect, the paint peeling, the brickwork fissured and cracked with salted air. Lor stepped over the warm vents, scents of baked bread coiling around them, her children’s mouths filling with saliva and longing.


‘Just a little further,’ she assured them. ‘Just a little.’ They did not argue as they used to. The fight had all but gone from them.


By the time they reached the bar, their faces and hands were numb with the chilled autumnal air, their coats damp with night mist. She kissed their palms, squeezing them to her lips, like a good luck charm on the dice before it is thrown. The bar was called De Clomp, meaning the Shoe. It sat as such upon the street, unkempt and sunken slightly, worn, like toe-stretched leather. Music seeped from it, out into the night like a sweet smell.


She pulled open the door with a jerk. The sound of a trumpet, the blare of it, blasted from the room, vibrating off the buckled walls. A beast of a man was playing, a mass of curling hair and cheeks pink with exertion. The instrument looked fragile in his hands and it seemed impossible that such a noise could explode from it with the melody of a lullaby.


Lor pulled her children into the clammy warmth of De Clomp. Felt the heat of it on their faces, on their hands. The oak bar was full of the flicker-light of candle flames. People appeared through a fog of smoke, pallid and lavender-coloured. A few looked over at them, their eyes lingering on the children with mild inquisitiveness and smiles of nostalgia. Lor pulled them across the room, through the miasma of sweat and heat and the noise of clinking glasses scraping against teeth as shots were knocked back, showing a flash of a swollen mouth that she imagined looked monstrous to her children’s eyes.


Alfredo was behind the bar, as rotund and flushed with endless nights of drink as he ever had been, despite all that was passing. He stood pouring out fast shots with well-practised speed, one hand holding a bottle, the other drumming his fingers on the worn wood in time to the music as simultaneously he joked with a young man across the bar. She stepped towards him and he turned his head.


‘Alfredo,’ she said. Then hesitantly, ‘Do you remember me?’


His eyes glanced down at the three children who clung to her hands and legs, taking them all in; the badges on their chests, the dishevelled look of their clothes, the lost look in their eyes. His face crumpled.


‘Lor,’ he said finally. ‘Such a long time.’


She nodded. The children were almost asleep where they stood. Jakob had picked up Malutki, had heaved him up onto his back, the boy’s small hands locked tightly around his older brother’s neck. Jakob swayed and fought to keep his eyes open.


‘We need a room,’ Lor said. ‘The one above the bar. The one that looks over the street?’


‘Yes, you are welcome to it.’


She searched Alfredo’s face for a flicker of expectancy, but he was startled that she was there.


‘You want to eat first? Or I take you now?’ he asked, nodding towards the children.


‘Now. But perhaps some bread and milk to take with us?’


He fetched what she had asked for. Then they followed him out into the street, relieved to leave the noise behind them, and around to the dull green door at the side which was still battered and in need of a new coat of paint. Eliza was in Lor’s arms now, lolling between sleep and wakefulness. Jakob still carried Malutki. He is so good, she thought. So good, and then she told him so, but the praise he once sought so fervently no longer lit him up as it used to. He had not uttered a single word of protest all the long day. Now he just looked up at her with his wide, grey eyes.


‘I can take him if you like?’ Alfredo offered. But Jakob shook his head, and so Alfredo turned and hurriedly unlocked the door.


‘I did not see Elpie down at the bar,’ Lor said, as they climbed the long battered stairwell which was dark and narrow and smelt of the wood smoke that seeped up from the bar. ‘He is well?’


Alfredo shook his head. ‘He is a Jew. They took him,’ he said simply.


They used the climb as an excuse not to speak after that.


They reached the first floor and stood outside the room, cramped tightly together on the landing while Alfredo fumbled breathlessly with the key, milk slopping. The latch clicked and he pushed open the door.


The room was in front of them. Empty.


He was not there. Lor breathed in deeply. Then she turned and hugged Alfredo, who squeezed her tightly, his warm soft belly against hers, before she pulled away.


‘We’ll be fine,’ she managed. ‘We’ll be fine …’ her voice breaking.


‘You sleep. Tomorrow we can talk.’


‘It’s all right that we are here?’ she asked as he turned to go.


‘Always.’ She watched his immense bulk descend the stairwell, listened to the boards creaking.


Then she held her breath, closed the door behind them and rested her head against the wood. He was not there. Her heart was barely beating. She turned. The light from a street lamp shone into the room. It was so sparse, she thought, the walls so bare. The furniture was the same. The brass bed was still there with its springs that sagged and sung, and the worn wooden wardrobe with the oval mirror that was oily and rainbow-stained with age. The fireplace was still black with soot, and the basin had the same ring of brown scale scarring the white enamel from the many times the town’s hard water had swilled down the plughole. But without their belongings none of it looked the same.


Malutki was still asleep. She took him from Jakob, cradled her face into the warmth of his neck and then placed him on the bed where he lay motionless and exhausted. She kissed his closed eyes. She always wanted to kiss his eyes, at the corner, where his cheekbone met his temple. There was the blue of a shallow vein close to the skin on the bridge of his nose. It came and went, like a small stream in the map of his face that dried up when the flow was not strong enough. She took the pebble he clutched in his hand, a smooth but dull pebble of insignificance, that he’d picked up somewhere along the way, stooping in the dirt to retrieve this jewel of ordinariness that must be held and treasured at all times. She placed it on the bedside table next to him.


Then she undressed Eliza, kissed her knees and the knot of each elbow and laid her down beside her brother where her breath lengthened and deepened towards slumber.


‘Ma,’ said Jakob.


‘Yes, my love?’ she asked, drawing the sun-bleached drapes across to dim the lamplight from the street.


‘We need a shell, Ma. A big shell, to curl up inside,’ he said. ‘Then we can lie there, hearing the sea, falling asleep to the sound of it.’


He was untying his small bag from his back, opening it and pulling out the jar which held the two baby snails clinging to the miniature forest of leaves and flower petals that he had found for them, fresh every day for the past week. He put them on the bedside table and then lay down with his thumb to his mouth, became the child he was again.


‘Our story?’ he mumbled. ‘Gillum and Valour?’


She lay down beside him, felt the familiar dip of the bed springs, the angular ridges, like the ribcage of some Jurassic skeleton beneath her. She lay, facing the way she used to, with the view through the window, and stroked the smooth warm skin on her son’s back as she thought of what to tell him. It was a story she had begun weeks ago, when there had been need for it.


‘So you are on Gillum and I on Valour, with Malutki behind me and Eliza behind you,’ she began. ‘“Hold tight to your horse’s mane,” I say to you and you do so, gripping clumps of his coarse hair in your hands. Sometimes we ride side-saddle to rest our legs, but you like to ride cowboy style best in this land that is not known by you or me, or anyone before us. In the vessel tied to the underside of your right saddle is the indigo we have found, a thin glass vas that looks as if we have captured the night inside it. And beside this, the malachite green, cut from the azurite we found in the copper caves, cut and welded and ionised with sweet wine. We keep them safe in a leather pouch that holds the five other vessels. Empty for now, but only for now. We are far beyond the Ushalin World. Far beyond that Shadow World, with its deserts of smoke and ash that eddy across the Great Plains.’


‘But them Ushalin people are fast, Ma. They follow quick on our heels.’


‘They ride fast, it is true. But we ride faster. They can move only on the horizontal or the vertical, they are all lines and edges, governed by rules they have laid down themselves without thought or reason. And they are often misguided, are easily misled, take one path when they should take another. They are like ponderous merchants, or hapless architects that have only their designs to sell, mere promises of a plan. We are more solid, our venture etched, as in stone.’


‘So our task set, Ma?’


‘Yes, our task is set. We are well on our way to fulfilling it. Even the woods we have left behind us now and our horses are walking across the valley floor which is covered with red rocks and bare trees that slant towards the west and the setting sun.’


‘Is there no rain?’ Jakob asked, his words slurring with sleep.


‘There is no rain. There has been no rain for months. Everything is biscuit brown, and there is dust, so much dust.’


‘I wish I were a camel,’ he mumbled.


‘Why a camel?’


‘For the dust. So that my long lashes could trap it from my eyes.’


She smiled and loved him more. ‘In the middle of this valley floor there is a crevasse, no wider than the length of me, no deeper than the length of you. As the sun sets we climb down into it because we will be hidden there and can sleep safely. We set up our camp. We tie Valour and Gillum to a tree and unload our bags, keep safe our vessels, storing them in the cool shade where the light will not dull the pigments within. You collect the wood. You get the thin dry twigs first, knowing they will burn easily, that they will lap up the flames as you sleep.’


She paused and listened. His breath had lengthened. She waited until his thumb fell from his mouth. ‘My boy,’ she whispered.


She climbed from the bed, stood in the centre of the room, regaining her balance. Outside, from the street, there was the sound of slurred voices and staggered steps of drinkers heading home. She could still hear the music from the bar, the vibration of it through the age-old floorboards, and the hum of distant chatter.


She gathered up their coats, sat on the edge of the bed and one by one unpicked the black triangle that was sewn onto their breast pockets. Then, slowly, she began to undress, moving across to the sink. She stroked the enamel, circled the edge of the bowl, looked up, and in the mirror above it she saw herself. She had not seen herself for days. She had never looked so colourless, her mouth never so straight, so defined. Her hair was tangled and coiled with three days of rain; soaked and dried, and soaked and dried, and soaked and dried again. She was afraid to brush it and she had always brushed her hair, religiously, thirty strokes each night for ‘sheen and shine and follicle-cure’. ‘Radiant,’ her mother had said of her hair, ‘as sleek as an eel.’ But not this night. This night her hair was dull with grime.


She had nothing with which to wash herself, so soaked her cotton shirt with water so cold her fingers ached. She moved the damp cloth over her arms, down the ladder of salmon-pink scars that ran horizontally from the crook of her elbow to her wrists, healed now, sealed like secrets. Her skin tightened as though a needle were pulling a thread beneath the surface. Again she soaked the shirt and wrung it out. Her movements slow and concentrated, as an atonement. She dragged the cotton across her stomach and trembled in the night air. She washed her whole body in this way. Soaked her stale skin, a pool collecting on the wooden boards as she remembered the very first time that she had stood in the centre of that room, alone with him, standing face to face, raw and self-conscious in the silence that surrounded them. She had stood shivering, her thin arms wrapped around herself, the damp of the past days buried in her bones. Dressed still in his clothes, old clothes that were too big for him, far bigger for her, rolled at the ankles, at the wrists. Worn at the seams, torn in places, and still damp from the two days where they had slept in the reeds, and the three nights where they had rowed the wooden skiff of faded green and red until it could be rowed no more, water leaking through the loose slats, up to their ankles, up to their calves, until in the end they had left it hidden in long grasses, dragging it from the bank to the thick fringes of a moist ploughed field, moving on by foot then, following a silty path along the river to the largest town where they had found De Clomp and this room.


She remembered how he had stood, watching as she shivered with a look of helplessness, before he had fetched the woollen rug that lay across the bed and pulled it around her.


‘Don’t be afraid,’ he had whispered.


And she had shaken her head, felt the tears in her eyes. It was not him she had been afraid of. No, for him she had felt only gratitude, that strange boy with his tousled hair and funny talk, who had brought her there. Her fears were a residue of the place they had run from.


‘You do not know my name,’ she had said.


‘So tell me.’


‘It is Lor.’


‘And mine?’ he asked.


She already knew it. ‘You are Yavy.’


‘Them tears are bright in your eyes, Lor,’ he had said. ‘No matter if they spill over. Don’t be thinking back,’ he had told her. ‘I been long used to not thinking back. Tell me what you want of your life. What you dreaming of in your while-away days.’


She stood now in the centre of that same room, the sounds of her children, his children, softly sleeping behind her and only then did she weep. The tears filled and blurred her vision, spilling over. So many she could not dry them with her hands.


‘Yavy,’ she whispered. ‘Where are you? Please, Yavy, I need you.’




This Day



AUSTRIA, 1944


At first Jakob makes himself aware of nothing but the movement of his own limbs; the crease of his cotton shorts, the thud of his own feet, brittle twigs that have fallen a whole long winter before cracking beneath his tread. He squeezes the stone in his hand, holds tight to his box. He runs until the only sounds are forest sounds: the ghost-hoot of an owl, breeze-blown branches and the creaking of trunks. He leans against the mottled bark to catch his breath. How he longs to be small enough to hide in the crevices.


‘The mushroom is the ant’s umbrella,’ his father used to say. How he longs to be a passing ant.


He takes in the rusted ochre from a mossy bough. He runs on. Steely white from the sap of a chestnut tree.


‘Lead white,’ his father would have likened it to. ‘The white of whites, the cruellest – black at its core. Women dying for this white, paint the soft canvas of their cheeks with the sweet poison of iron oxide, float in clouds of lethargy before it stealing their shine. Before they fainting to the floor.’


Jakob sticks to the paths that run from north to south. He knows how to read a path. Knows how to seek out the contrasts of damp and dry that form when the sun shines directly down. He knows how to read the puddles, to read the wind direction from the sediment that collects at the edges, green-tinted and murky, and to read the moss that settles on the northern damper sides of rocks and pebbles. He knows which tree to interpret the land by, knows to seek out the giant that stands wider and higher than all the others, or the tree that stands alone, affected only by the elements. Knows to look which way the branches grow, how they will splay towards the highest sun. And too that sweet is south-facing, that the nuts and berries he finds will be riper on the southerly side. He knows which flowers follow the sun, which lift their heads to face the golden orb in the sky.


‘Run if you can,’ he has been taught. ‘Always if you can, my boy. With them shadows over your left shoulder at sunset. Run south.’


Why south?


‘Because south is safe. Closer to the sun.’


South to where, then?


But there is no ‘to where’. He runs simply to survive. Moves on from forest to field, from field to forest, forages for mushrooms, dandelions, nettles that he pounds with stones and sucks the juice from. He knows to sleep where the spiderwebs cling to the nooks and crannies, where the wind won’t find them or him as he slumbers beneath their jewel-frosted weaves on a pillow of moss. And he knows how to read the clouds, when to seek shelter, when not. Knows the coming of a storm, the vertical towers that will fill the sky, swelling as the warm air rises rapidly, or the lighter wisps that come with the fairer weather, and the change in their hue; darker where there is open water, lighter where there is snow. He knows how to make a night dial, knows how to join the two points in a crescent moon so that they will lead him south. He has grown up directing himself with the wind and the shadows. This is familiar to him. It is the loneliness that is not. He has never, until this time, been so alone.


He is afraid to sleep. His dreams have him crushed beneath mounds of loam and silt, clogging his mouth with clay, his eyes with darkness. Pe kokala me sutem. He sleeps on bones. Bi jakhengo achilem. Becomes without eyes. He breathes in grit, stifles his screams and claws at the warm earth above him. Jakob – a half-blood gypsy child of Roma and Yenish. He scratches the loose soil away, scrapes aside the stones, the splintered roots, soaked with blood, until finally his fingers feel the wind. And then, through a crack in the earth, he catches a glimpse of the blue lapis sky.


He wakes gasping, pulls himself upwards, gulping air, choking with memory, as he stumbles to his feet.


‘Them shadows moving as the sun commands,’ his father had told him. ‘You are the sun, my boy. You are the sun.’


Rusted ochre from a mossy bough. Steely white from the sap of a chestnut tree. See that. Only that.


‘Don’t be afraid, Jakob,’ his father had said, his voice weak and wavering, his blue-stained fingers faded, a mere memory of the colour that most defined him. ‘Spourz na kolory. Tell me what you seeing, Jakob,’ he had whispered.


There is only day and night and the survival of each. How, he does not know. Why, he does not dare to question. Te den, xa, te maren, de-nash. A whispered plea. There is nothing else but that whispered plea. No longing to live. For he has none. All he has is the instruction to do so. To run is to live. To fight for it. So again he runs on. And on. A ragged density to his breath that wards off tears as the ice of a winter wind freezes the sweat on him.


It is as if the sky has fallen to the earth. Ceri pe phuv perade. 


He eats only fire. Jag xalem. 


Drinks only smoke. Thuv pilem.


Becomes dust. Thaj praxo. 


But in the end the hunger of winter forces him from the woods. He hears the toll of a town’s heavy bell before he sees the red-tiled roofs of a village that begins where the trees end. He sees a crowd, hears the murmur of voices, a melodic chatter, and finds courage with the sound of it. He creeps out from the shadows and under the cover of leaden clouds finds himself on the thrumming outskirts of a busy market.


He stands by the rusted remains of a truck, the wheels and doors long wrenched from it. A small boy, the same height as he, is siphoning gasoline from the cap, sucking it up through a pipe into his mouth, choking when the liquid spurts through. It gushes momentarily, then slows to a rhythmic drip that lands in a metal bucket, ticking away time like a clock. Another boy, with hair like sedge grass, sits on the ground beside him, struggling to make shoes out of a rubber tyre with a blunt knife, his knees so tight you can see the white of bone through his translucent skin.


An old man passes by, jolts against Jakob. He mumbles something Jakob doesn’t understand and walks on, his voice gravelly with phlegm that he coughs up at intervals, retching into his grime-clogged sleeve. Jakob watches the old man undo his fly, turn towards a mud brick building and address it in conversation as he urinates against the guttering pipe that is punctured with bullet holes. His piss is the colour of creosote; he himself the colour of decay. Jakob walks on, the stench of aged urine on the wind, comforted, despite that, to be in the company of humanity.


The ground is still wet with recent rainfall, but drying as the sun pushes through the clouds. Jakob makes a footprint on the edge of a puddle and wonders if it will still be there at day’s end as a mark of his existence. A cart rattles past on loose wheels. He watches the judder and roll of them. He sees an apple glint in the sun. It sits on the edge of a stall, worm-ridden, but red and ripe, and aware suddenly of the clenching pain of hunger in his stomach, he reaches out to take it.


The hand that grabs his wrist is rough and calloused.


‘If you take it, they will kill you. It means that much to them,’ says a voice hoarsely. Jakob looks up towards the silhouette of the man who stands over him. His face is stubbled, his two green eyes glinting in the roughness of it. Bright but small, deeply set and overshadowed by thick dark eyebrows that give him the appearance of a permanent frown. ‘You’ll take my advice, yes?’ the man says. His stubble moves as he talks. He lets go of Jakob’s wrist, leaving fingerprints on his skin. ‘It is simple. You want to eat; you earn it. I saw you come from the woods, yes? You have been in them long?’ he asks. Jakob takes in features that are large, bulbous, a nose that curves outwards from the bridge, bent and flattened at the tip as if it has felt the full force of a fist time and time again. His skin is pitted and rough, his hair unwashed, grease-scented and lank upon his scalp with small tufts sprouting from his nostrils and ears. Jakob does not say anything. He is too afraid. The man shrugs.


‘As you like. How old are you?’


‘Eight,’ Jakob manages.


‘You are small for eight, yes?’ Again he shrugs. ‘And your name? Again as you like. I am Walther. Walther Bauer. I’ve no qualms in telling you that. I have lived here all my life, like my father and his father before me. Anyone in these parts could tell you my name if you asked them. So, boy, do you know how to make a fire that doesn’t smoke?’


Jakob shakes his head.


‘Let me show you. Let me save your little life, such as you may or may not need.’


He leads him back into the forest and stops in a place where the land dips into a dwelling of red rocks. ‘If you are to live in the forest, my little friend, then this you must learn to do. If you want to live.’ Walther kneels and, with his hands, begins to dig. His hands are immense, covered in thick dark hair that coils at the tips. ‘You need a chimney, you see, but a chimney that will not point up into the sky. Instead, it must go down into the ground. We dig, come.’


Jakob kneels beside him and scrapes back the soil from the hole Walther has already made. The dirt pushes down into his nails and he smells the familiar mushroom scent of trapped earth. His breath catches. He feels for his stone. Squeezes it through the fabric of his pocket. Closes his eyes. Reels slightly with the sudden flash of memory that transports him all too easily back to that place, back to that field again, where the Y-shaped tree stands out against the clear sky.


He is there once more, watching it from the hidden depths of the forest. He is crouched down low behind a dense blackness of bracken, his knees upon a soft blanket of moss that holds only a memory of rainfall. His breath comes in shallow bursts, as if to remind him of what has just passed. He knows he should run, knows he should run far and fast. But he cannot bear to leave. Cannot bear to go where the scent of them will not reach him. He peers through the gaps in the bracken, out across the field that is lit with sporadic moonlight, flickering out from behind passing clouds and blue with the long shadows of clumped grasses. He can see the tree, bone-white in the moonlight, stark against the velvet sky. But around it there is no movement, no shift or sleight of hand. Not even a wing beat, or scurried dance from a smaller creature. Just an eerie stillness, a silence, as if all else has fled with what has passed.


‘Enough,’ says Walther when the hole reaches the length of his arm. His voice breaks Jakob from his reverie. The tree disappears. The field disappears. There is only the wood in which he now kneels. There is only Walther. ‘So, you know how to light a fire?’ the older man asks.


Jakob nods. Walther hands him a rag and a scattering of flint pieces from the breast pocket of his worn grey suit. One hard, one shimmering with quartz. Jakob has been taught to pick out his fire-flint carefully.


‘Mostly you’ll be wanting a star in your stone,’ his father had told him from as far back as he can remember. ‘To see it shine. Second to that, an edge. If not, pick the hardest you can find. If not that, the greyest. And if a stone is wet, you best be discarding it.’


Jakob collects paper birch bark that peels off the trunk that has outgrown it easily, a small pile of tinder, picked from higher drier ground. Then he strikes the two of them together, igniting sparks against the cloth. He makes a flame first, then another as the wood catches and lights.


‘So you can,’ says Walther, impressed. ‘So you can,’ and he shows him then how to cover the smoke, how to trap it and direct it down into the tunnel that they have dug, their chimney beneath the ground.


Jakob is warm for the first time in weeks. The flames lick up under the cover of the canopy, white at their core. They dance smokelessly.


‘You have lice,’ Walther says. ‘Best get rid of them.’


He tells him to undress, to hold his clothes over the fire and Jakob does as he is told, layer by layer, holding the fabric as close to the heat as he can bear. The lice drop from it, singeing in the flames. He re-dresses, the cloth no longer scratching. Next Walther cuts his hair, cuts it short and coarsely with the blade of his knife. ‘They will drive you mad with their itching. Better to put an end to it,’ he tells him.


Afterwards they sit a while, easily silent in each other’s company.


‘So,’ says Walther eventually and he holds up the apple that Jakob had reached to take. ‘You have earned your apple.’


He throws it across to him. Hands him his knife. Jakob looks up. Wants to lean against the warmth of the older man, but instead takes the knife, uses it to cut thin slivers that his loose teeth can chew. The sour sweetness spurts up into the ridge of his mouth, stinging his ulcerated gums.


‘You can sleep at the market for now. Work, eat. I will show you how it can be done.’




Before



AUSTRIA, 1943


In the early morning De Clomp was lit with shafts of sunlight that warmed gold squares on the oak floorboards. Malutki and Eliza sat upon these squares, rolling marbles across the floor. Jakob sat with his snails that he’d taken from their box, setting them down to move across the shadows. It was too early for the bar to have opened and Alfredo assured them they would be safe, that they would have the place to themselves, empty tables and empty chairs and an echo of their own voices. Alfredo had given them bread and slices of cheese to eat, with glasses of milk that had arrived on a cart at first light, sloshing in metal jugs that clanked bell-like against each other.


Jakob lifted up a snail, looked at the underside of it. ‘Drying up in the sunlight, Ma,’ he said.


Lor was barely listening. To the right of where they were sitting was the place she had once regarded as ‘her place’, or ‘his place’, sometimes ‘their place’. Either way, it was where she and Yavy had once known to look for the other. In the far corner, beneath a bookshelf stacked and cramped with old books, leather-covered with hearty browns, mahoganies, and greens. It was so familiar, even after all these years. She could remember clearly how it had been to enter De Clomp and see him there, slumped and reading or pushing away the contents of his plate, a last small mouthful resting in its centre, which he would unconsciously leave. Unlike the Romans, she used to think, who vomited in bowls so they could consume more, but deliberately left a morsel to inform their host that they were full. For Yavy it was something deeper than that. A need to know that, should he need it, there was food enough for him to eat. That he would not starve.


‘De Clomp. The Shoe,’ he had said the very first time they had sat in that place, before it had become their own. ‘If you had to, would you go choosing them shoes over your winter coat?’


‘Yes,’ she said.


‘Yes. Water first. Food. Then shoes. If that was the choice.’


He had gone on to tell her a story about shoes, a pile of shoes in a village where he had once lived.


‘So high it reached the rooftops of them houses,’ he had told her. ‘We piled it for a month of Sundays. Gathered in the village square after church, an’ when that bell rang out we took off our shoes, children and adults, flinging them into the centre of that square.’ He used his hands when he spoke, gesticulated for emphasis. She loved to watch him, listen to him, a bright light in a room.


‘And when every one of us was shoeless an’ that bell sounding out again,’ he said, ‘as quickly as we discarded them, we found them, clambering through that pyramid of shoes for our single pair, seeking out our friends’ instead, our mothers’ or our brothers’, throwing it to them, again seeking out our own. An’ at the end of it all, when that mound of shoes was no more, if all of us had found our pair, then we’d won the game. If not, we had lost.’


She smiled with the memory. When it came, war had not been such a shock to him as it had to her. He had lived with the fight for survival long before it.


Behind the bar Alfredo was clinking glasses and bottles together. From time to time he looked across at Lor, his face questioning, but never asking. She could study his face in the morning light. Certainly it had aged since the last time she had seen him, but aged merrily. His was a giant of a face; the splayed expanse of his nose, the round shelf of his chin. The local children laid coins across it, and made him chew tough hunks of meat, awed that the coins stayed balanced. Of Italian descent, his parents had fled Italy in the diaspora of the 1860s, fleeing poverty and a cholera epidemic that had wiped out fifty-five thousand Italians living in the south. Like his father, and his father before him, Alfredo was a tower of a man, a bulk of bone and flesh. His size was something he’d had to plead forgiveness for all his life, and the clumsiness that came with it, forever knocking against the world around him. He had ventured outside his home town only once and that was to see the bear pit in Bern where he’d stared down into the dry-eyed silence of two cramped beasts and felt akin to their bulk in a way he had never felt with any other human being before. Up above, the electric lines had spanned from house to house, lighting up the bears’ dumb suffering beneath, and he’d longed to take them back with him to the dark of his own sky. At night with his wife, he slept shallowly, afraid that he might roll and squash her small frame. He had never found a wedding ring to fit his fourth finger. The muscle bulged there like a walrus.


‘I have something special for you,’ he said, seeing Lor looking at him. He disappeared out into the back and returned with something hidden in his giant hand. ‘For you and the children.’ In his palm lay a lemon that he placed upon the bar as if it was made of glass. It was rough, the outer skin shrivelled somewhat, but the yellow of it stood out against the night-brown of the wood surface, like a small star.


‘We couldn’t,’ Lor said. ‘You must have it.’


Alfredo shook his head. ‘They grow them here. Most are taken, but a few …’ and his eyes shone. ‘Here,’ he said, bringing out a knife and cutting her a waxy slice, an inch thick. ‘Eat it all, skin and everything. It will change something. It will begin something.’


She did as he said, crunched into the pith, the citrus sharpness making her eyes water. She had not tasted anything like it for months.


‘You’re crying, Ma?’ Jakob asked, his eyes forever watchful.


‘No. It’s the lemon. It is sharp.’


‘I can try it?’


‘You can. Or we can dilute it with water.’


But he wanted to taste it as she had tasted it, and his eyes filled like her own and he laughed because of that, and she thought how long it had been since she’d seen him laugh and how she’d forgotten how beautiful he was.


‘I love you,’ she told him.


‘Yes,’ he replied simply. He sucked the sourness down to the skin. Ate the skin, then licked his fingers.


‘What did it change?’ Alfredo asked him.


‘Made me like a bell, my whole self ringing,’ Jakob replied.


Alfredo watched them, as he continued to polish his rows of glasses.


‘I will do all I can to hide you,’ he said at length.


‘I know.’ She reached for his hand. ‘But he is not here.’


‘No.’


‘I thought …’


‘I know.’


‘Have you heard anything?’


Alfredo shook his head. ‘I will ask around. ‘


Lor smiled sadly. ‘We need to sleep and eat well. That is all. Is that possible?’


‘Yes, that’s possible. I can feed you.’


She watched him, aching for the normality of polished glass, and wondered if her life had ever been that way.


‘Don’t be afraid no more,’ Yavy had told her. ‘We’ll be safe here a while. No one will be finding us.’


Then he had pulled from the pocket of his oversized coat a small book, navy blue and leather-bound with gold embroidered along the spine, small enough to hold in the palm of one hand.


‘I don’t know what it reads. It’s in your language,’ he told her. ‘But I thought you’d like it to run your eyes over.’


She had picked it up, had traced her hand down the length of the spine, opened the brittle pages and smelt the musty scent of a book that had not been read in a long while. It was a book of old English folk stories.


‘You like it?’ he had asked, and for the first time she had heard a nervousness in his voice.


‘I like it,’ she had assured him.


‘Very much?’


‘Yes, very much. Thank you for it,’ she had said, and when she looked his face was lit up with pleasure, as if she had given him something, not received it.


‘Do you think I would feel it if he were dead?’ she asked Alfredo now, quietly.


He did not answer. Lor looked away. Outside the sun had risen over the rooftops and was flooding in through the windows of De Clomp. They should not stay down in the bar for much longer. Already there was a scattering of people out on the streets.


‘I will find him,’ she said.




This Day



AUSTRIA, 1944


Jakob is curled up on sacks of cabbage that stink and ferment beneath the warmth of his sleeping self. Still unwashed, still covered with another’s blood, his breath is shallow and scratching in his chest from so many nights of cold air. He sleeps deeply, after a day’s toil, as the market packs up around him, a clatter of wooden boards and metal frames, dismantled with the precision of habit. He sleeps so deeply that he does not stir, not a single limb or sleepy shudder, and so he does not experience the gradual shift from sound to silence as the sellers leave, the disappearing trundle of cartwheels, the ebb of voices heading for a place they can call home. He does not experience the shift from company to solitude, the cooling of a sunlit day to a honey-coloured dusk. The shadows lengthen, hang like sleeping phantoms. The light fades. The night wraps around him, camouflaging him on his soft makeshift bed. He hugs his box to him. The stone in his pocket presses into his skin, imprinting a mauve bruise of time passing.


He sleeps dreamlessly, and then, as the sun slips back up over the hilltops and the dawn shadows creep finger-like over him, there is motion once again. People return to start another market day; the clip-clop of horses’ hooves, the steamy blow from velvet nostrils, the unpacking of carts, the opening of shutters, the clatter of metal and wood, the clank and grind and the tap, tap, tap, of a hammer, all transforming the empty space back into the market of the previous day, back into the maze of cluttered stores; silver trinkets, teapots, incense and jewellery that drip like water drops from wooden brackets, as scents of sandalwood, sun-warmed leather from the trappings of old saddles and the blue smoke of cigarettes fill the air – all of it overladen, to hide the fact that this is a wartime market, striving to live as it did before, despite the lack of fresh produce, despite the overriding stench of decay and sweet fermenting fruit that seeps up from the almost-empty food stalls.


Laughter sounds as the sun slips out from behind a cloud, sending shafts of pinholed light down through the grey sheets above them, and everyone believes in that moment that, ‘There is a heaven after all,’ a sign at last amidst the wreckage of the present day. And it is then that Jakob moves for the first time, shifting in his pre-morning sleep, with the mention of the word ‘heaven’. He rolls onto his back, blinking back the fog of sleep, oblivious at first to his whereabouts. Then he’s alert, upright once more, as if to be caught sleeping were a crime. He buries his box beneath the cabbages, climbs down off his mound, his clothes stiff with congealed mud and grime. He sticks out in the crowd with his shoes of sackcloth; a sad clown of a boy. The loss that he feels lies beneath his skin like a pool below the finest layer of silk. The slightest tear and it flows over and around, the weight of water above him. His hands are jammed into his trouser pockets to save his fingers from the chilling wind. He hovers beside a pile of bruised cucumbers, longing to lick the skins, then moves on to the next stall, where a toothless woman hooks a rat onto a rack already heavy with pink-skinned rabbits, broken necks lolling their heads against their spines.


He turns, accepts the cup of goat’s milk she hands him, and lingers, drawn towards the warmth of human touch, with a longing, a memory, for something more. Me kamav tu. I love you, and a hand tender across his brow. He longs to lean his head against the woman’s stained apron, but instead he walks away, on past the man in the next stall who is shoving two live chickens into a wooden crate so small they can hardly breathe.


Jakob searches the ground, stooping again and again, picking the butts of heel-trodden cigarettes from the mud. Later he will steadfastly unravel each of them, collecting the tobacco in tiny mounds and re-rolling them back into cigarettes; a ratio of ten butts to one new cigarette. He collects the discarded apples too, the half rotten ones, will separate the bad from the not so bad, selling them at a fifth of the price of the fresh green and scarlet apples in the stalls.


Now though, as he crouches down, his face close enough to smell the earth, his hands stained with rancid fruit, he feels the vibrations beneath his feet, the heavy rumble and grind of something that is machine, not alive, and with this sound the dread sweeps through him, as sudden as hot to cold, dark to light. He drops his knees to the damp ground, curls his spine inwards, small as an egg. Only his head he lifts, and through the legs of wooden stall tables he sees the line of trucks approaching from the gravel road towards the market square, spitting up stones and grit in the deep tread of their wheels, engines hammering through fumed clouds. They fill the grey slate sky, the fractured light that had seeped from heaven. They block out all other noise as if the very world itself were hushed by their arrival. They come to a stop in a well-practised line and, beneath the sound of engines left running, growling like dogs, fifty soldiers, maybe sixty, he cannot say, climb down into the mud.
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‘Remarkable - brave, big-hearted & beautifully written’
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