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             The dreamer … is like two separate people closely linked together by some important thing in common.

            freud

            
                

            

            In each of us there is another whom we do not know.

            jung

         

         vi

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Epigraphs

                  	Part One: Vienna 

                  	1933 

                  	March

                  	April

                  	September

                  	October

                  	1934 

                  	March

                  	May

                  	June

                  	July

                  	1934–1938

                  	1938 

                  	January

                  	1935–1938

                  	March

                  	April

                  	May

                  	Part Two: Paris 

                  	1940 

                  	​June

                  	September 1939

                  	​June 1940

                  	July

                  	November

                  	​December

                  	1941 

                  	​June

                  	​July

                  	​December

                  	1942 

                  	​April

                  	June

                  	July

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	About the Author 

                  	By the Same Author  

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Part One

2
            Vienna

         

      

   


   
      
         
34
            1933

         

      

   


   
      
         
5March

         Afterwards, when he thought back to that evening, the last he would ever spend in the apartment on Prinzenstrasse, Max Spiegelman couldn’t be sure if what he remembered was real or a dream. Half of him felt certain it had truly happened; the other half suspected it was something his imagination had woven from the tangled threads of sadness, loss and desire.

         It was late afternoon: sun disappearing behind rooftops, the first hint of chill in the air. Max and his best friend Josef Müller were walking home after a game of football in the Augarten. Max had to yell to make himself heard over the drone of traffic and the thump of the scuffed leather ball that Josef was bouncing against the concrete; he was reminiscing about the goal he’d scored to win the game that afternoon. Josef said nothing in reply, just stared glassy-eyed at the ball. He’d been strangely quiet all afternoon.

         The sweat on the back of Max’s neck was starting to cool. On the other side of the street his father’s musical instruments shop glimmered red and gold. Max’s parents lived in the apartment above the shop, and Josef’s in the flat above theirs, so the two boys always walked home together. They waited for a tram to pass then ran across the road. A car horn honked, a man shouted. When they reached the opposite pavement, Max noticed a girl sitting at the Bösendorfer Imperial grand piano that dominated the shopfront. He couldn’t hear the music she was playing but by watching her hands he could tell it was a simple piece. He found himself staring at the tendons in her neck as they fluttered beneath her skin.

         Max was thirteen years old. He’d always liked girls but in the past year he’d begun to be troubled, even haunted by them. The 6girl in the window had long dark hair tied in a ponytail, and a few stray hairs curled over her exposed nape. Her ears were pretty, Max thought. He felt as if he were breathing underwater. He stepped closer and saw his own reflection, half-obliterated by the colours of dusk, and that was when he noticed that Josef was no longer beside him. Max looked around but his friend had vanished. He wondered vaguely if Josef was angry with him. Then he looked back at the girl and realised he could hear the jaunty, repetitive, half-familiar melody coming faintly through the glass. What was that song?

         He was close to remembering when his concentration was broken by the sound of raised voices. He turned and saw three boys, older than him, in matching beige shirts, running in his direction. He couldn’t tell if they were laughing or hostile, if they were shouting to one another or at him, but some instinct propelled him towards the arched passageway between SPIEGELMAN MUSIKINSTRUMENTE and SCHNEIDER APOTHEKE. He walked quickly through the cobbled shade and the sound of the boys’ yelling died away, along with the other city noises.

         From the inner courtyard Max climbed the exterior iron staircase that led to his parents’ apartment. He walked inside, dropped his school bag on the floor, kicked off his shoes. The yellow walls of the living room glowed a flickering orange in the sunset. The air smelled sweet, almost edible. His mother must be baking a dessert. As he walked through the living room, he ran his hand along the smooth lid of her piano. The comforts of home.

         Frau Spiegelman was in the kitchen, wearing an apron, muttering to herself as she looked at a recipe book. Flour on her hands, red circles on her cheeks. This was not Max’s favourite version of his mother; he preferred her when she was playing music or getting ready to go out because there was a serene precision to her gestures then. Cooking brought out her nervous side.

         ‘Mmm, apple strudel,’ Max said. ‘Is it a special occasion?’ 7

         She looked up at him distractedly. ‘Oh Max, there you are. Yes, we have guests tonight. I told you yesterday, remember? The Schattens will be coming, with—’

         ‘Ugh, not the Schattens!’

         ‘Don’t be rude,’ said his mother mechanically. ‘And they may be bringing Karl, so you’ll have to entertain him.’

         In his mind’s eye Max saw Karl Schatten’s massive body and square head, his small cold eyes and sneering lips, those fists the size of cannonballs. He felt a lurch of dread.

         ‘Karl doesn’t like me.’

         ‘Have some compassion, Max! He was there when it happened. After everything he’s been through, of course he’s going to act out a little bit …’

         It was true that Karl’s younger brother Oskar had been killed the year before, and that Karl had witnessed the accident, but Max had once heard Karl making a sick joke about his brother’s death, so he did not believe for a second that the school bully was grief-stricken. But there was no point trying to tell his mother that.

         She was washing her hands now and her words came in little bursts from between tensed lips. ‘Anyway … he might not come … Apparently he has a Scout meeting on Wednesdays …’ She dried her hands on a tea towel and looked up at the clock on the wall. ‘Goodness, is that the time? Max, go downstairs and tell your father he needs to get changed! He should have closed the shop twenty minutes ago …’

         There was a trapdoor in the floor of the kitchen. Max opened it and descended the wooden stairs to his father’s office. It was the usual mess – desk littered with piles of paperwork, instrument cases strewn across the floor – but Max liked it here. In many ways he preferred it to the shop. To Max, each room was like a version of Franz Spiegelman: the shop, with its thick carpet and elegantly displayed instruments, its smell of polish and money, 8was the respectable face that his father presented to the world; the office was the Papa of home, the unshaven man who played the trumpet in his pyjamas and winked reassuringly when Mama was angry.

         There were two doors out of the office: the one to the left led to the courtyard outside, the other to the shop. Max opened the door to the right and saw Franz Spiegelman at the far end of the showroom, trying to look interested as he listened to a woman with very short hair speak rapidly in a foreign accent. Max tiptoed towards them, afraid to interrupt, and noticed the woman’s daughter leaning against the wall by the entrance, watching him with a half-smile. There was a book in her hand, but she wasn’t even pretending to read it. He stopped and stared at the carpet, blushing hotly. It was the same girl he’d seen earlier. The one with the pretty ears.

         ‘Maman,’ said the girl, interrupting the cascade of words.

         ‘Oui?’

         ‘I think it’s time to go. This gentleman has to close his shop.’ The girl spoke in faultless German. She was facing her mother now, so Max was able to observe her in profile: swanlike neck, bony nose, rosebud lips. ‘And his son is waiting to speak to him.’

         Everyone turned to stare at Max: the girl looked amused, the woman surprised, his father embarrassed. ‘Max? What are you doing here?’

         Max had to cough and clear his throat before he could speak. ‘Mama says you have to come and get ready. For tonight.’

         His father stared at him blankly. He must have forgotten about the dinner party. To underline the urgency of the situation Max surreptitiously made a shape with his right hand: thumb and index finger a few inches apart, the gap steadily closing. It meant: Mama’s getting upset. In the periphery of his vision he was aware of the girl watching him. His father understood and quickly made his excuses as he ushered them towards the door: ‘Ah! Sorry, ladies, duty calls. 9But it was delightful to speak with you both …’ The woman asked Max’s father if he knew of a good music school in the city, and while he answered her the girl turned to face Max. They were almost exactly the same height. ‘What do you play?’ she asked in a friendly voice.

         Max thought of football and frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

         The girl smiled and he noticed that her front teeth were slightly crooked. She gestured at the shop behind him and said: ‘You don’t play an instrument?’

         ‘Oh,’ said Max, feeling stupid. ‘Yes. The violin. And you?’

         ‘She plays the piano, Max,’ his father said gently, and it was only then that Max realised the adults had stopped talking and the two of them were watching Max and the girl, waiting for them to finish their conversation. ‘That’s why they were looking at the Bösendorfer.’

         Max blushed. ‘Oh yes. Of course.’

         ‘Perhaps we could play a duet together sometime?’ the girl said to Max, gripping her book tight to her chest. She looked straight in his eyes as she said this and he had to remind himself to keep breathing. Her eyes were grey and yet simultaneously somehow multicoloured, like a rainbow seen through mist.

         ‘Yes,’ said Max, struggling to think of a way to convey the full extent of his enthusiasm for this idea. ‘Yes … okay.’

         ‘Come tomorrow if you like,’ his father said graciously to the girl’s mother. ‘These two can practise while we try to find something to suit your budget.’

         Max felt dizzy from looking in the girl’s eyes, so he glanced down at the cover of the book she was holding. Goethe’s Faust. Max felt a little intimidated. The woman must have said something that Max didn’t hear, because his father was now telling her the shop’s opening hours. ‘Drop by whenever you like.’ Herr Spiegelman looked distractedly at his watch. ‘But I’m afraid I really do need to—’

         ‘Yes, of course,’ the woman said, hurrying outside and pulling 10her daughter by the arm. As his father locked the glass door, the girl turned around and waved at Max. He waved back.

         ‘Sorry about that, Max,’ his father said, winding the handle that lowered the metal shutters. ‘She just wouldn’t stop talking … Ugh, what is wrong with this thing?’

         The shutter mechanism had jammed. Mama’s voice called, shrill and panicky, from above. Father and son exchanged a glance. ‘Never mind, I’ll deal with this later.’ They walked to the office and began climbing the stairs to the kitchen. ‘So … guests?’

         ‘The Schattens,’ said Max. ‘Arriving at seven.’

         ‘Ah, the Schattens. They’re not bringing that brute of a son with them, are they?’

         ‘They might be. Frau Schatten’s supposed to call.’

         ‘Oh dear. Well, my fingers are crossed for you, Max.’

         ‘Who were they, Papa?’ Max asked as he followed his father through the open trapdoor.

         His father turned, puzzled. ‘Who were who?’

         ‘That woman with the foreign accent. And the girl.’

         ‘Oh, she’s some artist, apparently. French. Just moved to Vienna. She was looking for a piano for her daughter, so I let her play the Bösendorfer. But as soon as I mentioned the price …’ Franz Spiegelman closed the trapdoor and smiled knowingly at Max. ‘You seemed very taken with—’

         Just then, Max’s mother appeared in the kitchen. The circles on her cheeks were larger and redder than before, and she started to chide her husband for his tardiness. Franz stroked her arms and looked into her eyes. ‘Don’t worry, Liebchen, everything will be fine. I’m going to get changed now.’ He kissed her on the lips and went upstairs, and just for a moment Ana Spiegelman looked calm.

         Then she noticed her son standing beside her. ‘Max, what are you doing? Get washed and changed! Karl isn’t coming, but it’s already so late. At this rate you’ll still be eating your supper when 11they arrive, and I can’t have you looking like that in front of our guests.’

         An hour later the rabbit stew was simmering and Max was tuning his violin by the living-room window, gazing out at the street below. He had eaten his supper alone as the sky darkened to violet. Now the streetlights were shining on Prinzenstrasse and inside the apartment the lamps had been lit, casting parts of the living room into evening gloom. Often this time of day would make Max feel melancholy, but today he was still bathed in the afterglow of euphoria: that girl had practically asked him out! Well, not out, but she had wanted to see him again. And she was pretty. Intelligent too, he could tell. Only then did it occur to him that he’d forgotten to ask her name. Oh well, he could ask the next time he saw her …

         Franz Spiegelman came downstairs in a crisp white shirt. Before adjusting his tie in the mirror at the foot of the stairs, he winked at Max and made a movement with his right hand as if stroking an invisible cat. All is well, thought Max. He began playing ‘Ode to Joy’.

         Ana Spiegelman appeared on the stairs a few minutes later. Max stopped playing and turned to look. ‘Will I do?’ she asked her husband shyly.

         She was wearing a white dress with large pink flowers on it, high heels, earrings … What else had changed? One by one, Max noted the subtle differences. Her hair was down, falling in waves over her shoulders, softening her face. Then there was lipstick, eyeliner, a hint of powder, thickened lashes. She was wearing perfume too, a scent Max associated with nocturnal adult pleasures: forbidden, mysterious. Franz went over and whispered something in her ear. He kissed her neck and she smiled. Max looked away. He used to be happy when his parents hugged and kissed because the air was so much lighter than when they argued, but now his chest tensed. 12An image of the girl leaning against the wall in the shop flashed into his mind and it was a relief when the doorbell rang.

         Herr and Frau Schatten came inside, along with a gust of cold air. Max was glad that Karl wasn’t with them, but he still felt awkward. Their younger son Oskar had died the previous summer. He’d been run over by a car on Prinzenstrasse and Max’s mother had been the first to console Frau Schatten. The Schattens lived just around the corner on Trauergasse, so Ana and Katharina had become friends despite having nothing in common.

         The four adults exchanged greetings and a silence descended. Herr Schatten was a watchmaker but he looked more like a funeral director: a tall, sombre man whose face appeared to have been carved from wood. He stood close to the door with his hat on and nodded at Max as if they were passengers on the same tram. But Frau Schatten, who was short and round and alarmingly loud, spotted Max and ran over to him like a goose after bread. ‘Max! Little Max!’ she exclaimed, pressing him to her ample bosom. ‘Oh, but I shouldn’t call you that anymore because you’ve grown.’ She held him at arm’s length. ‘You must be … fourteen now, is that right? Thirteen? Ah yes, you were in the year below poor Oskar, weren’t you? You look like him, actually. You have the same eyes. Such kind eyes …’ Max froze with panic as Frau Schatten’s own eyes suddenly filled with tears. For a moment she looked like an opera singer about to launch into a tragic aria, then she dabbed at her face with a handkerchief while the others crowded around sympathetically. ‘Yes, yes, I’m fine, sorry, I know it’s embarrassing when this happens.’ Max made a hand signal to his father: What should I do? Franz made a flicking gesture with his little finger and Max escaped up the staircase.

         Around nine his parents came to his room to say goodnight. Papa smelled of wine and told Max he had no idea how lucky he was not to have to listen to Katharina Schatten for hours on end. 13He gave his son a brisk hug, then went back downstairs to entertain the guests. Mama knelt beside Max’s bed and stroked his hair. Her eyes were mistier than before. She gave a wobbly smile, then hugged him. Max got a mouthful of hair and had to turn his face to the side so he could breathe. She was gripping him much more tightly than she normally did and he could feel strange spasms in the muscles of her back. ‘Mama?’ Max whispered after a minute or so. ‘Are you all right?’

         She released him and sat back, smiling, eyes glistening. ‘I’m fine,’ she said, in a too-bright voice. She turned away for a few seconds and Max saw her take a handkerchief from her sleeve. What was it with all these weeping women tonight? After a few seconds she turned back to him and said: ‘I think it was just—’ Her voice caught. ‘It was seeing Katharina get so upset … about Oskar.’ She swallowed and there was a long silence. ‘I know I get annoyed with you sometimes, Max, but—’

         ‘I know,’ he said, trying to pacify the storm of emotion he could sense brewing behind her eyes.

         ‘Ich-liebe-dich.’ She said it very quickly, the words bursting from her mouth with the involuntary force of a sneeze, then screwed up her face as if she was in pain. ‘Very much. You won’t ever forget that, will you?’

         ‘No, Mama.’

         It was strange: she sounded as if she knew, as if she were saying goodbye to him. Or was that only how he remembered it afterwards?

         There was a brief silence, punctuated by the sound of Frau Schatten’s staccato laughter from downstairs. His mother sighed. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll ask them to keep the noise down. Although it shouldn’t be so bad with the door closed.’

         She stood up and smoothed down her dress, looking calm and composed again. Max felt a mingling of relief and disappointment. 14

         ‘Could you leave the door open?’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I want to hear you play.’

         She leaned down to touch his cheek. ‘That’s sweet of you, Max, but I don’t want you staying up on a school night.’

         He looked at her imploringly.

         ‘Perhaps you’ll hear me play in your dreams, though. Would you like that?’

         Max shrugged. His dreams usually evaporated as soon as he woke, like breath from glass. ‘Yes, Mama.’

         ‘All right, go to sleep now.’ She turned off his lamp, kissed his cheek, whispered into his ear: ‘Süsse Träume.’

         When the door had closed and the sound of her footsteps had faded to silence, Max reached down under his bed and picked up his book and his torch. Inside the yellow-glowing cave of bed-clothes, he opened Peter Pan. This was the fourth or fifth time he’d read it, and he felt a little embarrassed at that thought, having seen the girl holding her copy of Faust. Was it time for Max to grow up? But as soon as he began to read, he forgot this idea and became lost in the story. He breathed in his own breaths, his skin scented with his mother’s intoxicating perfume, and after a while he had to lift his head above the sheets and swallow the cold dark air of the bedroom. He listened hard, but there was still no piano music. He wanted to keep reading but found himself wrestling drowsiness: as his head sank into the pillow, the faint light around the bedroom door started to pulse in time with his breathing, to loom close and grow yearningly distant, as if he were slipping, against his will, into darkness, and then catching himself. Stay awake.

         In the end he got up, put on his dressing gown and padded onto the landing, where he sat on the top step of the staircase and listened to the hum of voices below, the clink of glass and china. His eyes followed the burgundy carpet runner as it descended 15the wooden steps through dimness and shadows to the pool of warm light on the bottom landing. Muffled by walls and distance, the adults’ voices were like musical instruments: Herr Schatten a tuba, low and steady; his wife a cat jumping onto a piano keyboard, unpredictable and occasionally jarring. Max’s father was a trumpet, of course, blaring a joke now and then, but he couldn’t hear his mother, perhaps because she was busy in the kitchen.

         At last their voices fell silent and Max heard the first notes of Rêverie. He lay down with his head on his arm and closed his eyes to listen. His whole body relaxed. As Debussy’s weightless melody floated through him, he found himself thinking back over the evening. He remembered the goal he’d scored at the park and Josef’s odd behaviour. He remembered the girl in the shop and the constriction he’d felt in his chest when she smiled at him. He saw again the orange walls, the violet sky. He smelled his mother’s apple strudel. The whole evening, it seemed to Max, had been haunted by the nagging sense that something magical or important had just happened, or was about to, as if his parents’ faces, the contents of their apartment, the words in the book he was reading were all haloed by some unearthly light. He tried again to remember what song the girl had been playing when he’d heard her through the window, but it was swept away by the music from downstairs. The song and the girl … Max felt as if he were retracing a series of steps that had taken him to the threshold of a strange new world. Those notes and chords played on the piano. The lineaments of the girl’s smile, the sound of her voice. The swelling of his heart. Was that all it would take to lead him out of his old life? No, there had to be something else. Something that had not yet happened.

         But did Max really think that then, as he lay at the top of the staircase? Or was it just how he would remember it later? Already, as he heard voices below, the front door clicking shut, already as his mother began to play a more jaunty, familiar tune and Max felt 16his eyelids grow heavy, already the scene was blurring, dividing in his mind. In those final moments suspended between waking and sleep, between the old life and the new, his memory was transforming, warped by an inkling of the tragedy to come, by the untraceable distortions of hindsight, by the knowledge that nothing would ever be – that nothing ever was – the same again, after.

         That he was no longer the same.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         Max woke with a start and almost fell downstairs. He was lying on the top step and when he opened his eyes he saw the staircase unfurling vertiginously below him. His heart was racing and he assumed it was because he’d almost fallen. But it wasn’t.

         His fingers and toes were numb with cold. He must have nodded off while listening to his mother play the piano. He looked up at the grandfather clock: eleven minutes past one. Rubbing his eyes, Max wondered what had woken him. A noise, he thought vaguely, something violent and discordant. A dropped plate? The piano lid slamming shut? A sound in his dream?

         And then he heard something else: voices outside, the distant smash of glass. From downstairs, he heard his mother ask: ‘What was that?’ and his father reassure her: ‘Only some drunkards in the street.’ His parents’ voices grew louder, clearer. They were coming towards the stairs. Max clambered to his feet. Feeling dizzy, he put one hand on the banister to steady himself, then crept across the dark landing. As he reached his bedroom, his mother’s voice grew anxious: ‘But what about … radio today … Katharina was …’ The landing light came on. His parents started climbing the stairs and his father said something soothing in reply. Afraid of being caught, Max shut his bedroom door. His mother laughed softly and the landing light went out.

         He hugged himself between the icy sheets and soon he could hear the regular squeak of bedsprings, the thud of the headboard against the wall. Knowing he would not be able to sleep while they were doing that, Max picked up Peter Pan and the torch again and covered himself with the sheet and blanket. The layers of fabric muffled the 18noises they were making, but still he found it difficult to concentrate. His mind kept drifting to the memory of the girl who had played the piano in his father’s shop. When he reached the part of the book where a nameless fear clutches at Mrs Darling’s heart and Michael asks: ‘Can anything harm us, mother, after the night-lights are lit?’, Max found himself seized by nameless fears of his own.

         He pulled the bedclothes down and listened. Silence. His parents must have finished what they were doing and fallen asleep. He should go to sleep too: the alarm clock would wake him early the next morning. Max plumped his pillow and tried to get comfortable. Then he noticed that the air in the room was no longer cold; in fact, his temples were damp with sweat. Perhaps his father had lit the stove in the kitchen. He turned onto his side and closed his eyes.

         The longer he listened to the silence, however, the more he seemed to detect a sort of soft purr beneath it, like wind on a stormy night. Curious, he tiptoed to the window and opened it. He unfastened the shutter. The rusty hinges made a birdlike screech. He felt no wind on his skin but he could still hear that quiet booming sound. What could it be? As he closed the window again, he remembered the jammed mechanism of the shop’s metal shutters and wondered if his father had ever gone back down to close them.

         Wide awake by now, Max went downstairs to investigate. As soon as he reached the kitchen, his stomach twisted with apprehension: it was so hot in here that beads of sweat pricked from the pores of his hands. He opened the stove door: only a single log, smouldering on a bed of embers. The air was hazy and he started to cough. He closed the stove door, then noticed that the floorboards were warm beneath his bare feet. He opened the trapdoor and a wave of smoke engulfed him.

         In a panic Max let the trapdoor fall shut. ‘Mama! Papa!’ he shouted. Silence: they were probably fast asleep. Should he go upstairs and wake them? But what if they were having sex again? He had walked 19in on them once before and his father had been so angry. His mother had covered herself with the sheets as if concealing some shameful horror. And she was always telling him to show more initiative … Max felt paralysed by indecision. Do something, he told himself. His eyes darted from the dirty saucepans in the sink to the tray of wine glasses on the countertop. All too small. Frantically opening cupboards, he found a tin bucket. He held it under the tap. The noise of the running water drowned out the roar below, drowned out all thought. The bucket swayed under its handle, almost too heavy to carry. Max put the bucket on the floor and opened the trapdoor again. Less smoke this time, he noted hopefully. Holding tight to the wooden handrail, he carried the bucket downstairs.

         The room smelled strongly of smoke, but Max was relieved to see only a single patch of flames – on the lower part of the door that led to the shop. He tossed the contents of the bucket. The flames sizzled and he thought he’d doused them. But a few seconds later the orange tongues started to flicker again through the gap around the door, higher and angrier than before, as though he’d only prodded the monster. He heard it growl.

         Run upstairs now, he thought. Warn them before it’s too late.

         But it already was.

         The door was opening. Not the way a door was supposed to open. It was falling, very slowly, on top of him. He had time to think but not to act, as if the seconds were expanding and only his mind was racing, uselessly, through this slowed-down moment. He had time to curse himself for all the bad choices he had made and to notice the appearance of the door’s other side: the blackened paint, the writhing flames. Only when a shadow fell suddenly past his eyes and something unbearably hot grazed his face did Max let out a yell that brought him back to the reality of heat, smoke, fear, pain, noise. Only then did time speed up again.

         The stairs to the kitchen were on fire. He tried to shout loud 20enough to rouse his parents, but his voice was lost amid the roar of the blaze. Half-blinded by smoke and tears, he staggered across the baking floorboards to the back door.

         Out in the black night air, the cobbles smooth and cool under his hands, Max crawled across the courtyard. He had to reach the street, to tell someone what was happening. Perhaps it wasn’t too late to save his parents, to save Josef and his family too. He tried to climb to his feet, but his body was racked by a coughing fit and he spat dark sputum onto the ground. He took a moment to catch his breath, then forced himself to keep crawling until he felt a sharp pain in his right palm and looked down to see a shard of glass stuck in his flesh. He carefully removed it and watched the blood stream over his wrist, staining the sleeve of his pyjamas.

         Through his tear-blurred vision he saw a dazzle of light to his right: the house on fire. Figures on the street ahead, silhouetted by lamplight. He tried to yell, to get their attention, but his throat was scorched, his lungs shrunken. Avoiding the glitter of broken glass on the cobbles ahead of him, Max kept crawling slowly forward.

         The right half of his face was hot. He patted his cheek to make sure it wasn’t on fire and felt something too soft and jelly-like to be skin. The horror anaesthetised him. For several seconds – or several minutes, he couldn’t tell – he lay there wheezing, struggling to fill his lungs with air, the night-time scene around him fading in and out just as the light around his bedroom door had done earlier that evening.

         He opened his eyes and saw a woman, shoulders shaking, hand covering her mouth, being ushered away from the crowd by a tall man. Mama and Papa? ‘Help,’ he called, his voice a hoarse whisper. Summoning all his strength, he tried one last time: ‘Help!’ The woman froze. She turned in his direction. It was Frau Schatten.

         At last a hush descended. The bright blaze grew darker. Just before losing consciousness, Max heard a distant scream. The sound of glass shattering.
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         Max woke with a start and almost fell downstairs. He was lying on the top step and when he opened his eyes he saw the staircase unfurling vertiginously below him. His heart was racing. What had woken him? A noise, he thought vaguely. A sound in his dream? He caught the fragments just in time, before they vanished: the fire in the shop, the scream, the sound of a window breaking. Max shuddered. His nightmare had seemed so real.

         And then he heard something else: voices outside, glass smashing. He heard the piano lid slam shut and his mother ask: ‘What was that?’ His father reassured her: ‘Only some drunkards in the street.’ Sitting up, Max stared at the grandfather clock behind him. Eleven minutes past one. Was he still dreaming? He touched his right cheek: the skin smooth, unhurt. He examined his palm and saw no dried blood, no cut. ‘But what about those reports on the radio today?’ his mother asked anxiously. ‘You heard what Katharina was saying, didn’t you? About the new laws in Germany …’

         Max sat paralysed as his parents appeared at the bottom of the stairs. His father switched on the landing light, put his arm around his mother’s shoulder and said: ‘Oh, you know Katharina – she does tend to make elephants out of mosquitoes. Anyway, this isn’t Germany.’

         The clunk of their shoes on the wooden steps, their tipsy smiles: Max had not witnessed any of this before, yet he felt certain that it had all happened – every moment, every impossible detail – in his dream. Catching sight of him on the stairs, his mother stopped. ‘Max!’

         His father sighed. ‘Time for bed,’ he said, making a movement with his fingers that Max knew meant: Vanish. 12

         But his mother knelt and touched Max’s forehead. ‘Max, what’s the matter? You’re all pale and clammy. Are you sick?’

         In a faltering voice Max told them about his dream. He watched the series of expressions on his mother’s face as he spoke – puzzlement, concern, tenderness – but somehow he knew he hadn’t been able to convince her of what the dream meant. That it was a warning, a premonition.

         ‘Max, you’re not a Kleinkind anymore,’ his father said, slurring his words slightly. ‘It was only a dream. Just go back to bed and everything will be fine.’

         ‘Franz, I’m not sending him to bed like this. He might have another nightmare.’

         ‘Oh, come on, Ana …’ Franz slid his arm around her shoulder, nuzzled his mouth against her neck.

         Shaking her husband off, Max’s mother took him by the hand and led him downstairs. ‘I’ll make you some cocoa.’

         In the kitchen Max heard the purring sound that he’d heard in his dream. He looked up at his parents: they’d heard it too. His mother nervously stirred the milk in the saucepan. ‘I think you should go down and take a look, Franz.’

         ‘Seriously?’ Franz kneaded his forehead. ‘All right, all right, I’ll go.’ He lifted the trapdoor. No wave of smoke. ‘See?’ He climbed down the steps, walked around the office, shouted up that everything was fine, then stopped. He’d heard something. They watched as he opened the door to the shop and smoke blurred the air. He slammed the door shut and his feet hammered up the stairs.

         ‘We need to leave.’ Franz’s face was pale. He looked suddenly very sober. ‘Now.’

         Max felt his elbow grabbed. He was pulled out of the kitchen and through the living room. At the foot of the staircase, his father crouched beside him, eyes fierce. ‘Max, go to your room and find some warm clothes, then come straight down. Be as fast as you can.’ 23

         Max ran upstairs and collected an armful of sweaters, trousers, socks and underwear from his chest of drawers. He was on his way out of the bedroom when he spotted his violin case amid a battalion of toy soldiers on the floor. He squatted down to pick it up, sliding his thumb under the handle, and saw Peter Pan under the bed. His mother shouted his name, an edge of fear in her voice. ‘Coming!’ he called, abandoning the book and hurtling downstairs, clothes spilling from his arms.

         ‘I’ll get them,’ his father said. ‘Max, put your shoes on and go outside with Mama.’

         Max looked at his father, who was holding his trumpet case and the old cake tin that contained their cash savings. Suddenly he felt optimistic: everything was under control. There was even something quite exciting about it. Just wait until he told Josef about this … And then he remembered that his friend was in the apartment above theirs, that he and his parents were probably asleep. ‘The Müllers!’ he said. ‘We have to warn them.’

         ‘I’ll do it,’ his father replied. ‘I’ll meet you in the courtyard. Go.’

         A minute later, as Max and his mother were making their way from the courtyard to the street, eyes fixed with horror at the flames pouring from the windows of the shop, his father caught them up and said he’d rung the bell and banged on the door of the Müllers’ apartment but there had been no answer. ‘And the door was locked. I’m sorry, Max, there was nothing else I—’

         Franz stopped talking as they emerged onto Prinzenstrasse. He was staring straight ahead. Max followed his gaze. A line of people standing on the far pavement. Neighbours, friends, strangers. And there was the Müller family, watching expressionlessly as their home was consumed by flames. Max wanted to run to Josef, to ask how he was, how they’d escaped, but that felt like the wrong thing to do. They crossed the road and took their place among the silent audience. 24

         Max could hear sirens in the distance but he knew it was too late: the blaze had already reached the first-floor windows. Sweat glued his pyjamas to his skin, and when he touched his face his fingers came away black with soot. His mother held his hand; her grip tightened as she watched the Bösendorfer burn. The embers started to crumble, like incandescent dominoes. Max remembered the girl who’d sat at that piano only hours ago. What would she think when she came here to play a duet with him and there was nothing left? Would he ever see her again?

         ‘Ana! Franz! Max! You’re safe!’ Frau Schatten was running towards them, her husband trailing behind. ‘Oh, I’m so relieved. My neighbour called to tell me there was a fire on Prinzenstrasse and I said to her, surely it can’t be the Spiegelmans, we just left there! I can’t believe it. Your beautiful home …’

         They all turned to look at it, and Max thought about Peter Pan. His mother had given him that book for his tenth birthday. There were so many memories in their apartment, being devoured one by one. The whole of his childhood.

         ‘Where will you stay tonight?’ Frau Schatten asked.

         ‘I don’t know. We’ll find a hotel, I suppose,’ said Max’s father.

         ‘A hotel? No, you must stay with us. For as long as you like.’

         ‘Katharina, that’s very kind of you,’ Max’s mother said, ‘but we—’

         ‘Oh, nonsense! It will be our pleasure. Won’t it, Helmut?’

         They all turned to look at Herr Schatten, who was watching the blaze and did not appear to have heard.

         
            *

         

         Later that night, Max was lying in a dead boy’s bed. He could hear Karl Schatten breathing, close by. Max’s parents were in the spare bedroom down the hall and he wished he were with them instead, but Frau Schatten had been adamant that he should take Oskar’s bed. Karl would be thrilled to have a roommate again, she’d said. 25Max remembered the cold look on Karl’s face when he had come in late from his Scout meeting, still wearing his beige uniform, and found these people in his home. He recalled the strange atmosphere in the living room soon after that when Frau Schatten had gone to the kitchen to make tea and he and his parents had been left alone with Karl and his father, who stared at them, silent and unsmiling. Still, it was only temporary, until they found a new apartment. And at least the bed was comfortable, the sheets smooth and fresh.

         Suddenly exhausted, Max closed his eyes and the memory of his dream returned to him in flashes. The burning door. The hot floorboards. The horror when he realised it was too late to save his parents … He sighed and turned over. They were all safe now. His muscles relaxed and he started to drift round and down into the black whirlpool of sleep and then he coughed, so hard it half-woke him, and when he opened his eyes the room was in daylight and Frau Schatten was sitting in a chair next to the bed, reading a magazine. Max realised that he must be dreaming again. He felt as if he were floating a few inches above the mattress: a strange but pleasant sensation. There were plastic tubes attached to his arms and something was partly obstructing his right eye. He reached up with his hand and his forearm stung in several places as the tubes pulled taut. He touched his face. What he felt wasn’t skin. He gasped. But a heavy weight had settled on his chest and he couldn’t suck enough air into his lungs. Wake up, he told himself. He closed his eyes. Open your eyes. Wake up! 

         He woke in Oskar’s bed, heart pounding. The shutters were open and his pillow was soaked with cold sweat. He looked around. His mother was sitting in a chair next to the bed. ‘Max, how are you feeling?’ She leaned forward and touched his forehead. ‘You were moaning in your sleep just now. I was worried you were having another nightmare. Although I suppose we shouldn’t complain … It was your dream that saved us, after all.’ 26

         Max stared at her, suddenly afraid.

         ‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘Did you have another dream?’

         Max shook his head. Breath from glass, he told himself. ‘I don’t remember. I don’t remember what I dreamed.’
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         Hans 

         The nurse sat on the edge of the bed, the curve of her hip against his thigh. She leaned close to him – so close he could feel the warmth of her breath on his nose and lips – and carefully changed the bandages.

         He had been at the hospital for the past three weeks. The first week he barely remembered: he’d been on morphine, asleep most of the time. Since then, the hours had dragged. He had not had many visitors: a few distant relatives he’d never met before and who didn’t stay long, perhaps afraid they would be asked to take care of him; various police officers and social workers, asking about the fire, his next of kin; a psychiatrist who questioned him about his feelings and his dreams (he said he couldn’t remember them). Josef had not come to see him at all. His only regular visitor was Frau Schatten.

         She was there now, sitting in her usual spot beside the bed. Ever since the night of the fire, Frau Schatten’s eyes had been wells of compassion, but now she looked as if she was bursting to tell him something. Wonderful news! He could imagine her using those exact words.

         The nurse prodded his scar with a piece of cotton wool. ‘Does that hurt?’

         ‘No.’

         It never hurt now. It never felt like anything. As if part of his face had disappeared. He still hadn’t looked in a mirror with the bandages off. When he pictured his face, he imagined a hole in it, like a missing jigsaw piece. 28

         Most of the time he managed not to think about the fact that his parents were dead, that he would never see them again. But in odd moments reality would flutter down from the ceiling like a giant black dragonfly and land on his chest, making it hard to breathe. In such moments he felt as if he’d been buried alive, six feet of solid earth pressing down on his face, and his heart would thud sickeningly inside his chest as he thought about all the love they’d shared, all that happiness and security, stolen from him in a few awful minutes.

         The only way he had found to lighten that weight was to think back to happier times. He remembered playing a Mozart sonata with his mother on the Bösendorfer one night when the shop was closed, helping his parents paint the living-room walls sunshine-yellow two or three summers ago, throwing snowballs with his father in the Volksgarten one Christmas morning … Each memory was a coin discovered at the bottom of a pocket, to be polished and treasured. Each one released the pressure on his chest, making it easier to breathe. Yet the more he thought about these memories, the thinner they became, as if by polishing them he might end up rubbing them away completely. Had he really thrown snowballs with his father in the Volksgarten? Perhaps, but when he tried to pinpoint an image in his mind – crisp snow, leafless trees, pale winter sky – it started to dissolve. And there was no one he could ask about the truth. He felt so guilty when he thought about this: nothing remained of his parents’ lives except what was inside his head and he couldn’t even look after that properly.

         He kept trying to remember what tune his mother had been playing just before he fell asleep at the top of the stairs. It wasn’t Debussy, he felt sure of that. She had finished her rendition, the Schattens had gone home, and she was just messing about on the piano, the way she did sometimes when she was happy. A descending melody, an elusive chord … It was such a small thing, but it 29nagged at him. If only he could return to that night, to that moment at the top of the stairs, before he fell asleep. He remembered thinking that he’d entered a new world, or was about to. In his mind he’d imagined something magical, like Neverland. Not this. What were the steps he had tried to retrace? The notes and chords the girl had played on the piano, the shape of her smile, the sound of her voice, the swell of his heart. Put them in the right order, like the secret combination to a lock, and perhaps he would wake up again, in his old life, his parents still smiling at him, their bodies unburned, the way they were in all his dreams.

         Oh, his dreams … At first he had attributed them to the morphine, but they continued even after he came off it. And he remembered them much more vividly than any other dreams he’d ever had. They were not fast-fading mirages but solid new memories. The dreams were his consolation: the one good, sweet thing in his life. He found them so soothing that he tried to sleep as often as he could, to live in that other world instead of this one.

         ‘So … that’s it!’ The nurse had left the room and Frau Schatten could no longer keep the good news to herself. She stood up and clapped her hands. ‘Everything has been cleared. We’re going to do it.’

         He stared at her uncomprehendingly.

         ‘We’re going to adopt you! I wanted to from the beginning, of course, but I didn’t know if Helmut would approve. But he does, or at least he doesn’t object. So as long as you tell the social worker that this is what you want, you will come home to live with us when the doctor says you’re ready to leave the hospital.’ She looked at him expectantly. ‘You do want to, don’t you?’

         He hesitated. After all his dreams of the Schattens’ house – the father’s gloomy silence, the son’s scowling hostility – this idea filled him with dread. But what was the alternative? As his silence lengthened, Frau Schatten’s plump, smiling face started to fall like 30a soufflé. ‘Of course,’ he said hastily. ‘Thank you.’

         ‘Oh, good!’ Frau Schatten looked relieved. ‘There’s only one condition. For your own safety. You must change your name. From now on you will be Hans Oskar Schatten.’

         A voice from the back of the room piped up: ‘She wanted Oskar to be your first name, but I said that wasn’t right.’

         He looked up in astonishment: Herr Schatten was here too, sitting on a chair near the window, a black loupe protruding from his right eye as he examined the innards of a watch.

         He turned back to Frau Schatten. ‘For my own safety?’

         ‘Yes, dear.’ Frau Schatten blushed. ‘Because there are … certain people … who might try to hurt you because … Well, like they did with your … What I mean is, it can be dangerous … in times like these, to be …’

         ‘To be what?’

         ‘A Jew,’ Herr Schatten said, still staring at the watch mechanism.

         ‘Oh.’ He thought of his dead Oma Hannah telling him stories from the Tanakh when he was little. Tales of divine punishments and guardian angels. He had always been vaguely aware that his father was Jewish, but his mother had been a Catholic, neither of them very devout, and he had never thought of himself as anything in particular. Was Frau Schatten saying that somebody had set fire to their house deliberately?

         ‘I’m sorry, dear,’ Frau Schatten said, ‘but we must live in the real world, as Helmut always says. You’ll go to a new school, so nobody will know about your past. And Helmut has a friend at the archives office who can help with the paperwork. Then you’ll be Aryan just like us and nobody will— Oh, but you’re looking a little tired, my sweet Hans. I know, it’s a lot to take in. Should we leave you to get some sleep?’

         He nodded gratefully. Yes, let me sleep, he thought. Let me sleep forever. 31

         
​Max 


         The bell rang and the teacher shouted something above the sudden din of scraped-back chairs and slammed desk lids. Max’s chest felt the way it did in all his dreams: as if something was wrapped tightly around it, constricting his breathing.

         He’d been back at school for a whole week now and Josef still hadn’t spoken to him. Every time Max smiled at him or tried to start a conversation, his friend stared through him as though he were a ghost. At lunchtimes Josef walked past their usual place in the dining hall and sat next to Karl Schatten at the bullies’ table. For the last few days Max’s mind had been churning over the past, trying to remember what he might have done or said to upset him.

         Now, as the crowd of laughing adolescents flooded through the corridor and into the playground, Max saw Josef walking beside Karl. He called his friend’s name. No reaction. Max touched his shoulder and Josef shrugged him off. ‘Hey, I’m talking to you!’ The voices around them fell silent. Max became aware of a circle of faces, all watching. His throat tightened. ‘Why are you being like this?’

         Josef hesitated, then kept walking. Karl leaned down and whispered something in Josef’s ear. Max ran after him and grabbed his friend’s shoulder again. This time, Josef spun around. ‘Leave me alone, Jew!’ he snarled, shoving Max’s face with the flat of his hand. For a second Max was too shocked to react. Then the rage built inside him and, for the first time in his life, he threw a punch. He felt lips, gums, teeth, slimy and then hard against his knuckles. A roar went up around him. A thin line of blood trickled from Josef’s mouth. Max felt a rush of euphoria and panic.

         ‘I don’t want to fight you,’ Max said, his voice shaky with adrenaline. ‘But you—’

         Josef’s fist thudded into his left eye. The edges of Max’s vision darkened and blurred and the hopscotch lines on the grey concrete 32swayed beneath his feet. For a moment he was deafened and then the faces around him were closer, mouths open, a muffled chanting. Hands pushed him from behind and he tripped and fell to the ground. He struggled to his feet and now he could hear what they were shouting. ‘Jude! Jude! Jude!’ He saw Karl Schatten smirking at him. Eyes to the ground, Max walked away.

         The chanting continued. He stumbled as other hands shoved him. A warm gob of spit hit his cheek and he wiped it away with his shirtsleeve. He began to walk more quickly. To his relief the voices grew more distant. They weren’t following him. Then a stone whizzed past his leg and bounced into some bushes. He looked back. Karl, Josef and a few others were standing by the flower beds outside the headmaster’s office, bending down to pick up more stones. ‘Jude, verrecke!’ one of them hollered. Die, Jew. Max began to run. A second stone whistled past his ear. A third hit him on the base of his spine. It hurt. He kept running.

         Max didn’t slow down until the school was out of sight. He glanced behind but the boys were nowhere to be seen. At least he wouldn’t have to face Karl Schatten again this afternoon, he thought, because today was the day his family were moving to their new apartment. He took the slip of paper from his pocket and read the address: Dunkelgasse 16, apartment 4a. There were directions on the back, in his mother’s handwriting.

         Max’s forehead was throbbing as he walked to Neustiftgasse under a sky of rolling leaden clouds. He caught a number 5 tram. The other passengers kept looking at him. Rain spattered the windows and he saw his reflection through the streaming silver lines on the glass: he looked like he was wearing a patch over his eye. He reached up to brush away a few stray tears and his left eyelid was so swollen that the lashes felt like thick bristle under his fingertips. The tram passed the children’s hospital and Max thought about the boy in his dreams. Then it crossed Prinzenstrasse and he 33felt suddenly sick. Why had Josef said those things? They’d known each other since kindergarten. They were best friends. As the tram crossed the canal into Leopoldstadt, Max remembered the Müller family standing on the pavement that night three weeks ago, calmly watching as their home burned down, and something monstrous began to form in his mind. A realisation. Josef had known. His parents too. They’d known about the fire before it started.

         Five minutes later, Max found himself in a neighbourhood more run-down than the Vienna he knew, a Vienna without statues or cathedrals, where functional buildings squatted on narrow streets. The Jewish quarter. He got off the tram and started to walk. A web of electrical wires hung above a crossroads. Men with thick beards and strange hats glared at him. Inside number 16 he climbed the stairs to the top floor. The hallway smelled faintly of urine. A toddler whined. From behind a half-open door a radio squawked in a foreign language. Max went into apartment 4a and it was so small and bare that for a second he was afraid he’d got the wrong address. Then his mother appeared in the entrance hall, open-mouthed. ‘Max, what happened? Did you get in a fight?’

         The three of them ate soup and bread that night, sitting on the floor around an upturned cardboard box. The only light came from a few candles and in the flicker of those flames the apartment no longer seemed quite so bleak or small. ‘We should have electricity tomorrow,’ his father said. His eyes were weary but his voice was cheerful and he was smiling his reassuring smile. ‘I’m sorry everything’s a bit of a mess at the moment, Max, but the furniture should arrive by the end of the week and it’ll start to feel more like home.’

         There was a silence, then Max said: ‘I can’t go back to that school, Papa.’

         ‘I understand it’s frightening, Liebchen, but you can’t let the bullies win,’ his mother said. ‘Franz, perhaps we should talk to the headmaster about this?’ 34

         Max shook his head. ‘You don’t understand …’

         ‘Well, the year’s almost over anyway,’ his father said. ‘Max could probably do his schoolwork at home for the next two months. And we could find him a new school before September.’

         ‘Oh, that’s a good idea!’ his mother said. ‘Maybe a Jewish school—’

         ‘No.’ Max stood up. ‘I don’t want to go to a Jewish school.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘I don’t know anything about being Jewish.’

         ‘Well, that’s the point. You’d learn.’

         ‘But I don’t want to! I just want to be normal.’

         His mother started to protest, but his father patted her thigh. ‘It’s all right, Ana, I know how he feels. Nobody likes to be different.’

         Max remembered his dream from last night: the Schattens adopting him, changing his name to Hans, making him Aryan. Was that what he wanted? Yes, he thought, then immediately drowned the rebellious thought in shame: no, because Hans’s parents were dead, while Max’s were here and alive and they loved him and he loved them. He was lucky. Max knew this, yet he couldn’t help wishing that he could return to his old life: to the apartment in Prinzenstrasse, to Josef being his best friend, to waking up each morning and having only the vaguest memory of his dreams …

         His mother got to her feet and bent down to pick up the bowls. ‘You should be proud of your heritage, not ashamed. There’s nothing wrong with being Jewish, you know.’

         Max watched his mother disappear into the tiny kitchen. In a voice too quiet for her to hear, he said: ‘Then why do they hate us? Why did they set fire to our house?’

         His father, still sitting on the floor, looked lost for words. 35

         
​Hans 


         ‘So you get to go home today,’ the nurse said. ‘You must be excited.’

         From somewhere behind, Frau Schatten called out: ‘Well, of course he is! Aren’t you, Hans?’

         The nurse raised an eyebrow. Hans (as he supposed he ought to think of himself now) blushed and said: ‘Yes. Of course.’ In truth he had grown used to the hospital, to its quiet routines, its safe boredoms. He wasn’t sure he wanted to leave.

         The nurse squinted in concentration as she started to unpeel the bandages. Hans tensed. Herr Schatten cleared his throat. Frau Schatten muttered what sounded like a prayer. When the nurse had finished, she took a step back and examined him. A brisk smile. ‘It’s healing very nicely.’

         Cautiously Hans touched his face. He began to map the weird topography of his skin. There were rubbery ridges, rough craters, glossy nodules. But the oddest thing was that his fingertips could feel his face while his face could not feel his fingertips; it was like being two people at the same time. He asked the nurse if it looked as bad as it felt. She held out a hand mirror and said: ‘See for yourself.’

         Hans saw. Only for a second – he dropped that mirror as if it were white-hot – but it was enough. For as long as he could remember, his mother’s friends had cooed over his beauty (‘Look at those lashes – I’m jealous!’) and told him he would be a ‘heartbreaker’ when he was older, but Hans knew that nobody would ever say anything like that again. The upper part of his face was unchanged: same chestnut hair, same green eyes, same unremarkable nose. But the skin on the lower, right-hand side of his face looked like a partially melted candle – there were actual drips of flesh – and the line of his mouth was drawn down in an unchanging scowl. Try as he might to smile, Hans knew he was doomed always to appear sly, sarcastic, cruel. 36

         The nurse bent down to retrieve the mirror.

         ‘It’s not broken, is it?’ Frau Schatten asked. ‘That’s seven years’ bad luck.’

         ‘The mirror is fine,’ the nurse said firmly. ‘And so is your face. You just need to get used to it.’

         They drove him home and Frau Schatten gave him a tour of the house. He had never been here before, but he recognised it from his dreams: a cramped, stale-smelling place, the walls decorated with gloomy landscapes, the shelves and tables weighed down with knick-knacks. The only new element he noticed now was the number of reflective surfaces: mirrors hanging on walls, ornaments shined to a gleam, brass light fittings … Hans’s ruined face seemed to be everywhere, mocking him, multiplying his misery.

         The last room Frau Schatten showed him was the bedroom he would share with Karl. She knocked but there was no answer. ‘Karl, your new brother’s here!’ she called out. ‘Come and say hello.’

         ‘It’s open,’ said a harsh voice from within.

         Frau Schatten turned a sickly smile on Hans. ‘Go ahead, dear. It’s your room too now.’

         Hans opened the door slowly and stepped inside. ‘Hello,’ he said shyly. Karl was reading on his bed; he scowled as he turned around, but as soon as he saw Hans his expression changed. He dropped his book and, hand over mouth, he half-laughed, half-retched: ‘My God! Are you seriously going to look like that for the rest of your life?’ Hans lowered his eyes and caught sight of the book’s sea-blue cloth-bound cover: a small golden eagle carrying a wreath in its talons. And, at the centre of the wreath, a swastika.

         That afternoon, desperate for some fresh air, Hans went out for a walk. It was a grey, chilly day. He found himself on Prinzenstrasse, among the crowds. He sneaked glances at the people passing by and saw mouths twisted in revulsion, averted eyes, blank stares. He thought again about Oma Hannah’s stories; as a child, Hans had 37been frightened of God because He always seemed to be punishing people. There was the flood, of course, and the Israelites’ forty years in the wilderness, but he also remembered a host of individuals tormented by Yahweh for their sins. But what sins had Hans committed to deserve this hideous mask? Or perhaps it was more like the devil’s bargain in Faust? Perhaps these scars were the price Hans had to pay not to be Jewish, not to have stones thrown at him …

         Deep in these dark thoughts, Hans didn’t notice the empty space until he was almost level with it. This was the spot where he always used to cross the road, to run towards the shopfront of SPIEGELMAN MUSIKINSTRUMENTE. He tried to remember his life there, thirty feet above the rubble on the ground. His mind conjured the yellow walls of the living room, the black gleam of his mother’s piano, the happiness of coming downstairs into morning light and smelling pastries baking in the oven. He even recalled staring out of the window on that last evening as he played ‘Ode to Joy’, his father in a white shirt, his mother in her pink-flowered dress. All of that was ashes. Memories of another life. Hans crossed the road and stared at the charred bricks behind the wooden barricades. Everyone else walked past without a second glance. Already what had happened had been forgotten, swallowed up by the city’s indifference.

         Maybe the boy in his dreams believed that he could come back to Prinzenstrasse, that everything could be made whole again, but Hans knew better. There was nothing for him here. He turned around and headed back the way he’d come.
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​Hans 


         He wiped Frau Schatten’s lipstick from his left cheek and closed the car door behind him. ‘Have a wonderful first day at school, darling!’ she called through the open passenger window. He looked around. Had anyone seen? Probably not. The pavement was dark with men in hats rushing to their offices and other children suffering embarrassing embraces. He gave a curt wave then ran up the steps and through the main entrance of the elegant, three-storey white building that housed the Musikgymnasium.

         It had been a long, dreary summer, spent mostly in the sweltering bedroom he shared with Karl, suffocating beneath the weight of the black dragonfly, remembering his dreams, and waiting for his roommate to leave so that he could practise the violin. Hans had been anticipating this moment for months now with nervous impatience.

         Inside, the lobby was full of strange faces. Loud voices echoed off the walls. The air smelled of pencil shavings, sweat, farts and soap. Hans noticed the middle-aged receptionist flinch at the sight of his scars before tracing her index finger down a list of names. ‘Ah, here you are!’ she said in a falsely cheerful voice. ‘Schatten, Hans. Class 1C.’ She consulted the timetable and informed him that his first lesson was French at eight o’clock with Monsieur LaRue.

         Outside the classroom a group of pupils, most with their backs turned, were talking over one another as they waited for the teacher. Hans leaned against a cold radiator and pretended to check his watch. A mocking, high-pitched voice cut through the din: ‘Hey, you! Fleischmütze! What happened to your hair?’ Hans looked up 39at a tall boy surrounded by a crowd of acolytes. Forty eyes were staring past his shoulder; he turned and saw a slender nape, two delicately curled ears and a head covered with a gloss of very short dark hair, like iron filings. Meat Hat: not the most imaginative nickname, Hans thought. Then the boy with the shaved head turned around and … it was a girl. An explosion of incredulous laughter.

         The girl’s face stirred something inside Hans. There was a fierceness to her gaze, a defiance that Hans instinctively admired. He turned back to face the crowd, steeling himself to defend her from their taunts.

         ‘My God, what is this freak show?’ the tall boy shrieked. ‘That’s the worst case of acne I’ve ever seen!’

         Hans frowned as he glanced at the girl again. Acne? Her skin shone with a faint patina of grease and she had a few pimples, but her complexion was clearer than most thirteen-year-olds’.

         ‘Seriously, what happened? No, let me guess. You cut yourself shaving?’

         Hans turned back to face the tall boy. Forty eyes staring at him. He realised that the boy was teasing him about his scars. He knew he should laugh along or say something to put the others at ease, but he was paralysed, speechless.
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