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For my dad, Harry Kessler, my guiding light and inspiration in so many ways.


Also for Mr and Mrs Jones (the original ‘Mr & Mrs Stewart’) whose extraordinary act of generosity saved my family’s lives and allowed me to be here today to tell this story.


And for my grandparents, Mama and Papa, because this was your story too.








A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


My father was eight years old when he left Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia with his parents, Frank and Annie, in 1939. As a Jewish family their options were severely limited – almost non-existent – at that point. The thing that led to their escape was a letter from a British couple they had met five years earlier. The couple only met them because my father had nearly scuffed the woman’s dress and my grandfather had warned him to be careful. This moment led to a conversation, a day spent together and a thank-you letter that would later save their lives.


This story has been an influence and a guiding light throughout my life, and for many years I have wanted to write a book inspired by it. Leo’s narrative is the one that was inspired by my father’s story, but my family’s history has influenced other aspects of this novel too. My great-aunt, Elsa, was murdered at Auschwitz and my great-grandmother, Omama, spent four years at Theresienstadt.


Elsa’s story comes from the many times I’ve asked myself what might have happened to my family if they hadn’t had that extraordinary stroke of luck. And Max’s story is my attempt to explore how so many ordinary people could have become part of such a brutal, evil and horrific regime.


This book is not only a way for me to honour my past, my ancestors and my heritage. It is also about using my voice to contribute to the conversations about social justice taking place today, and hopefully help young readers make informed decisions about the part they want to play in the world of tomorrow.


Liz Kessler





CONTENT WARNING


This story contains mature themes and depictions of violence and cruelty related to the Holocaust and we advise readers to be aware of difficult content that may cause distress. A list of resources with more information on the Holocaust and this period in history can be found at the end of this book.
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LEO


I could see the whole world! Or at least the whole of Vienna, and that was my world.


My two best friends, Max and Elsa, stood beside me, their faces pressed to the glass next to mine.


‘Look at the tiny people!’ Max exclaimed, pointing down below us as we rose higher and higher into the sky.


‘The buildings look like a toy town!’ Elsa said.


I couldn’t even speak. I was too afraid that if I opened my mouth some of the joy inside me might slip out, and I didn’t want to lose a single bit of it.


It was my ninth birthday and the best day of my life, bar none.


When my parents had asked me last week what I wanted to do for my birthday, there was no contest. I wanted to ride on Vienna’s Ferris wheel: the Riesenrad. We had lived in Vienna almost my whole life but I’d never been on it. Whenever I asked, Mama would always say I was too young and that I’d be afraid to be so high up. But I wasn’t scared at all. I think Mama was afraid herself, really, which is why she decided she wouldn’t come with us.


‘Your papa will take you to the fairground,’ she told me. ‘I’ll stay home and prepare a wonderful birthday meal for you. What cake would you like?’


‘Sachertorte!’ I replied without hesitating. Mama made the best Sachertorte in Vienna. She had a secret recipe, passed down from Omama, my grandma.


I crossed the days off on the calendar in the kitchen. The week crawled by slower than the snails at the bottom of our garden.


But now at last my birthday was here and the Riesenrad ride was even better than I’d imagined it would be. It was a cold October day, but bright and sunny and we could see for miles and miles.


The carriage rose higher and higher. We would soon be in the clouds!


Max leaned his forehead against the window. ‘I feel like the king of Vienna,’ he said. The glass fogged up as he spoke.


I knew what he meant. Climbing high above the city made me feel invincible. Vienna was ours to share. A whole city spread out just for Elsa, Max and me. All the other people in the carriage had faded into the background. Even Papa. He was sitting reading a newspaper and frowning. He was missing the best thing in the world!


We didn’t care. The fact that the adults were missing out only kept more of it for us. Our city, this carriage, our friendship – that was all we needed.


It was always like that with us three. We’d been best friends since the first day of Volksschule – big school – two years ago. We had been seated in a row of three, Elsa in between Max and me like she was now. I can still picture us: me with my tie done up so tightly I could hardly breathe; Elsa with her plaited hair and pink ribbons and her pencil case with shiny beads; Max in his trousers that were just a little too short and his shirt that was a little too big.


We looked at each other that first morning and smiled and it was as if we knew it straight away: we were a team. When the boys pulled on my tie, when they laughed at Max’s ankles sticking out of the bottom of his trousers, when the girls made fun of Elsa’s fancy ribbons – none of it mattered because we had each other.


‘If you’re the king, I’ll be queen,’ Elsa said now.


‘What about me?’ I asked. ‘It is my birthday, after all.’


‘We can have two kings!’ Elsa replied. That was so like her. Always wanting to be fair to everyone.


‘If you’re the queen, that means you have to marry one of us,’ Max said. ‘So who will you choose?’ He gave Elsa a look as he spoke. A look that I’d seen between them sometimes recently. I always pretended I hadn’t noticed. It felt like a secret they shared. A promise that excluded me. I told myself I was imagining it. They would never exclude me. Nothing would ever come between the three of us.


Elsa giggled. ‘I could never choose!’ she said. ‘I’ll marry you both, of course.’


That was good enough for me.


Max folded his arms and narrowed his eyes as he pretended to think. ‘Okay, that’s an excellent plan,’ he said, nodding his agreement.


‘Hey, kids.’ Papa folded up his paper and cupped his ear. ‘Can you hear that?’


We strained to listen. Other than the soft chatter of the other people in the carriage, I couldn’t hear anything. ‘What are we listening to?’ I asked.


Papa laughed. ‘Nothing! That’s just it. It’s the sound you hear when the carriage stops.’


He was right. The big wheel was still and now we were on top of the whole world. For a moment, I wondered if we might stay there for ever. I hoped so.


Then I remembered Mama’s Sachertorte waiting for us at home and decided that for ever might be a little too long.


Papa had stood up and was getting his camera out of his jacket pocket. He rarely went anywhere without a camera. Papa was Vienna’s finest family photographer. That’s what it said on his shop window anyway.


‘Come on, let’s take your picture while you’re on top of the world, eh?’ he said.


The three of us squashed together in front of the window.


Papa lowered his camera and frowned. ‘Not there,’ he said. ‘The sun is right behind you. You’ll be nothing but shadows. Come here.’ He waved a hand towards the door at the far end of the carriage. ‘Stand against this so the bright sky is in front of you.’


We shuffled to the end of the carriage and squeezed in towards each other.


Papa looked at us through the camera’s lens. ‘Perfect,’ he said. ‘We have to get the picture just right. And you know why that is?’ he asked.


‘Because a picture paints a thousand words,’ I replied, pretending to yawn. Papa said the same thing every time he took a photo.


He laughed. ‘That’s right. And believe me, this will be a picture to paint a thousand words – all of them happy ones as well!’ he said. ‘Now remember, whatever you do, don’t smile!’


Max frowned. ‘I thought people always smiled in photos.’


‘Not in my photos,’ Papa replied in a mock serious tone. ‘I don’t allow it.’


Elsa let out a giggle.


‘Ah ah! No laughing either!’ Papa warned.


Elsa giggled again. I could feel my own face twitching into a smile.


‘I said NO smiling!’ Papa said again. By this time, everyone in the carriage was laughing, not just the three of us.


Click, click, click went the shutter.


‘Beautiful, fantastic, wonderful!’ Papa called as he photographed us, talking to us just like I’d heard him talk to his clients. When he’d finished, he lowered the camera. ‘I’ll choose the best photo and give each of you a copy, so you’ll always have a memory of this day. How does that sound?’


‘It sounds wonderful, Papa,’ I said. ‘Thank you!’


‘Good. Now then,’ he said as he put his camera back into his jacket pocket, ‘I think I saw at least one of you smiling. And you know how I punish smilers?’


Elsa shook her head. Max bit his lip. I knew what was coming and had already started to move away.


‘I punish them with tickles!’ Papa announced.


He reached out towards us and all three of us squealed as we tried to run from his clutches. At that exact moment, the Ferris wheel started moving again and the carriage jolted. I fell forward and tripped over a lady’s outstretched foot. The man next to her grabbed hold of me just before I landed in his lap.


Papa was beside me in a second. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said to the couple. Then he looked down at me. ‘Leo, apologize to the lady.’


I cleared my throat and tucked my shirt back under my braces. It had become ruffled as I’d fallen. ‘I’m really sorry,’ I said, looking the lady in the eye. For a moment, she stared at me so hard I thought she was going to tell me off. Then she turned to the man and said something in a different language. German was the only language I knew, so I couldn’t understand what she was saying.


He replied in that other language, and then she nodded and turned back to me.


Waving both hands in front of her, she said, in broken German this time, ‘It okay. Nothing. No mind.’ I didn’t understand exactly what she meant but her words were accompanied with such a big smile that I knew I was off the hook. ‘We are English,’ she added. ‘Not speak good German.’


‘You speak very well,’ Papa replied. Then he turned back to me. ‘And what do you say to the gentleman who stopped you from falling?’ he prompted.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said to the man. ‘And thank you.’


The man gave me a broad smile and waved a hand as if to dismiss my apology. Then the woman spoke to Papa. ‘Your son?’ she said.


‘Yes, he’s my son,’ Papa replied. ‘He’s nine today.’ Gesticulating to indicate the ride, he said, ‘Birthday treat!’


‘Ah!’ The woman turned back to me.


‘Happy birthday,’ the man said with another broad smile.


‘He is beautiful boy,’ the lady said. She pointed at my hair.


Beautiful? Who called boys beautiful? Maybe it was because of my blond curls.


‘Can I go now?’ I asked Papa.


‘Yes, but be more careful, okay? No more bumping into people.’


I didn’t say that I’d only bumped into them because he’d been chasing us with tickle hands. I could see Max and Elsa huddled up together and I wanted to get back to them. I didn’t want to miss out on even one minute of this day.


‘Sit with us. Please,’ the woman was saying to Papa as I moved away.


‘If you’re sure,’ Papa replied. He reached out to shake her hand. ‘I am Frank Grunberg,’ he said.


‘Aileen Stewart,’ said the lady. Then she pointed at the man. ‘Eric Stewart, my husband.’


‘Please to meet you,’ the man said in broken German like his wife’s as he shook Papa’s hand.


Papa sat down beside them and before I’d even got back to Max and Elsa, he was talking animatedly with the couple.


That’s what he was like. He could talk to anyone, even people who didn’t speak the same language! Everyone loved my father. Everyone smiled when he was around, and wanted to be his friend. Sometimes I wished I was like that, but mostly I was fine how I was. I had my two best friends. I didn’t need any more. The three of us were enough for each other.


The ride had come to an end and people were piling out of the carriage. Papa was still deep in conversation with the English couple. None of them had noticed we were back on the ground.


‘Mister. You going around again?’ the man at the door said.


Papa looked up. His eyes twinkled like they always did when he had an idea. ‘You know what?’ he said. ‘Yes! Let’s go around again. What do you think, kids?’


We cheered, loud enough to make Papa cover his ears as he laughed. Then he turned to the couple next to him. ‘Come around again,’ he said, drawing a big circle in the air with his hand. ‘My treat. To apologize.’


The man shook his head. ‘No. No,’ he said. ‘Not need to do that.’


‘Not need to,’ Papa replied. ‘Want to!’


Laughing, the couple shrugged and agreed to go around again. Papa stood up and went over to the door. He handed over a bunch of notes and the ticket man shrugged. Then he let a few more people in, closed the door behind them and off we went, back to the sky.


Elsa, Max and I ran back to the window so we wouldn’t miss a second as we soared up above the city once again.


That’s what Papa could do. Take the best day ever and double it.










ELSA


When I grow up, I am going to be Mrs Stewart.


I won’t be called Mrs Stewart, of course, because I won’t be married to Mr Stewart. I will be married to either Max or Leo, so I suppose I will be called either Mrs Fischer or Mrs Grunberg. But I will be glamorous like Mrs Stewart and I will laugh like her and smile like her and pat my husband’s arm like she does.


Max and Leo are jabbing their fingers against the window. ‘Look, that’s my street!’ Max exclaims. ‘I’m sure it is. There’s the pink house on the corner!’


‘That’s City Hall! There’s the park!’ Leo replies.


But we’ve been round once already and it looks just the same this time, so I would rather watch Mrs Stewart.


She’s probably about the same age as Mutti, but they are a world apart. Mrs Stewart is wearing a red dress that looks as if she put it on especially to match the red of the carriage we’re riding in. I bet she has a different dress for every occasion. She’s wearing a red beret, and over her shoulders is a brown shawl that is so furry I thought at first that it was alive.


Until this moment, I’d thought Leo’s mother was the most glamorous lady in Vienna. She always has perfectly coiffed hair, not a single curl out of place. She must have a different shade of lipstick for each day of the week, and always paints it on to her smiling mouth with perfection. Her eyes dazzle with brightly coloured eye shadow. Whenever we’re at Leo’s house, I’m torn between playing with the boys and sitting looking at her.


Sometimes I pretend she’s a movie star and that she notices me and tells me I’m destined to be a star, too. Other times, she is a fashion icon impressed by my designs and we walk the boards together in our fine outfits and colourful hats.


In reality, usually Mrs Grunberg just winks at me and laughs as she squeezes my cheeks and I run back to the boys.


But Mrs Stewart – she has something on top of all that. Is it that her clothes are even brighter? Or that she laughs even harder? Whatever it is, I can’t stop watching her.


She is so different from my own dear Mutti. My mother only ever seems to wear grey nowadays. At least, if I picture her, that’s what I see. Grey or black. She doesn’t wear any colour. She used to. Not like Mrs Stewart or Mrs Grunberg, even. More like the other women in this carriage with their suits and hats and nice shoes. But now: only grey and black. And her eyes are dark to match her clothes.


Yesterday I overheard her and Vati – my father – talking in low voices in the kitchen. I was on the landing, crouched down behind the banister so I could hear them without being noticed.


‘You look like you’re in mourning,’ Vati said.


‘Maybe I am,’ Mutti replied.


‘Who for?’ Vati asked.


There was a long pause after that. I strained to listen and eventually I heard Mutti say, ‘For all of us.’


I didn’t know what she meant by that, but they didn’t speak again for a bit. I went downstairs a few moments later. Mutti and Vati were sitting at the table. Vati had his hand over Mutti’s. She looked across when she saw me come in, then she quickly got up and went to the sink. As she passed me, I could see that her eyes were wet. I followed her to the sink and put my arms around her waist. ‘Are you all right, Mutti?’


She gripped my hands and squeezed them so hard it hurt a bit. Then she turned round, wiped her eyes and ruffled my hair. ‘I’m fine, darling,’ she said. ‘Now go and tell your brother it’s dinner time.’


That meant: don’t ask any more questions. It’s like that all the time at home lately. Overheard snippets of conversations between my parents that I don’t understand and that clearly neither of them wants to talk about to me or Otto. Otto is my brother. He’s two years older than me and after Leo and Max he’s my favourite boy in the world.


Otto doesn’t ask as many questions as I do. He’s more interested in finding broken things and fixing them. He’s never happier than when he gets to spend hours with two planks of wood, a hammer and a box of nails. He takes after Vati. Vati’s a building contractor, so fixing things is his job. In Otto’s case, the things he fixes often end up even more broken once he’s done with them!


I sometimes wonder if Otto likes fixing things so much because he never fully fixed his leg after he fell out of a tree when he was five years old. He broke it in three places and had plaster all the way down his leg for the whole summer. The bones mended but he’s always had a slight limp since then. He hides it pretty well, and only mentions it very occasionally. ‘I wish I could make my leg as perfect as this shelf!’ he’ll say, but he’s not complaining when he says things like that. He’s usually hinting for us to admire his work!


He hasn’t said anything about the way things have changed at home, but I know he’s noticed it too. I can feel it from him, even in his silence.


It wasn’t always like this. I can’t even remember when it changed, but it seems like a really long time since I last saw Mutti smile.


Not like Mrs Stewart.


Mrs Stewart smiles all the time. She smiles while Mr Grunberg talks; she smiles at her husband; she smiles even while she’s talking. I make a note to practise that in front of a mirror. Smiling and talking at the same time: I bet it’s quite a skill.


One of the men says something funny and Mrs Stewart throws back her head and laughs so heartily it’s like an infection that spreads through the carriage, making everyone around her smile and laugh too.


I have a sudden memory.


Mutti and Vati in the kitchen, dishes on the table still to be washed, Vati’s arm around Mutti’s waist. There is music from somewhere. A waltz, I think. My grandparents were still alive then. I remember Grandpa tapping his foot to the rhythm, Grandma smiling and nodding with the music. Vati lifting an arm and Mutti twirling around beneath it before coming back into his arms.


The music ending, Vati taking a bow and Mutti laughing before returning to the table to pile the dishes up.


The memory hurts in my tummy. It feels so distant now.


I’ll ask Mutti tonight if she remembers. See if it makes her smile when I tell her. I’ll ask if she and Vati will dance in the kitchen again. I’ll tell her how pretty she used to look when she smiled. That might make her do it more often.


I haven’t realized that I’m still staring, and Mrs Stewart catches me looking at her. Her mouth widens in another smile, this one especially for me. I feel my face burning as I quickly turn back to the boys.


‘Let’s remember this day for ever and ever,’ I say, holding out a little finger to each of them. ‘Let’s promise never to forget the day we were kings and queen of all of Vienna.’


The boys grin at me and take a finger each. ‘Promise,’ they say in unison.


Our fingers stay linked for the rest of the ride.










MAX


Max had never had a day like this. A day filled with so much laughter and happiness he was sure that if they opened the doors at the top of the ride he would float even higher than the wheel itself.


It wasn’t just the laughter that filled him up inside. He could have been anywhere in the world and it would have been a perfect day as long as he shared it with his two best friends.


Sometimes he tried to remember his life without Leo and Elsa. Even though they had only met when they’d started Volksschule a couple of years earlier, it felt as though they had been best friends for ever.


When he did think about life before his best friends the memories weren’t happy ones. He remembered being alone in his bedroom with his hands over his ears to shut out the sound of his parents arguing downstairs: his father ranting and shouting and his mother trying to calm him down. It was always about the same thing: money. The fact that they never had enough since his father had lost his job when the company he worked for went out of business.


Max’s mother always said that they had just enough to live on. But it was never good enough for his father. He was too proud to settle for ‘just enough’. And so he ranted and raged and blamed everyone except himself, and Max shut himself in his room and covered his ears and waited for the arguments to end.


Kindergarten was no escape. He wished his mother would buy his school uniform from the same shop as everyone else rather than sew it from cloth that didn’t quite match and was always slightly the wrong shape. The other kids laughed at him and Max learned to manage without needing praise or friends or smiles. By the time his father got a new job and they could afford a proper school uniform, it was too late. The other children saw him as an outcast, a joke. That had changed when he met Elsa and Leo. They didn’t judge him, and they were the only friends he needed.


But he wished his father would smile like this English couple, or talk to him and tease him like Leo’s father did.


He wasn’t sure he could remember the last time his father had even looked at him. Nowadays he always seemed to be at work. Even in the evenings he was at meetings or with people from his office. He never talked about his job. But then, he never talked to Max much at all, other than to criticize him for one thing or another.


So days like these, times with his best friends, they were the most precious things that Max had – or could ever want.


‘Come on, Triple Trouble,’ Leo’s father said as they filed out of the carriage together, with a wink to show he didn’t really think they were trouble. Max smiled. He liked it when Mr Grunberg made jokey comments. His father never made jokes. Since he’d started his new job he had become obsessed with efficiency and discipline. He once told Max that jokes were a waste of important time, only indulged in by people with nothing better to do.


Mr Grunberg believed the opposite, Max could tell. He was like an always-full happiness machine that gave out laughter tokens to anyone who passed by.


‘Ah!’ The lady Mr Grunberg had been talking to clasped a hand over her mouth. She said something in English and pointed at her watch.


‘Everything all right?’ Leo’s father asked.


‘We miss meeting!’


‘What meeting was that?’ Mr Grunberg asked.


‘We plan to catch tram after big wheel. Go to talk,’ she replied. ‘Too much fun, so we forget about it!’


‘What’s the talk?’ Mr Grunberg asked.


‘Um. It’s difficult in German. About tooth,’ the man said, pointing at his mouth.


‘Mr Stewart is dentist,’ the lady added. ‘Talk is about – what is the word?’ She pointed under her teeth.


‘Gums?’ Mr Grunberg suggested.


‘Yes. Bad gum.’


‘Gum disease?’


‘That’s right,’ the man said.


‘Oh. Well, that does sound exciting!’ Leo’s father said before turning round to the children and pulling a face that made them laugh. Max laughed the hardest. He loved the way Mr Grunberg made them all feel included, as though they were all part of the same gang. He couldn’t get enough of that feeling.


‘Maybe we will be in time for end of talk…’ the woman said, raising an eyebrow at her husband.


‘Or maybe we miss the talk and stay at the fairground,’ the man replied.


His wife clapped her hands. ‘Wonderful idea!’ she said. ‘Yes!’


‘Well, now that’s settled, you must stay with us a bit longer,’ Mr Grunberg said. ‘And maybe you could come home with us after we’ve all had enough of the fair.’


The couple stared at him. ‘Home with you?’


Mr Grunberg leaned in as though he were sharing a state secret. ‘You have not experienced the real Vienna until you have tasted my wife’s Sachertorte,’ he said. ‘Leo, you don’t mind sharing your birthday cake with two more guests, do you?’


‘Not at all, Papa,’ Leo replied.


‘How about you kids – any objections?’ Mr Grunberg addressed Elsa and Max.


Max wanted to ask how much cake there was going to be. He’d had tea at Leo’s house a few times but he’d never had Mrs Grunberg’s Sachertorte. Leo had told them how wonderful it was, though, and he was nervous that there might not be enough to go around now that there were two more to feed – and he was terrified he might be the one to lose out.


But then Elsa spoke for both of them. ‘We don’t mind at all, Mr Grunberg,’ she said, and Leo’s father was ruffling Max’s hair in a way his own father never did, and saying, ‘Good kids. Maybe we can go for a ride on the Steamer as a treat before we go home,’ and the warm feeling Max felt suddenly meant it didn’t even matter if there was a bit less cake to go around.


The only thing that really mattered was that, later, as he and his friends jumped on the boat and sat together watching the city go by, the bonds of their friendship felt as deep and as wide as the Danube itself.










LEO


It was Saturday morning a few weeks later and I was awake and dressed before my parents. That never happened! Except it did today because I couldn’t sleep. I was too excited. Max’s father was taking Max, Elsa and me swimming at the Amalienbad.


In his car!


No one we knew had a car! I couldn’t decide which I was more excited about: riding through Vienna in a car, spending the morning with my best friends or the diving boards at the Amalienbad. It was a close call.


I had my bag ready, with swimming trunks rolled inside my towel, and I sat waiting near the window so I could look out for them. Mama was in the kitchen, baking. Papa was upstairs in his studio.


Finally, on the dot of ten o’clock, the car came around the corner and on to our street.


I bounced out of my chair so fast it made Mama jump. ‘They’re here!’ I yelled as I grabbed my bag.


‘Wait. Let me give you these,’ she said as I ran into the kitchen to say goodbye. She handed me something in a small paper bag. It was warm.


‘What’s this?’ I asked.


‘Kipferl. Cookies for after swimming.’


I threw my arms around her waist. ‘Thanks, Mama.’


She kissed the top of my head. ‘Have fun with your friends,’ she said.


Papa came to the door with me. Max had thrown the back door of the car open and was grinning like an idiot. Elsa was on the other side and waved me over. ‘Come on!’ Max called. ‘Let’s go!’


Papa walked me to the car then approached the front window where Mr Fischer was sitting. Mr Fischer didn’t even look at him. He mustn’t have noticed him.


‘Shuffle up, then,’ I said to Max.


Papa was tapping on the front window. Eventually, Mr Fischer opened it a crack.


‘How are you?’ Papa asked him. ‘We haven’t seen you for a while.’


Papa had only met Mr Fischer a few times. The first time was when we had only just started at Volksschule. Mama and Papa wanted to meet my friends and their parents and it had been a nice evening. Papa and Mr Fischer had drunk wine and sat talking together. Mrs Fischer complimented Mama on her cooking. We all laughed a lot. It was a happy sort of evening. Mama said she was sure that they were going to become firm friends.


The next time they met was in the park when we bumped into them a few months later. Papa was all big smiles as usual, but Mr Fischer had seemed a bit stiff. Papa dropped a jokey hint about it being their turn to host us for dinner and the Fischers nodded and said they would invite us soon.


But they never did, and the firm friendship never happened. Mama worried about it, questioning why, and wondering if we had offended them somehow, but Papa said it was just one of those things and that everyone was busy nowadays.


But now, the way Mr Fischer was sitting stiffly in his seat, barely looking at Papa, I found myself wondering if Mama was right.


‘I am well,’ Mr Fischer replied curtly. ‘We need to go now.’ Then he turned his head back to me. ‘Get in, boy, and shut the door.’


I raised my eyebrows at Max and Elsa as I squeezed in beside them. Elsa gave a big shrug. Max just rolled his eyes.


And then Mr Fischer started the engine and, as the car growled into life and trundled down the road, the three of us were back in our own world, talking non-stop, teasing each other, sharing cookies and secrets, and I forgot everything else.


Almost everything.


I couldn’t help noticing Papa’s face as he waved us off. He smiled as he always did – but it looked different from his usual smile. His eyes didn’t twinkle. His eyes looked sad. I wondered if it was because of how Mr Fischer had spoken to us and I couldn’t help asking myself the question it looked as if Papa was asking himself too.


What had we done wrong?










ELSA


I think the Amalienbad is the most beautiful building I have ever seen. I don’t know which I like more: the perfect symmetry of the changing cubicles, layered in rows, one above the other; the deep, sparkling blue of the water; the light fanning through the windows in the domed ceiling – or the variety of swimming costumes all around me!


The boys are busy lining up for their turn on the diving board and I’m sitting on the side of the pool, feet dangling in the water, watching a group of older girls near me. One of them has a costume that looks as if it’s made from white silk. The other has one with the thinnest shoulder straps and large printed flowers all over it.


I feel frumpy in my plain, black costume.


‘Elsa! Elsa!’ Leo is calling to me. He’s next on the diving board. ‘Watch me!’


Turning from the girls, I watch as he spreads his arms out and, without seeming to make any effort, arcs perfectly into the water. He swims underwater all the way to me and breaks the surface, wiping his hair off his face. ‘How did I do?’ he asks, grinning as he treads water in front of me.


‘Hmmm. Maybe seven out of ten!’


‘Seven! Meanie!’ Leo replies and splashes my legs. ‘Come on,’ he says, grabbing my feet. ‘Get in!’


‘Hey! My turn!’ Max calls.


I slide into the water and we both cling to the side as we watch Max walk to the end of the board. He looks so small compared to the boys waiting behind him and I see them looking at him and sniggering. My heart fills with pain for him – but he hasn’t noticed the boys. He’s too busy concentrating on his dive.


Max raises his hands in perfect straight lines above his head, slowly bends his knees, crouches forward and…


SPLASH!


He bellyflops into the water. The boys behind him don’t even hide their laughter now. Luckily Max is still underwater, and by the time he reaches us they’ve moved on to their own dives.


‘Ten out of ten!’ I say as he reaches us and grabs the side of the pool.


‘You’re just being kind,’ Max says.


‘No. It was great.’ Leo agrees with me so quickly that I’m sure he must have seen the older boys laughing too. Then he pulls himself out of the water and grabs a ball from the benches on the side. ‘Here, let’s play with this.’


We swim to a quiet part of the pool and throw the ball between us, racing to be the one to catch it, laughing each time one of us misses it and takes a dunking, playing dolphin rides and bulldogs and every other game we manage to squeeze into our hour.


Too soon, someone blows a whistle and it’s our turn to get out.


‘Let’s come again next week,’ Leo says as we make our way up to the changing cubicles.


‘And the week after that,’ Max agrees.


‘And every week after that for ever,’ I add.


The boys each hold out a hand and I do the same, and we link fingers in a promise that we will always, always do everything together, no matter what.










MAX


Max gave his hair one last rub and hung up his towel and swimming trunks in the airing cupboard before going to join his parents.


He and his friends had agreed to meet at the park after lunch and he wanted to eat and get back out to play as quickly as possible.


He was heading downstairs when he heard raised voices from the kitchen.


Max froze on the bottom step. His father was clearly in the middle of a rant and Max suddenly wasn’t in quite such a hurry to join his parents.


‘You should have seen his face when he saw me!’ he heard his father say. ‘He thinks he’s such a big shot. With his fine waistcoats and his shop – thinks he’s better than the rest of us. They all think that!’


Max heard his mother say something in reply. He didn’t hear what she’d said, but a moment later his father was off again.


‘Well, he hasn’t got a car, has he? So he can’t be as great as he wants you to think. Shows you what they’re like, all of them. Making out they’re one thing whilst underneath, they’re another thing completely. Liars, the lot of them. Sneaky, nasty, dirty, rotten—’


‘Oh, do please STOP!’


There was a moment of silence. Max could hardly believe it. His mother never spoke back to his father – but she had done this time. He edged closer to the kitchen.


‘I know what he is. I know how you feel about them. But he’s the father of our son’s best friend,’ his mother was saying. ‘Can’t we just leave them be for now?’


His father was talking about Mr Grunberg? Max couldn’t understand. He must have got the wrong end of the stick. Everybody loved Leo’s father. He was none of the things that his father had just said.


Either way, the ranting seemed to have stopped, so it was safe to go in.


Max softly pushed the kitchen door open.


His father was in front of him, his face red with rage. ‘Come in properly if you’re coming in!’ he yelled at Max. ‘Don’t tiptoe in like a scared mouse. Enter the room like a man! And sort your hair out. Where is your parting?’


Max’s mother crossed the kitchen to stand by his side. ‘Leave the boy alone,’ she said. ‘It’s not his fault.’


‘What’s not my fault?’ Max asked.


His mother put a hand on his arm. ‘Nothing. Come on. Let’s have lunch. You can do your hair afterwards.’


‘Can I do it later?’ he asked. ‘I’m going back out to play after lunch.’


‘Play?’ his father burst in. ‘Who with?’


‘Leo and Elsa,’ Max replied.


His father’s face turned an even deeper shade of red. ‘Do you not have any other friends?’ he asked. ‘Are they the only ones you can play with?’


What was Max to say? No. He didn’t have any other friends. But he didn’t want to admit that to his father and be a disappointment to him yet again. Besides, even if he had a hundred other friends, he’d still choose to play with Leo and Elsa. ‘What’s so wrong with them?’ he asked.


‘What’s so wrong with them? I’ll tell you what’s so wrong with them. They’re—’


‘NO!’


Max’s mother broke in so sternly it made Max jump.


‘No?’ his father replied. ‘You say “no” to me?’


His mother held her husband’s eyes as she lifted her chin. ‘The boy is eight years old.’


Nearly nine, Max wanted to say, but it didn’t feel like the right time to interrupt.


‘He can play with whoever he wants to play with,’ his mother continued.


Max swallowed as he felt the air fizz and crackle between his parents. Eventually, his father gave a short nod. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘For now, he can. For now.’


The three of them ate their lunch together in silence.


As Max chewed his food, his mind went over the same question, over and over. The question his mother had stopped his father from answering.


What was so wrong with Leo and Elsa?
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