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Praise for Code Name Kingfisher



‘Unputdownable. Classic Liz Kessler storytelling; her best yet.’ – Hilary McKay

‘Fantastic.’ – Tom Palmer

‘A must-read!’ – A. M. Dassu

‘When you finish a book in floods of tears you know it’s brilliant. This story is so cleverly woven, so heartbreaking, so wonderful.’ – Cathy Cassidy

‘A welcome addition to the Second World War canon, uniquely and tenderly exploring a narrative readers may be less familiar with.’ – Rhian Tracey

‘Code Name Kingfisher has it all – it’s tense and thrilling, full of drama, laced with the lyrical writing of an old, much-loved classic, but with punch-you-in-the-chest relevance to some of today’s most frightening realities.’ – Kathryn Evans

‘A fascinating slice of history… a storm of a book.’ – Jo Cotterill

‘I couldn’t put this down. Clever and devastating, this will break your heart and then mend it again.’ – Jo Nadin

‘No one combines moral weight and lightness of touch like Liz Kessler: another masterpiece.’ – Anthony McGowan
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For the three women who make me feel brave, fearless and strong every day: my mum, Merle; my sister, Caroline; and my wife, Laura. You are all amazing.






Prologue Amsterdam, 1942


The boy knew even before entering the house that this was the day they’d warned him about.

It didn’t matter that he’d forgotten his key as usual: the front door was hanging from its hinges. He glanced furtively down the street before going inside.

He could barely breathe as he looked round the room. He took in the upturned chairs, the broken glass, the drawers pulled out and emptied on to the floor, curtains dragged from their rails and torn to shreds. A cold feeling reached across his chest.

He closed his eyes, trying to stop himself from picturing what had happened here. Still, his imagination was vivid and cruel. He could practically hear the baying laughter of the Nazi soldiers as they tore apart the only home he had ever known. He could almost taste his parents’ tears.

No. He couldn’t give in to his imagination. He had a job to do. He’d been prepared for this day.

He hurried to the kitchen at the back of the house. Kneeling down, he opened a low cupboard, crawled inside and pushed at the back of the cupboard where a loose panel gave way. He crept through, then reached back round to pull the door closed and replace the false panel.

He was in a space big enough to sit up. There was water, a tiny bit of food, a worn blanket on the floor. He felt for the watch on his wrist. His father had given it to him only days earlier. He traced the face of it with his finger and felt his heart settle a tiny bit as he closed his eyes and pictured his father’s smile.

Then he made himself as comfortable as he possibly could, and he waited for the people who would know what to do. The people who still helped children like him.

‘Please come for me soon,’ he whispered over and over in the darkness. ‘Please come for me.’






Chapter One Liv, Present Day


I’m in my bedroom, doing my homework, when the police car turns on to our road.

Instinctively, I pick up my phone and type a message to Karly. I hit send and go back to the window.

My phone pings a minute later. I open it and read Karly’s reply.


Is it the creepy guy at number fifty-four who we always thought turned hedgehogs into wigs?



I smile. Karly always knows how to make me laugh. My phone pings again.


Or maybe Gladys at sixty-two has finally been done for crimes against fashion.



I’m about to reply when a third text pings through.


Not that Miss Dressed-by-Dad knows anything about fashion.



This last one is followed by a row of laughing emojis.

It feels like she’s reached right out of the phone and slapped me. But I tell myself not to be silly.

Karly and I have been best friends for ever. Since we first sat next to each other in Year Three. She’s always been the one with the loud personality. I’ve always been happy to let her be in charge. I’ve never really cared what we do; as long as we do it together, it’s always fun.

At least, it was always fun. Not so much recently. It changed when we started Year Eight last month and were put in different sets for some of our classes. Karly got in with a new group of girls and hasn’t had as much time for me lately. We still walk to school together and hang out at the weekends sometimes, and to be honest I’m happy with that. Well, I’m not happy, but there’s very little I can do about it if that’s what she wants. I’d never say anything to her about it in case she ended up dropping me completely.

So I know her text is just a joke. She has a sharp sense of humour. And if I’m occasionally on the receiving end of it then I guess I have to put up with it. It’s just how she is.

The Dressed-by-Dad thing stings a bit, though. Karly’s parents are divorced and she bounces between them at weekends and in the holidays. We used to have loads of sleepovers and she’d always want to have them at my house rather than hers. Mum’s a regional manager for a big charity and is always out on the road. Dad’s an artist. He has a studio in the garden and I suppose he’s what you’d call a stay-at-home dad. Karly’s always said how lucky I am to have them both, and how much fun my dad is.

But she’s been making fun of my clothes ever since she bumped into me and Dad out shopping. She was with one of her new friends – Sal – and I can only assume this new name has something to do with her.

Anyway. I’m not going to get upset about it. I send a few laughing faces in reply, so she knows I’m cool with her teasing me. Then I put my phone down. Leaning against the wall, I look out of the window again.

The police car is already halfway down the road, moving slowly as if the driver is looking for the right house, checking the numbers on the gates as they pass. It slows even more before finally coming to a stop.

Outside our house.

I move closer to the window, keeping out of sight behind the curtain. Two police officers are helping someone get out of the back of the car.

It’s Bubbe. My grandmother. She’s wearing a dressing gown.

You’ve got to be kidding me.

As they walk up the drive, I huddle deeper into the cover of the curtain, and feel a weird kind of relief that Karly isn’t here to witness this. My cheeks heat up at the thought of her seeing the dishevelled old woman shuffling up our driveway in her slippers. She’d never let me forget it. The stories she’d have told her new friends. The laughter.

The doorbell rings. I creep out of my bedroom and listen from the landing as Dad goes to the door. I don’t hear everything, just snatches of the conversation.

‘… neighbour saw her outside the house…’

‘… seemed distressed…’

‘… said she’d only gone to put the milk bottles out, and the door locked behind her…’

‘… gave us this address. Said you’ve got a spare key…’

I lean over the banister to hear more clearly. ‘I’m so sorry to have put you to this trouble,’ Dad is saying. ‘She’s my mother. We’ll look after her. I’ll take her home shortly.’

‘Mum,’ Dad says softly, after the police have gone. ‘Why didn’t you just phone me as we’d agreed?’

‘I couldn’t,’ Bubbe replies sharply. ‘I left my phone in the house.’

There’s a pause, and I hold my breath in the silence. Then Dad says, ‘It’s in your bag, Mum.’

‘Which bag?’ Bubbe snaps.

‘The one round your neck. The one I bought you so you’d always know where your phone was, remember?’

Bubbe mumbles something under her breath.

I’ve heard enough. I slink back into my room and hope Dad doesn’t call me down and make me talk to her.

It’s not that I dislike Bubbe. I just have literally nothing in common with her. There’s about eighty years between us so I think I can be forgiven for that.

It was different when Pop was alive. Pop was my grandad. We’d go round to their house every Friday night for Shabbat dinner. Bubbe was mostly in the kitchen, cooking with Mum. Her roast chicken was mouth-wateringly delicious, and she made a chocolate cake every Friday that was the high point of my week. Bubbe always said the cake had a special ingredient. She’d never tell me what it was.

‘Family secret,’ she’d say, tapping her nose with a finger.

Sometimes I think her whole life is a family secret. Even back then, she wouldn’t talk about herself much. Dad says it’s because she had a difficult childhood. When I ask him why it was difficult, he shrugs. ‘She’s never talked about it,’ he’ll say. ‘It’s off limits, and I respect that.’

All I know is that everything seems to be off limits when it comes to Bubbe. Her cake recipes, her childhood. No wonder we’ve never been close.

Pop was the one who greeted us with a smile that felt like he’d switched the lights on. We’d play rummy while we waited for dinner, and afterwards he’d show me card tricks. He taught me how to do a few of them. He didn’t mind sharing his secrets. Warm and open, that was Pop.

The opposite of Bubbe. She’s brittle, like a sharp frost. Especially with me. It’s as if there’s always been an invisible door between us, and I’ve never known how to open it. To be honest, I’ve never tried all that hard.

Pop died three years ago, just before my tenth birthday. Friday night dinners were never the same. Without Pop to light the place up, everything in their house merged into a dull grey. Including Bubbe. She stopped making chocolate cakes, and then she stopped making Friday night dinners at all. It felt like she was done with us, with life.

She’d had her son – my dad – pretty late in life. She and Pop were both in their forties. She used to say he was their miracle child. My mum would roll her eyes when they said that. ‘It’d be a miracle if he remembered our wedding anniversary one year,’ she’d say, and we’d all laugh.

It feels weird to think of there being laughter in that house. Now there’s only dim lights, hushed voices and memories that barely feel real.

We started inviting Bubbe to ours on Friday nights instead after Pop died, but after a while she stopped coming. She retreated even further behind the invisible door and locked it behind her. Then I began secondary school and, as my world grew bigger, I guess Bubbe’s grew smaller.

And now she’s here, shuffling around our house, and all I can think is: Please take her home soon.






Chapter Two Mila, 1942


It was a chilly day here in Amersfoot and growing colder as the sun went down. I pulled my cardigan round me and tried not to shiver.

‘Can we light a fire yet?’ I asked Papa. He was sitting at the kitchen table, reading the newspaper. He looked up at me, his eyes as dark as the fading light outside the window.

‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘Wait till Mama gets home.’

I’d seen the dwindling woodpile in the yard and knew how difficult it was to get more, especially once Papa had lost his teaching job over a year ago. Since Hitler had taken over running Holland two years ago, everything had been difficult for us.

We were lucky compared to others. At least Jews were still allowed to work as secretaries here in Amersfoort – for now. So we still had one income. Mama didn’t earn a lot, but it was something. It was better than many of our friends had.

‘Here.’ Papa shuffled up along the bench. ‘Grab a blanket and come sit with me. We can keep each other warm.’

I went into the front room to fetch a blanket from the back of the sofa. But a noise outside distracted me. Voices. I walked over to the window and peered out. My blood ran cold.

‘Papa!’ I called. ‘I think you’d better come…’

He was out of his seat in a moment. ‘What is it?’ he asked, joining me at the window just in time to see two policemen marching down the road. They were coming to our house, and they had my sister in between them. Papa ran to the front door and flung it open before the policemen could ring the bell.

I watched from the shadows of the hall. I’d learned to be nervous of the police. Even the regular Dutch ones like these two. They weren’t as bad as the Nazi soldiers in their big black boots and belted coats with swastikas on their arms, who seemed to be everywhere nowadays, but they weren’t far behind.

‘What’s she done now?’ Papa asked as he opened the door.

Hannie was still standing in between the two men. She looked small next to them. I’d never seen Hannie look small. To me, she was big in so many ways: taller than me, talked more than I did, laughed louder than anyone in the neighbourhood. She was older than me by nearly three years. She’d turned fifteen last month – not that we did much to celebrate her birthday. It had coincided with the day all the new laws against Jews came in, so it was hardly the day for a party.

Hannie had been different ever since then. We all had. We’d been gradually changing ever since the Nazis flattened Rotterdam and took charge of Holland.

‘We just keep our heads down and don’t draw attention to ourselves and we’ll get through it, all right?’ Mama said time and time again.

I was only too happy to follow her advice, but Hannie was different. She wasn’t the type to keep her head down. And now it had got her into trouble yet again.

‘She’s not wearing her star, Mr Berman,’ one of the policemen on the doorstep said to Papa. He spoke softly, almost apologetically. The star was the latest thing that the Nazis had invented for Jewish people. We all had to wear a yellow star with ‘Jood’ written on it. There was trouble if we were caught without it.

I studied the policemen’s faces. They knew Papa’s name. They must have been students of his, and not all that long ago, either, if their young, wide-eyed faces were anything to go by. They were barely men. They looked more like boys dressed up in their daddies’ clothes.

‘We can’t keep making excuses for her,’ the other one said, a little more firmly than his colleague. ‘If it happens again, she faces punishment like everyone else.’

Even from the shadows at the back of the hall, his words made me shudder. I’d heard about the kind of punishments that Jewish people were subjected to nowadays. I couldn’t bear the thought of anything bad happening to my big sister.

Please say you’ll do what they tell you, Hannie.

I mouthed the words silently to myself. Hannie stood resolute, chin out, between the policemen.

Papa reached out to bring her inside. ‘Of course,’ he said in a conciliatory way. ‘I’ll make sure she doesn’t do this again.’ As Hannie came into the house, Papa held out a hand to the policemen, one at a time. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘You’re doing a great job, boys. We won’t cause you any more difficulties.’

The men shook his hand, and then they were gone, and it was just the three of us standing together in the dark hall.

Papa wouldn’t even look at Hannie. ‘Go to your room,’ he said. ‘We’ll talk about this when Mama gets home.’

Hannie spun on her heel and stomped upstairs, her feet clattering loudly on every wooden step.

Papa turned to go back into the kitchen. ‘Are you coming, Mila?’ he asked.

I glanced up the stairs. ‘I’ll be there in a minute,’ I said. ‘I just want to check she’s all right.’

Papa shook his head. ‘You girls,’ he said, but his voice had softened. It always did. He never stayed angry at Hannie for long. No one did.

I ran upstairs to the bedroom we shared. Hannie was emptying her bag and changing her clothes, pulling drawers out roughly and slamming them hard as she closed them.

She glanced up as I came in the room, then went back to banging and slamming.

‘It’s not fair!’ she said as I stood in the doorway, watching her and wondering what I could say to calm her down. ‘Why do we have to wear stupid yellow stars?’

‘I—’ I began. But she hadn’t finished.

‘No one else has to go around parading their identity on their clothes. So why do we? Why should we have to wear a badge to tell the world we’re Jewish? We’re not even religious. When was the last time we went to synagogue? When did we last say prayers on a Friday night?’

‘I – I can’t remember,’ I said.

‘Exactly. We barely follow the customs of our religion in our own home, and yet we must shout it out to the whole world?’ Hannie marched over to the window. ‘I’ll make it easy for them, shall I? Come on, let’s shout it loud and clear so everyone knows we’re Jewish.’

She fumbled with the catch, which gave me enough time to rush to the window and put my hand on her arm. ‘Hannie, don’t,’ I said softly.

She looked at me. Her beautiful green eyes that normally danced with laughter stared into mine with a cold, hard fury. ‘Why not?’ she asked, her voice brittle with anger.

‘It’ll only make things worse. We need to do what Mama says. Keep our heads down. Stay out of trouble. It won’t last for ever.’

Hannie sighed, then she flopped down on the bed, the spark gone out of her. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I know. It’s just…’

I sat down beside her. ‘Unfair,’ I finished for her.

‘It’s so unfair.’

We sat in silence for a moment. Finally, she put her arm round my shoulders and gave me a squeeze. ‘Where would I be without you, Mimi?’ she asked.

‘You don’t need to ask as you’ll never be without me,’ I replied, leaning my head on her shoulder.

Hannie tipped her head to lean it on mine. ‘Ditto,’ she said. ‘Never, ever, ever.’

‘Promise me you won’t do it again,’ I said. ‘If they punish you. If they take you—’

‘I won’t do it again,’ she said. ‘I promise.’

Before we could talk any more, I heard the door open downstairs. Mama was home.

‘Come on,’ Hannie said, getting up and tidying the mess her anger had created. ‘I suppose I’d better face the music.’

As it turned out, despite what Papa had said earlier, we didn’t talk about Hannie being brought home by two policemen. Mama and Papa had bigger things on their minds. Mama had just been told she was being fired, too.

‘What had you done wrong?’ Hannie asked.

Mama turned to her and raised her arms in a slow, heavy shrug.

‘I was born Jewish,’ she said.






Chapter Three Liv, Present Day


‘She can’t stay there,’ Mum says as she spoons potatoes on to our plates. ‘You know she can’t live alone. It’s only a matter of time before she gets hurt.’

Bubbe has locked herself out again. Luckily, she remembered she had her phone on her this time and called Dad.

‘What if she caught pneumonia wandering around outside?’ Mum continues.

‘She’s not going to catch pneumonia!’ Dad snaps.

‘What if she wanders off and gets lost?’ Mum insists. ‘It’s no way for her to live her life.’

‘But at least she has a life,’ Dad says wearily. ‘What would she have at Rocklands?’

Rocklands is the care home Mum and Dad went to look at last week. Dad was silent all evening after they came home.

Mum pauses for a while before replying. ‘She’d have people there day and night whose job it is to keep her safe,’ she says carefully.

Mum’s charity is for elderly people. She’s more aware of the difficulties of old age than most, and it’s hard to argue with her. I don’t know what’s right for Bubbe. All I know is that I don’t want her turning up at our house in her slippers and dressing gown again.

Dad doesn’t say anything so Mum carries on. ‘She’d have gardens to walk in with carers nearby keeping an eye on her instead of locking herself out in the street in her nightie,’ she says. ‘She’d have meals cooked for her. She’d have—’

‘Okay, okay.’ Dad holds up his hands in surrender. ‘I get it. I hear you. I know you’re right. It’s just…’

‘It’s hard. I know, darling.’ Mum strokes his hand. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Right. Let’s take her to Rocklands for a visit on Saturday like they’ve suggested. See how she gets on staying overnight.’

‘Darling, you remember I’m at the management conference this weekend?’ Mum says, sounding apologetic.

‘Oh yes. Of course. I forgot.’ Dad turns to me. ‘I assume you’ll be with Karly and too busy as well?’

‘Sorry, yes,’ I say, trying not to let him see how relieved I am to get out of a day trip to an old folks’ home. ‘It’s her birthday.’

‘Oh yes, of course it is,’ Dad says. ‘Are you doing something fun?’

‘We’re going swimming.’

‘That’s nice, Liv,’ Mum says distractedly.

It is nice. It’s more than nice actually. I wasn’t sure if I was going to be invited at all this year or if she was just going to hang out with her new friends.

She hadn’t mentioned anything by the start of this week. I kept wanting to say something, but didn’t want to risk the rejection if it turned out I wasn’t invited. So I left it up to her.

Then yesterday I was waiting for her after school. She was with her new mates as usual, and so I hung around on the edge of the group, feeling awkward, while they all said their goodbyes. Hugs and air kisses and all that. Honestly, you’d think one of them was leaving for a month, not that they were going to see each other in school the next day.

Then Sal, the one I’d met in town, asked if I was going to Karly’s birthday party.

I felt my face heat up. This was it. My worst fears confirmed – and in front of all of them, too!

‘Oops. Sorry,’ Sal said sarcastically. ‘Let the cat out of the bag, have I?’

Karly just shrugged and said casually that she must have forgotten to mention it.

‘Still meeting at the pool at eleven?’ Sal asked quickly.

Karly glanced at Sal. They seemed to exchange a look. Probably one of their super-special secret looks that I’m not included in.

Then Karly turned back to me and said, ‘Yeah. Eleven o’clock Saturday morning at the pool.’

We didn’t mention it again as we walked home. I didn’t want her to change her mind, so I just gabbed on about all sorts of rubbish till we got to Karly’s street.

I’ll be honest, I’m not sure I even fancy going swimming with that crowd, but it’s better than being left out.



Saturday comes around and it’s nearly 11.30. I’ve been standing outside the pool for the last half-hour, waiting for the others to show up. Longer, in fact. I got here early as I was excited and didn’t want to miss them.

I’ve texted Karly twice, but she’s not replied. I’m running over and over the conversation in my mind. Is there any way I’ve got the wrong day? Impossible. I know Karly’s birthday as well as I know my own. Wrong place? No way. This is the only public pool, and it’s one of Karly’s favourite places. We used to come here almost every weekend when we were younger. I shut my eyes and I can almost see us: diving in, racing each other, laughing.

Smiling from the memories, I open my eyes and look around once more. That’s when I see them.

Over the road from the pool are the playing fields where people walk their dogs and play football at weekends. They always put a funfair up at this time of year, ready for bonfire night in a few weeks.

I can see the waltzer ride spinning round and round. People screaming, hands in the air. As I glance across at it, I catch sight of them. Five girls packed into one carriage. It’s them – Karly and the others – screaming and laughing.

My cheeks burn. My hands, holding on to Karly’s present, feel wooden. I took such care to wrap it perfectly. I even put a gold ribbon round it and tied it in a neat bow.

I’m a fool.

I stare at the waltzer a moment longer, just to be sure. And then I wish I hadn’t because on the next spin one of them sees me and points across. They all look over, and I feel exposed. Their carriage spins off but I’m sure I can hear Karly’s laugh as she’s whisked out of sight.

I turn away and start walking. I need to get out of here. I pass a bin and hover over it, wanting to throw Karly’s present in. No. I can’t do it. I need to give her a chance to explain first. There must have been a mistake. Karly wouldn’t do this to me. I scurry away from the pool as quickly as I can and jump on the first bus home.

Dad’s in the hall putting his coat on when I get in. ‘Hey, you’re back early,’ he says cheerfully.

I don’t reply.

‘Have fun?’ he asks.

‘Yeah,’ I say, trying to sound convincing. Luckily for me, Dad is completely oblivious to the fact that I spent most of the bus ride home in tears.

‘I was just leaving to collect Bubbe,’ he says. ‘Want to come?’

I quickly weigh up my options. Sit at home all alone, feeling like the biggest loser in the world, or hang out with my gran at an old folks’ home? It’s a tough choice.

‘Sure, why not?’ I say.

Dad gives me a quick squeeze. ‘That’s my girl!’ he says.

Twenty minutes later, we’re sitting in Bubbe’s kitchen, going through her checklist of things to take to Rocklands for the weekend.

As I look round the room, I feel a tiny pang. I can almost hear Pop’s laughter as he pulls a hidden card out from behind my ear. I can almost smell Bubbe’s chicken roasting in the oven, almost taste her chocolate cake with its secret ingredient. I never found out what it was.

I have an urge to ask her now. I don’t, though. Dad’s warned me not to ask too many questions. Bubbe gets distressed when we remind her that her memory is going, he says.

But I’m shocked by the feelings that hit me, sitting here in her kitchen. The memories of being a kid and how much I used to look forward to coming here on Friday nights. It’s hard to imagine it now.

The place seems smaller than I remember. It’s as if it’s shrunk, along with Bubbe, who is now shuffling into her bedroom with Dad to finish packing a case.

‘Ready!’ Dad calls from the bedroom.

As we leave the house, Bubbe reaches out for me and slips her arm through mine. For a moment, I’m too shocked to move. I can’t remember the last time Bubbe touched me. Her arm is so thin against mine. I feel like I’m the parent and she’s my child and I don’t know what to do with the responsibility.

With her free hand, she beckons me closer. I bend down so my face is near hers, and she whispers in my ear.

‘Brandy,’ she says, looking me in the eyes.

I don’t know what she’s talking about, and I’m filled with the feeling that has become familiar in my encounters with her: embarrassment.

Then she speaks again. ‘The secret ingredient,’ she whispers.

The cake! She’s talking about the chocolate cake. I burst out laughing.

Bubbe’s mouth widens into a smile. I don’t know when I last saw her smile. Suddenly I’m hit by the strangest thought: she looks beautiful.

Dad turns back to look at us. ‘What are you two giggling about?’ he asks.

Bubbe pulls me closer and puts a finger to her lips. ‘Shh,’ she says. ‘Our secret.’

‘Nothing,’ I say to Dad.

Her face still close to mine, Bubbe surprises me again. ‘You’ll be all right, you know,’ she whispers. ‘Just keep smiling that lovely smile.’

I stare at her for a moment, wondering how she can suddenly see me more than anyone else can. And then I squeeze her arm with mine, and together we head out to the car.






Chapter Four Mila, 1942


‘Mila, are you watching?’ Mama called me over to the table.

We had visitors coming for dinner and she was baking a chocolate cake. It was a special family recipe, but this was the first time I’d helped to make it.

She opened a drawer under the table and brought out a small bottle of brandy. It was maybe a quarter full.

Mama noticed my wide eyes. ‘I saved it for an emergency,’ she said.

‘How is having people for dinner an emergency?’ Hannie asked as she came into the kitchen.

I didn’t care what the reason was. I was just happy we were having chocolate cake again. It was so difficult to get hold of ingredients nowadays. With war rationing on top of both parents now being out of work, we hadn’t eaten like this for months.

Mama opened the bottle and stirred a tablespoon of brandy into the mixture.

I gasped. ‘You’re putting the brandy in the chocolate cake?’

‘The special ingredient. It’s a family secret, and now I’m passing it on to you.’

‘Don’t worry, Mama, we’ll take it to our graves,’ Hannie said, solemnly zipping a finger across her mouth.

Mama laughed as she carefully picked up the cake and put it in the oven. ‘Now can you girls lay the table? Put our visitors in the nice chairs, and take out the best cutlery, please,’ she said. ‘And, both of you, change into clean dresses and wash your faces before they get here.’

Hannie frowned. ‘Who are these people that care so much about what we’re wearing when we haven’t even met them?’

Mama had rolled up her sleeves ready to start washing up. But at that moment Papa appeared at the door. They glanced at each other, an unreadable signal passing between them.

Something cold wriggled up my neck. ‘Mama, Papa, what’s going on?’ I asked.

Hannie was indignant. ‘You have to tell us who they are!’ she insisted. ‘And why we’re feeding them off the best china when we’ve eaten scraps for dinner for months?’

There it was again. Another look between our parents.

Finally, Papa nodded. ‘Come, sit down. I think it’s time to tell you. But this is a secret,’ he said.

‘Like the brandy?’ I asked with a smile as we sat down together at the table.

Papa’s eyes narrowed. ‘No, Mila. It’s not a joke. It’s serious. More serious than anything in our lives, and you must both solemnly swear not to tell anyone.’

I glanced at Hannie, ready to follow whatever she did. She crossed a hand over her heart. ‘We won’t tell, Papa,’ she said seriously, so I copied her and did the same.

‘Our visitors are called Mr and Mrs Van de Berg, and you are going to stay with them for a little while,’ Papa said. ‘At least, we hope you are. Tonight they’re coming to meet you, to see if you’re suitable and to make arrangements.’

I stared at Papa. There was so much in his words I couldn’t make sense of that I didn’t even know where to start.

Hannie spoke for us both. ‘We’re going to stay with them?’ she asked. ‘When?’

Papa swallowed. ‘Soon,’ he said. ‘Maybe in a few weeks’ time.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘Mimi,’ he began. He didn’t often call me that. It had always been Hannie’s pet name for me, but Mama and Papa only used it when they really had to: when I’d fallen and hurt my knee and couldn’t be soothed; when I had nightmares and was too scared to go back to sleep. Or when they were telling me that my sister and I were being sent away to live with strangers.

‘It’s not safe here any longer,’ Papa continued. ‘Mama and I are both out of work with no prospect of getting new jobs any time soon. We’ve been instructed to sell our house; any day now it will be taken from us by the Nazis, and the pittance we’ll receive from the authorities will barely keep us going for a month. We’re no longer allowed to use public transport. And now the curfew on Jews.’

Hannie had only just made it home before 8 p.m. twice last week. The new time when all Jews had to stay in their homes.

‘I’ll be more careful,’ Hannie said quickly. Her voice had lost the brash confidence she usually had. She sounded like a child, not the tough fifteen-year-old she was.

‘It’s not your fault,’ Papa said. He reached out to lift her chin. ‘Look at me, Hannie.’

She blinked up at him through eyes that had turned glassy.

‘You didn’t ask for our country to be taken over by people who hate us just because of the religion we were born into,’ Papa said. ‘None of this is your fault. None of it. All right?’

Hannie nodded.

Mama took my hand. ‘It’ll just be for a short time,’ she said. ‘Think of it like a holiday. You’ll get to play with other children, you’ll eat decent food, you’ll go to school, play in the park—’

‘How will we do any of that?’ Hannie burst out. ‘None of those things are allowed for Jews.’

Mama hesitated before replying. When she did, she spoke in a whisper so quiet I was sure I’d heard her wrong.

‘You will no longer be Jewish,’ she said.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘You’ll always be Jewish in here.’ Papa touched his chest. ‘In your hearts, in your spirit. But as far as anyone around you is concerned, no.’

‘So we’re going to lie?’ Hannie asked. ‘I thought lying was always wrong.’

Papa replied starkly. ‘Lying is wrong unless you’re faced with something that is so much more wrong that it makes it a necessity.’

‘Think of it more as pretending than lying,’ Mama said. ‘And remember: it won’t be for long.’

‘How long?’ I asked. I could hear the childish whine in my voice and wished I could sound angry and indignant like Hannie instead.

‘As long as it takes to keep you safe,’ Papa said. ‘And then you’ll come back home, and we shall have chocolate cake every week, just like we used to.’

Mama squeezed my hand. ‘And with the secret ingredient as well,’ she said with a weak smile.

Before we had time to ask any more questions, Mama stood up and started opening drawers, fetching crockery and serviettes. ‘Right. Come on, let’s get everything ready,’ she said brightly. ‘They’ll be here soon.’

As we worked together to lay the table, I tried not to think about what they had just told us.

I acted as if I was convinced by the jollity in Mama’s voice.

And I pretended I didn’t see her wipe a tear away from her eye as she passed me the plates.






Chapter Five Liv, Present Day


Monday morning we have history first period. It’s one of the few lessons that Karly and I still take together.

We haven’t spoken since Saturday’s humiliation. I messaged her three times that day. She finally replied yesterday with a brief Soz. Forgot to tell you we changed the plan. Better than nothing, I guess.

Karly’s already sitting down when I get to the classroom. I go over to join her. She’s looking at her phone and doesn’t see me till I’m about to sit down. She glances up. ‘That seat’s taken,’ she says.

‘Oh. I…’

I what? I thought we were friends? I always sit here? I don’t know what I’ve done wrong?

Obviously, I don’t say any of these things. Karly’s turned back to her phone anyway and isn’t even listening. My face is burning as I stand there, feeling stupid. The whole class is probably staring at me.

A moment later, Sal comes in and heads straight over to us. Karly instantly puts her phone away and grins at her. ‘Here,’ she says. ‘I’ve saved you a seat.’

Sal barges past me and sits down next to Karly. A second later, they’re whispering together, laughing – basically doing all the things Karly used to do with me.

I slink to the back of the class. There’s an empty seat next to a girl called Gabi who I don’t know that well, but she gives me a tiny smile as I make my way towards her. ‘You can sit here if you like,’ she says, pointing to the chair.

‘Thanks,’ I say gratefully, taking my place just as Miss Forshaw comes into the class.

‘Right, settle down,’ Miss Forshaw says, and the class quietens. ‘Today we’re starting a new project. Anyone want to guess which part of history we’re looking into?’

A boy at the front of the class puts his hand up. ‘Miss, is it the Vikings?’

‘No, Thomas, it’s not the Vikings.’

‘The Tudors, miss?’ one of the girls near us asks.

‘Not the Tudors, Adrienne,’ Miss Forshaw says.

I notice Karly whisper something in Sal’s ear, and the next second Sal calls out, ‘Miss, is it the cavemen?’

I don’t even hear Miss Forshaw’s reply over Sal and Karly bursting out laughing. Sal glances over her shoulder at me, and I realize what their joke is. A few weeks ago in art, I’d brought a postcard Dad had made from one of his paintings. Sal said it looked like a cave painting and Karly joined in even though she always used to love his pictures. They’re making fun of me. Again. I don’t understand what I’ve done to make Karly turn against me like this. Am I just an easy target for her to use to forge her new friendships with? What kind of friendship is built on something so mean?

Miss Forshaw is talking again, and I focus on what she’s saying so I don’t have to think about Karly.

‘The subject is: yourselves!’ she says, looking round at us and smiling. ‘I know that history isn’t everybody’s favourite subject, and that’s largely because we all think history has nothing to do with us. So your project is to investigate your own history. I want you to delve into your past and create a family tree.’

‘How far back do we have to go, miss?’ someone’s asking.

‘As far as you can. See how many generations back you can get. But I don’t just want a list of names. I want you to find out a bit about each generation. Become detectives investigating your own families! And then choose one person who interests and inspires you, and dig into their lives. Find out as much as you can about this person. Bring them to life.’

‘Sounds like fun, doesn’t it?’ Gabi says quietly to me. I’m so used to Karly’s snide remarks that I assume she’s being sarcastic. But I glance at her and I can tell straight away that she’s being genuine.

‘Yeah,’ I say, even though I’m not sure it sounds all that much fun really.

My mum’s parents both died before I was born and I doubt if I’ll get very far back on her side of the family. Especially as she’s away on business more often than she’s at home nowadays and rarely has the time or energy for big conversations. On Dad’s side, there’s Bubbe, who’s like a closed book, and Dad, who never really talks about serious things. This project is going to be a challenge.

Miss Forshaw is still talking. ‘Team up if you like. Work in pairs. Each do your own family tree, but share your findings with a partner and help each other out along the way. You’ll each give a presentation to the class at the end of term.’

Presentation? My heart twangs like an elastic band. Stand up in front of the class and talk about my family? I can almost see Karly and Sal sitting there, guffawing as I speak.

Gabi interrupts my thoughts. ‘We can be partners if you like?’ she’s saying.

I stare at her. I barely know her. I mean, I’ve seen her around. She hangs out with a different crowd from me. A small group of girls who always seem to be reading or sitting together, talking quietly at the edge of things, while I’m generally the sidekick to Karly in the centre of whatever action is taking place.

Now Karly’s decided to cut me loose, I’m not sure where I belong. I feel like Gabi’s offering me a lifeline, and I take it.

Maybe researching the family tree won’t be so bad if we’re doing it together. Who knows? Digging into my past might even help me find out where I fit in. Between a family background that’s a bit of a blank and a best friend who’s always been the brightest star in the constellation of our friendship, I’m not sure I’ve ever really known.

I turn to Gabi and smile. ‘That would be fun,’ I say, and I realize that this time I mean it.



Wednesday after school I’m helping Dad take Bubbe to Rocklands. The weekend visit went well, and she’s moving in permanently.

‘Take my arm. I’ll walk down the path with you,’ I say, holding my arm out.

‘Don’t be silly, dear. I can walk on my own,’ Bubbe replies sharply.

Her tone takes me aback. I don’t know why it should do, though. Up until a couple of weeks ago, I’d have been anywhere but here. I know it sounds awful, but I wouldn’t have cared where Bubbe lived as long as she wasn’t moving in with us.

But then we had that moment, and – I don’t know – something changed. What was I thinking? That I was suddenly going to be best buddies with my ninety-odd-year-old grandmother? The thought makes me laugh.

Bubbe turns her head in my direction. ‘What’s the joke?’ she asks in her usual brittle way.

I shake my head. ‘Nothing.’

Dad’s at the door. ‘Right. The car’s packed up,’ he says. ‘Are we ready?’

Bubbe nods. ‘Come on, then,’ she says, and I follow her out of the house.

Dad goes ahead of us and opens the car door for Bubbe. We’re behind him, following slowly, but then Bubbe suddenly stops on the path.

‘What?’ Dad calls. ‘Have you forgotten something?’

She doesn’t reply. Instead, she reaches out for me. I move closer and lean towards her as she takes my arm and looks back at the house.

‘I don’t want to go,’ she whispers.

I’m rooted to the spot. What am I meant to say? What am I meant to do? It suddenly feels as though we’re kidnapping her, stealing her away from her life. What am I even doing here?

I’m about to call for Dad when Bubbe grips my arm even more tightly. Her eyes are lost and wandering. ‘Tell them, Hannie,’ she says, her eyes pleading. ‘Tell them not to send us away.’

Every atom of my being is frozen and still. I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t know what she’s talking about.

Dad’s beside me. ‘Everything all right?’ he asks.

I’m about to reply when Bubbe suddenly pats my arm. She smiles tightly. ‘Of course everything’s all right,’ she says in her normal brusque voice, the spell broken. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’

And, with that, she stomps down the path and gets in the car.

‘Come on,’ Dad says, and I drag myself after him.

My phone pings as I get in the back of the car. It’s a message from Gabi. We swapped numbers after Monday’s lesson.


Hey! Want to get together to work on our history project sometime? [image: Emoji: smiley face] [image: Emoji: smiley face]



I smile as I read the text. Dad glances in the rear-view mirror. ‘Nice to see that smile again,’ he says.

It’s the first time he’s acknowledged that he’s noticed I’ve been miserable lately. For once, I’m actually grateful for the fact that no one in our family communicates properly. I wouldn’t know how to explain what’s been going on with Karly, and I wouldn’t want to, either. I’d only feel like a complete loser if I had to talk about it.
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