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Dedication

For the greatest loves of my life,

Carsten, Finn and Klaus
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Epigraph

‘I really do have the intention to gather Germanic blood from the whole world, to rob it, to steal it wherever I can.’ Heinrich Himmler, Commander of the SS, 1938
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Cream on your salami or gravy on your poppyseed cake?

Make a choice!




Chapter One

Kraków, Poland, December 1941

‘Cream on your salami, or gravy on your poppyseed cake?’

I bite my bottom lip.

‘Make a choice!’ shouts Mama. She slams her hand on the table. Knives and forks rattle on our empty supper plates.

I jump and cry, ‘Gravy on my poppyseed cake!’

Tata cheers and pulls me onto his lap. Even though I’m eight and my long legs dangle to the floor. ‘Good choice, Zofia! That’s just what I would have said.’ He wraps me in his arms and smothers my blonde hair with kisses.

‘Pah!’ Mama scoffs. ‘Silly man. You always side with your daughter. Even when she’s wrong. Everyone knows it would be better to choose the cream on your salami. What does cream taste of? Nothing! You can scrape it off and eat it first, then have a lovely clean salami for seconds. No harm done. But gravy on poppyseed cake?’ She rolls her eyes. ‘The gravy would soak into the cake and between each one of those tiny poppyseeds and the taste would be a dreadful jumble of sweet and salty and cake crumbs and meat.’ She scrunches up her face and sticks out her tongue. ‘Blurk!’

We all burst out laughing. Me. Tata. Aunty Barbara. And last of all, Mama. She throws her head back and chortles – like a hen who has just laid a chocolate-coated plum instead of an egg and thinks it’s the funniest thing she’s ever seen.

This game is a family favourite. One we have always played, ever since I could talk. Which pet would you prefer – a zebra or a hippopotamus? What colour should the grass be if it wasn’t green – yellow or blue? If you could only have socks or gloves, which would it be? Make a choice. Make a choice now!

Of course it would be the socks. You can always wear socks on your hands, but you can’t wear gloves on your feet. Not unless you have really long toes.

My whole life I have been making choices. Silly choices. Fun choices. Rushed choices. Mostly I’m happy with my decision, like with the socks. But sometimes I have regrets, like now with the poppyseed cake.

‘I wish I could go back and change my mind,’ I say.

‘But that’s against the rules,’ Mama reminds me. ‘It’s part of the fun. Part of what makes little minds sharp and smart.’

‘Always the teacher!’ shouts Tata. He’s laughing but his blue eyes are full of love.

Mama used to be a teacher at a high school. But then she married Tata and had me. She says the two of us were enough to keep her busy and exhausted for many years.

‘Stanislaw was a wonderful teacher,’ whispers Aunty Barbara.

Mama reaches out and squeezes her hand. Tata holds me a little tighter.

Uncle Stanislaw is Aunty Barbara’s husband. He was a professor at the Jagiellonian University. But that was before. Before the Germans invaded Poland. Before they marched into Kraków, acting as though it was their city, not ours. Before they started closing libraries and schools, radio stations and newspapers, synagogues and universities. Before they burned books. Before they started rounding up teachers and writers and doctors and artists and priests and professors and sending them off to concentration camps.

My poor uncle and his colleagues at the university just vanished. One morning, they went to work, like every other day, but they never came home again.

Janek, Uncle’s friend who worked at the university library, sneaked away to Aunty Barbara’s apartment to tell her what had happened. Aunty ran all the way to our shop, crying and shaking. She was too scared to go home, and Mama didn’t want her to. Finally, three days later, when she did go home, her beautiful apartment that looked across the city square to Saint Mary’s Basilica was no longer hers. A Nazi official had moved in with his wife. They wouldn’t even let Aunty Barbara take her clothes, or the silver-framed photograph that sat on the mantelpiece – the picture of her wedding to Uncle Stanislaw.

Aunty Barbara has lived with us ever since – for two years now. She helps Mama keep house and sometimes works with Tata in his shop.

Tata is a tailor. He’s also a member of the Polish Resistance. He sends secret messages all over the city by sewing notes into the seams of the clothes he makes.

It’s a shame nobody sent Uncle Stanislaw a secret message to warn him about the Nazis.

‘Zofia,’ says Mama. ‘Why the sad face?’

‘I was thinking about Uncle,’ I reply. ‘I forget what he looks like.’

Aunty Barbara reaches out and strokes my cheek. ‘Me too, darling. Me too.’

‘Germans,’ mutters Tata. ‘They take and take, and yet it’s never enough. They won’t be happy until they have wiped every single Pole off the face of–’

‘Hush!’ cries Mama.

Aunty Barbara starts to cry. Silently. But I see the shaking of her body and the tears that drip from her face onto the tabletop.

It feels like the happiness of our game has slipped away. But Mama doesn’t give in so easily. Her eyebrows arch and she shouts, ‘It’s your birthday and you can have one thing – a pretty new dress or a book.’ She snaps her fingers. ‘Make a choice!’

‘The book!’ I cry.

‘The dress!’ shouts Aunty Barbara and Tata, both at the same time.

I’m still giggling as Mama rolls on. ‘You’re hiking up to the lake when a bear jumps out and eats you, or you’re having a lovely time at the circus, nibbling popcorn and watching the trapeze artists, when an elephant sits on you. Make a choice.’

Tata takes off his thick, round glasses and polishes them on the hem of my dress. ‘Which lake?’ he asks.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I say.

‘It does if it’s going to be my last outing ever,’ Tata replies. He hooks his glasses back over his ears.

‘Morskie Oko!’ snaps Mama.

Tata nods. ‘Morskie Oko is a glorious lake. The most beautiful in all of Poland.’

Mama slams her hand on the table once more and roars, ‘Eaten by a bear or squished by an elephant? Make a choice, Josef Ulinski!’

‘The bear!’ cries Tata. ‘I’ll be eaten by the bear.’

‘Me too,’ says Aunty Barbara. ‘And I’ll take a lovely picnic with us on the hike. Sausages, tomatoes, a big round loaf of freshly baked bread, cherries, cheesecake . . .’

My mouth waters at the mention of so much food, unseen, untasted, since the Germans arrived and took it all for themselves.

‘We could feed the picnic to the bear,’ suggests Tata, his eyes lighting up. ‘Maybe his belly would be full and he would no longer wish to eat us!’

‘And,’ adds Aunty Barbara, ‘if you wore your pretty new birthday dress, Josef, the bear might roll around on the grass laughing and we could run away before he noticed that we’d gone!’

I slap my forehead. ‘That’s not how the game works. You’ve got two choices and two choices only!’

‘See?’ Aunty Barbara stares at Mama. ‘I told you Zofia was getting bossy. You were exactly the same at eight years of age, Halina. You bossed me, and I was the big sister!’

I jump from Tata’s knee, slam my hand on the table, just like Mama, and shout, ‘Eaten by a bear or sat on by an elephant? Make a choice!’

‘The bear! The bear!’ Tata cries, feigning horror but shaking with laughter.

‘Aunty?’ I ask.

‘The bear,’ she replies, eyes wide, obedient.

I shake my head. ‘Silly, silly people. The elephant is the right choice.’

‘But all that squishing, Zofia!’ says Mama. ‘Urgh. Slow and ever so messy! Surely it would be faster, less painful, even tidier, to be eaten by the bear.’

‘But once you’re gobbled, you’re gone,’ I explain. ‘The elephant might not kill you. She might sit lightly and squash just a few things out of place – your kidneys, your lungs, your belly button. And then you could squeeze out from beneath her, straighten things up again, and continue to eat the popcorn.’

Mama laughs and pulls me onto her own lap. ‘This one! She is too smart for us all! Who knows where she will go in this life?’




Chapter Two

I wake in the middle of the night, my heart racing. A truck is driving past, wheels rumbling on the cobblestones. Dogs bark. Soldiers shout in German. People cry out in Polish.

Uncle Stanislaw pops into my head once more. Did the Nazis take him away in a truck? Was he alone, or did they let him stay with his friends from the university? Was he cold? Was he scared? Did he cry out for Aunty Barbara?

I clutch my doll, Anna, to my chest. ‘Poor Uncle,’ I whisper.

The street is quiet once more, but now I can hear another sound – a soft murmur coming from Papa’s workshop below. It’s Mama and her students.

Three times a week, six big girls and four big boys sneak out at night for secret lessons in Literature and History. Mama calls it her High School of the Dark.

They can’t meet in the daytime because it’s against the law for Poles to go to school. Even a strange homemade school that meets around the cutting table of a tailor’s shop. But Mama says keeping our young people educated is one way we fight the Germans. Our Polish soldiers use guns. Tata uses his needle and thread. Mama uses books and words.

Mama fights her war through me, too. She teaches me at home, because even the schools for small children have been closed. The Germans think all we need to learn is counting and how to obey orders. Just enough to be able to work in their factories, on their farms, in their houses. Just enough to be slaves. But Mama says everyone deserves a good education – no matter if they are destined to be a bricklayer or a doctor, a kitchen maid or an opera singer, a cleaner of pig pens or an engineer. Because only when we have an education do we have choices. Only when we have an education do we have control of our lives.

So Mama teaches at home – me and her big students. But all in secret, because the Germans get angry when people ignore their rules.

I wish I could go to school. A real school, with lots of other children. Not just to learn, but to have friends my own age. But by the time I was seven and ready to begin school, the Germans were already here. Ruining everything.

Another truck rumbles past and my heart starts racing once more. I need a cuddle. A Mama cuddle.

I slip out of bed and creep downstairs, Anna cradled in my arms.

The workshop is dimly lit by a kerosene lamp that hangs from one of the beams. The students and Mama crouch over their books, straining to see. One girl leans so close that her nose touches the page.

‘Hello,’ I say, picking up a stray pin from the cutting table.

The students nod at me. A tall, dark-haired girl smiles and waves. She’s my favourite, but I don’t know her name. Mama says we must never learn each other’s names. It’s safer that way. For them. For me.

I never tell them I am Zofia Ulinski, or that Aunty is Barbara Nowak. I don’t even mention that my doll’s name is Anna.

They all know who Papa is, of course. His name is written across the shop window in fancy gold letters – Josef Ulinski, Tailor.

‘My little mouse,’ says Mama. ‘You should be sleeping.’

‘I was scared,’ I say. I weave the pin into Anna’s dress. ‘A truck went past . . . filled with people . . . Polish people.’

The hollow-cheeked boy nearest to Mama drops his chin and shakes his head.

‘That’s the third truck tonight,’ says another boy. ‘The third in less than an hour, I’d say.’

Without another word, the students shut their books, slip from their chairs and disappear through the back door, away into the night. Home. Just in case one of those trucks stops outside the shop.

I shiver.

Mama closes her own book and pokes it into a hiding place behind the shelves. Shelves that used to be full of fabric but are now full of unused paper patterns, threadbare coats, moth-eaten skirts, and emptiness. Then, grabbing the lamp from the beam, she guides me back upstairs to bed.

Mama holds both my hands in hers. She looks ragged. Her shawl droops about her bony shoulders. Strands of brown hair have escaped her bun and hang about her face. Her cheeks are gaunt and her skin is pale. But she’s still beautiful, because she’s my mama, and no matter how sad or tired she is, her hazel eyes always shine with love.

She kisses the back of my hands, lowers her eyelids, then leads me in my bedtime prayer for the second time this night. ‘Angel of God, my guardian angel, stay always by my side. In the morning, during the day and in the night, come always to my aid. Amen.’

I open my eyes, but Mama keeps hers closed, frowning and nibbling her lip. Is she praying to God? To Jesus? To Mary? To the Angel of God once more?

We are good Catholics. But praying three bedtime prayers in one night is a lot, even for us.

‘Mama?’ I whisper.

Mama’s eyes snap open. She takes Anna from my arms, lays her beside me on the pillow and stuffs the quilt up around our chins. Then she taps the end of my nose.

I smile. The tap means I love you, precious Zofia. It’s a kiss and a cuddle and a little bit of fun all rolled into one.

When Mama talks again, her voice is sharp and bossy. ‘Afternoon tea with Marie Curie, which includes hot sweet tea and babka, or supper with Frédéric Chopin, which is a simple but delicious meal of pork-stuffed cabbage leaves? Make a choice.’

‘That’s easy,’ I say. ‘Supper with Frédéric Chopin.’

‘Really?’ her eyebrows shoot to the top of her brow. ‘I thought you’d go for afternoon tea with Marie Curie. An entire cake, tea with lumps of sugar, and wonderful scientific discussions on radioactivity and being a strong, bossy Polish girl. I’m sure the two of you would get on famously.’

‘But Frédéric Chopin would play beautiful music for me on his piano.’

‘Yes, of course,’ says Mama.

I close my eyes and imagine supper with Chopin. ‘I’m sure he’d have a grand piano,’ I say.

‘Oooh, that sounds lovely.’ Mama strokes my hair.

‘Perhaps you could come for supper too,’ I say, ‘with Tata and Aunty Barbara. And Anna could play in the attic with Chopin’s kitten, Allegro.’

‘Allegro?’

‘Because she’s a cheerful little thing who dashes and dances and prances about. Allegro! From the term used in music.’

Mama laughs. ‘You are always so clever with words, Zofia. Italian words. Polish words. English words. German words. Music words.’

‘Only because you have taught me so well,’ I reply.

Again, Mama taps the end of my nose.

‘Will you tell me a story?’ I ask.

‘You should be sleeping,’ she whispers.

‘Just a short one. Please?’

Mama is silent for a moment then clears her throat. ‘“The Fox and the Stork”, by Aesop.’

‘A fable!’ I cry. ‘I love a story with a lesson at the end.’

Mama nods. ‘The fox and the stork lived side by side as neighbours. One day the fox invited the stork to dinner. But being a nasty sort of fellow, he served the soup in a wide, shallow dish. The poor stork couldn’t eat from the dish with her long beak, so she stayed hungry while the fox lapped up all the soup for himself.’

‘How rude!’ I gasp. ‘And greedy.’

Mama nods and continues, her hazel eyes wide. ‘It gets worse. The fox then apologised that his soup did not appeal to the stork.’

‘Oh, that’s just mean,’ I say. ‘He’s not at all sorry. He meant for the stork to stay hungry.’

‘Yes, he did,’ agrees Mama. ‘And the clever stork knew that the fox was being mean. But she smiled and said it didn’t matter at all, and perhaps the fox would be so kind as to come to her home for dinner tomorrow. The greedy fox agreed. But when he arrived, the stork served the soup in a tall, thin jar with a very narrow opening. The fox couldn’t get his nose inside, but the stork’s long, thin beak fitted easily, and she ate up all the soup for herself. The fox stayed hungry.’

I giggle and snuggle a little lower into my bed. ‘Serves the fox right,’ I murmur.

‘Yes. That’s exactly what Aesop was saying. You should not treat others badly unless you can take the same bad treatment yourself.’

My eyelids are now so heavy that I cannot keep them open.

‘Thank you, Mama,’ I whisper.

Mama kisses me on the forehead, wisps of her hair tickling my face, then tiptoes out of the room. As she goes, she mutters. Something about nasty foxes . . . or is it Nazi foxes? . . . I don’t really know . . .

And I don’t care, because I am so, so sleepy . . .




Chapter Three

Tata has six packages that need delivering, but he’s expecting a customer, so can’t leave the shop.

‘An important customer,’ he says.

A member of the Polish Resistance, he means.

Aunty Barbara’s trying to make bread. She’s picking through the flour, taking out the weevils and all the bits of sawdust the grocer mixes in to make it go further.

‘By the time I’m done,’ she grumbles, ‘we’ll be lucky to have a cup full of flour. It will barely make a bun. A bun! To last the four of us two whole days!’

‘Zofia and I will deliver the packages,’ says Mama. ‘The fresh air and exercise will do us both good.’

Tata runs his hand through his hair until it sticks up like a haystack. He worries about us leaving the house. German soldiers are everywhere, and they like nothing more than hurting Polish people. They are Aesop foxes and we are storks.

‘We know the rules,’ says Mama. ‘Keep to the quiet streets where possible. Be invisible.’

‘And when you can’t be invisible, be weak,’ adds Tata. ‘The Germans are terrified of strong men, young men, smart men. But smart women scare them too.’ He taps the end of my nose. ‘Phew! If they knew what your mama is truly like, they’d be trembling in their shiny black boots. But they’re not scared of me because I’m small and weak and stupid and blind. I’m no threat to them at all.’

I giggle at the lie. My father is a handsome man, tall and strong. He has coarse, sandy hair that was once golden-blond, and brilliant blue eyes. He does have thick glasses, but that’s only because he’s ruined his sight with all that fine hand-sewing – collars, pockets, buttonholes, and secret seams for hiding messages.

‘I am a miserable scrap,’ Tata croaks. ‘Just look at me.’ He slaps a bit of weevilly flour onto his cheeks, lets his mouth fall open, then moves about the kitchen like an old man – back stooped, feet shuffling, lips quivering. He stumbles and grabs on to the table just in time to keep himself from toppling. Then suddenly he stands up straight again, rubs his hands together and beams at me. ‘My thick glasses and crooked bones and dotty manner are my secret weapons, Zofia. The Germans barely notice me, except to scoff. It’s almost as good as being invisible.’

I clap and laugh. ‘Clever!’

‘Yes,’ Tata agrees. ‘We should all do our best to look weak these days.’ He pauses, then looks straight into my eyes, no longer smiling. ‘But we are not weak, my girl. We are strong, smart, proud Polish folk.’

I nod.

‘Think of the stork, our beloved bird!’ cries Tata. ‘Just look at his handsome beak and glossy feathers, his long legs for strutting about, the wonderful wings that allow him to soar – all the way to Africa for the winter, then home for the spring. Always home to Poland! We are storks, Zofia. And no matter what is done to us and our homes, no matter how many of us are driven from this land, we will return and take our place once more. Just as the storks return each spring to build their nests. We are storks! We are proud Polish storks!’

He raises one eyebrow, tucks his hands beneath his armpits and starts strutting about, flapping his elbows, holding his chin proudly in the air, so different from his old-man staggering. Mama, Aunty Barbara and I burst out laughing. Then he stops, serious once more. ‘But only when the Germans aren’t looking. We don’t want to aggravate them. Not just yet . . .’

‘Yes, Tata.’ I nod, harder this time. ‘I understand. So can we deliver the parcels?’

Tata smiles and taps me on the end of my nose again. ‘I suppose so.’

He leads us downstairs. ‘You are lucky to be doing the deliveries today. One of the parcels is very special.’

I frown. Nothing beautiful has been sewn in Tata’s shop for ages. There’s no fabric to be bought, and everyone who comes to the shop is poor. Most of Tata’s work these days is patching holes, altering old clothes so they can fit someone’s brother or sister or daughter or son, or making one piece of clothing from the worn-out remains of two or three garments. Payment is a thankyou, a turnip, a jar of pickled cabbage or, if we’re really lucky, a sausage or an egg.

I haven’t had a new coat since the war began. Tata keeps letting down the sleeves and hem of my old one. It still fits around me, though. I’ve grown taller but I’m as skinny as a broom handle. We all are. There’s never enough to eat. Unless you’re a German soldier or a Nazi. The Nazi wife who lives in Aunty Barbara’s old apartment is so plump her arms are like legs of ham. Aunty Barbara’s arms are like twigs. Twigs so thin they’d break if a bird landed on them.

Tata pulls back the brown paper of the very special parcel. Inside, neatly folded, sits a green striped velvet suit. He holds up each piece for us to see – trousers, a waistcoat and a coat. ‘For old Mr Wojcik.’

‘Tata!’ I giggle. ‘It’s amazing! Funny but lovely. Where did you get the fabric?’

‘Mr Wojcik pulled down the curtains between his dining room and parlour!’ He throws back his head and laughs. ‘Mrs Wojcik was furious, but he told me he would rather have a new suit and an angry wife than tattered clothes and a happy home.’

I giggle. I love Mr Wojcik. He’s been Tata’s best customer since before I was born. I think he and Tata might also work together in the Polish Resistance, but I know not to ask.

‘And better still,’ says Tata, arching one eyebrow, ‘Mr Wojcik has already paid me for my labour.’ From beneath the worktable he pulls a great length of the green striped velvet. ‘Enough for three more coats – two to sell, and one for my beautiful Zofia.’

‘Tata!’ I press my face into the soft velvety fabric. ‘Oh, thank you! Thank you! Thank you!’

‘So you can see,’ he continues, ‘that the delivery is an important one. Mr Wojcik has paid a great price for this suit – valuable velvet and his wife’s ire.’
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Mama and I each carry a basket full of packages. The brown paper is wrinkled and the string frayed from being used over and over again. But the stiff cardboard tags are crisp and new, written in Tata’s beautiful handwriting – the name and address of the customer on one side, Josef Ulinski, Tailor on the other. The tags would make even the most tattered packages look special – like birthday presents, or deliveries for a king.

We walk towards Kraków’s Old Town, careful to avoid the busiest streets. A tram rumbles in the distance. The afternoon is chilly and blustery. Autumn has been blown away by winter. My cheeks and nose are soon turning to ice. My feet too. My wooden clogs give little protection from the cold. What I would give for proper boots! But boots are only for Germans. Poles are not worthy of leather, or even the rubber it takes to mend the sole of an old boot. And so we wear clogs. Cold, hard clogs.

I’m about to complain when I think of a better way to use my words.

‘Ten kittens or three puppies?’

‘What?’ asks Mama.

‘Ten kittens or three puppies? Which would you prefer to sleep with? Make a choice!’

‘Oh.’ Mama frowns at me. ‘That’s a lot of kittens in one bed. Then again, kittens are soft and fluffy and quite small, whereas puppies can be boisterous and smelly and rather fat, depending on the breed. I think I’ll choose the kittens.’

‘I’ll have the puppies,’ I say. ‘I’m hoping they’ll lick my feet clean during the night.’

Mama laughs, then says, ‘A party dress made from green striped velvet curtains, or a nightdress made from a chaff bag?’

‘That’s easy!’ I reply. ‘The party dress. The nightdress would be prickly. I wouldn’t get a wink of sleep.’

Mama scrunches her nose. ‘Yes. That would be bad. But if you choose the green striped velvet party dress you do have to wear it to a real party, Zofia. Other people will see you. They’ll stare. Maybe even scoff.’

I giggle. ‘That’s alright. I’ll go to the party with Mr Wojcik. We’ll match.’

We cross the strip of parkland that surrounds the heart of the city – giant trees, green grass, wide paths, iron lampposts, benches – all as beautiful as ever. As though there is no war and we need not feel both daring and scared to be out.

The vast market square is now just two short blocks away. I long to visit, to stand in the middle and twirl around and take it all in once more – the Cloth Hall with its arched porticos, the solid Town Hall Tower, Saint Mary’s Basilica, and all around, on every side, the elegant apartment blocks four and five storeys high.

But we don’t. We mustn’t. It’s too open, too busy. We take the outer streets, hugging the walls of the apartment buildings, being quiet, small, invisible.

Three German soldiers walk towards us. These men have special uniforms, the dark grey ones with the two lightning strikes on their collars. They’re SS, Hitler’s most feared soldiers.

Mama grabs my arm and we step down off the footpath, into the gutter. It’s what’s expected. Germans get the footpath. Poles get the gutters.

We are forbidden to Heil Hitler, too. As though even our salutes are rotten. Not that we want to Heil Hitler. We hate Hitler and nobody should salute a monster. But the Germans adore their Führer and do it all the time.

We lower our eyes and try to walk on, invisible, but one of the soldiers steps out in front of us.

‘Halt!’ He shouts as though we’re hard of hearing.

The other two soldiers step in behind us. We’re trapped. Not that we’d run. They have long legs. And sturdy boots. And bellies full of food to give them energy and speed. And guns.

The soldier in front asks what we have in our baskets.

Mama shakes her head. ‘I don’t understand.’

She does understand. Mama speaks fluent German. I do too. I’m clever at languages and Mama is a good teacher. But right now, Mama’s pretending to be stupid and weak.

The soldier reaches into Mama’s basket and takes out a package. He rips off the brown paper and inspects the garment. It’s a shirt, the elbows patched, the collar a different colour from the rest. He holds it up for his friends to see and they smirk.

Tossing the shirt into the gutter, he pulls out a second parcel and rips it open. Three pairs of underpants fall to the ground. They are Mr Ignasiak’s, made from his wife’s floral aprons. Times are tough for Poles right now.

Underpants or aprons? Make a choice!

The Ignasiaks chose underpants. I would have done the same.

A second soldier lifts a pair of underpants on the tip of his rifle and swings them around in the air. All three of them laugh, loud, mocking.

My cheeks burn.

One by one, the first soldier pulls the remaining packages from Mama’s basket, then mine, ripping them open and dropping the garments to the ground.

He almost collapses with laughter when at last he unveils Mr Wojcik’s suit.

I am furious. How dare they insult Tata’s fine tailoring! How dare they throw these precious clothes into the muddy gutter! How dare they ridicule us for dressing in scraps and patches and mismatched collars and green curtain fabric when it’s their fault that we have nothing better! They marched into our country and stole everything good. Even our boots and books and schools and clothes!

The first soldier is now slipping his arms through the sleeves of the green velvet waistcoat, and it’s more than I can bear. I know I should be quiet and meek and weak, as Tata has told me, but I cannot help myself.

‘Stop it!’ I shout in German. ‘Stop it! Get your smelly German arms out of Mr Wojcik’s clothes!’

Mama gasps. ‘Zofia. Hush!’

The soldier stops. He stares down at me, as though noticing me for the first time.

My heart thumps and my knees turn to custard.

He beckons to the other two soldiers. They shove Mama aside and all stand before me.

This is it, I think. I’m going to be shot. Or thrown into prison. Which would be worse?

Shot or locked away? Make a choice!

Except I don’t think the Germans will give me a choice. They’ll decide for me.

I cringe and wait for the bad thing to happen.

But instead, the soldiers smile.

Not in a mean way, like bullies do before they rip your doll’s arm off or spit on your clogs.

These are kind smiles. Friendly. Warm.

I frown, confused.

The first soldier puts his finger under my chin and lifts my face. He gazes into my eyes and his smile widens. He has lovely teeth, big and white. Like a movie star’s! Not that I’m allowed to go to the movies. But I’ve seen the posters.

I can’t help smiling back.

The second soldier pulls off my headscarf. He takes one of my long blonde plaits in his hand and holds it out. All three chatter excitedly about my clear blue eyes, my pale skin, my shiny golden hair.

The third soldier reaches down into the gutter and picks up one of Papa’s handwritten tags. He passes it to the first soldier, who glances at Mr Wojcik’s name and address, then, turning it over, reads out loud, ‘Josef Ulinski, Tailor.’ He nods, then tucks the tag into his breast pocket.

Now the soldiers gather the clothes from the street and stuff them back into our baskets. They even return Mr Wojcik’s waistcoat.

‘Have a fine day, little Fräulein,’ says the first soldier. In German.

All three wave at me, then wander away, talking rapidly. I cannot catch much of what they say with their backs turned, but I know they’re talking about me, and I hear two words over and over again.

‘Deutsches Blut.’

German blood.

Mama must hear them too, because she shakes her head and murmurs, ‘Polish blood! My daughter is Polish!’




Chapter Four

We stand in the gutter until the soldiers have disappeared around the corner, then Mama pulls me back onto the footpath. She plucks at the jumbled mess of clothes in our baskets and groans.

The brown paper wrapping has blown away, but the string has kept the tags from travelling too far. I run along the street gathering them up. ‘It’s fine, Mama! We have the names and addresses here on the tags. We can go to each place and show the clothes in our baskets, and people can take out whatever belongs to them! And we know where Mr Wojcik lives, and which clothes are his, so it doesn’t matter that the soldier stole his tag.’

Mama pokes at a muddy shirt in her basket. ‘The clothes are filthy, but I suppose everyone will understand when we explain what’s happened. And if there’s something important in the seams . . .’

We rush on around the streets, ducking into apartment blocks here and there, matching every garment to its rightful owner. We slip out of the Old Town through the park on the opposite side to where we came in. Wawel Castle towers above us to our left, a jumble of palace and cathedral, turrets and towers, and fortified walls. Once, it belonged to Polish emperors and presidents, but now it’s a Nazi castle. We hurry on past, heads down.

We deliver the flowery underpants to Mr Ignasiak. The poor man blushes that we have seen what should have remained hidden beneath brown paper and string. Then we continue on to where the streets start to curve and climb, and the apartment blocks give way to houses and trees. If we kept walking, we’d reach Kościuszko Mound, from where the entire city can be seen. But the place where we are going is closer and far better – Mr Wojcik’s house.

I love Mr Wojcik. He’s always polite and happy and kind. His wife is lovely too, although not so polite. She’s a grumbler, but I know it’s all pretend. Her heart is just as big as her husband’s.

‘Come in! Come in!’ the old man cries. He holds the door open and ushers us into a wide hallway. The timber floor is bare, but dark along the middle where a rug once lay. It’s probably been sold to buy food. Or perhaps it’s been sent to a cobbler to be made into strange carpet shoes that Mr Wojcik will wear with his new suit. The walls are hung with fine paintings in gold-and-timber frames. But here, too, there are dark patches where pictures are missing. I imagine each bare spot as a belly full of bread or potatoes.

‘My wife is in the kitchen shelling walnuts,’ says Mr Wojcik. ‘We have a tree in the back garden. Perhaps you’d like some.’ He looks at me properly for the first time and smiles. ‘What a fine girl you are becoming! So tall, but far too thin. Like our grandson Tomasz.’

Mama sighs. ‘I don’t know how the children keep growing with so little food in their bellies.’

Mr Wojcik turns towards the kitchen and yells, ‘Young Zofia Ulinski is here and she is hungry!’

We hear the sound of walnuts tumbling across wooden floorboards, followed by grumbling. The kitchen door opens and old Mrs Wojcik shuffles up the hallway, carrying a brown paper bag. ‘Zofia! Halina! Welcome!’ She stops when she sees the new suit draped over her husband’s arm. ‘Marek, you stupid man! I’ve told you a dozen times already, you will look ridiculous in that!’

‘It’s beautifully made,’ I say. ‘Tata is a fine tailor.’

‘Yes, Zofia,’ she agrees. ‘That he is. But green striped velvet curtain fabric! Mr Wojcik will look like a walking sofa in such clothes.’

‘Exactly!’ he cries. ‘The Germans will think I’m a stupid old man – just as you do, my dear – and so I can dash about town doing as I please, passing secret messages to the Resistance, rescuing Jews from the ghetto, letting German shepherds off their leashes, slashing tyres on Nazi cars . . .’

‘Ha! As if you’d be so daring,’ scoffs his wife. But something about the way she looks at him, her eyes a mix of love and pride – and a little bit of fear – makes me wonder if it might be true. Like Tata, pretending to be crooked and weak and blind, a harmless old tailor, while sending important messages all over the city for the Resistance.

‘Listen to us arguing like Stalin and Hitler!’ cries Mr Wojcik. ‘Where are our manners? My dear, I believe you have something for Zofia.’

Mrs Wojcik hands me the brown paper bag. ‘Walnuts. For you. I fear they are small and almost as hard as wood, but my faithful old tree has done its best.’

‘Thank you!’ I reach up and kiss her cheek. ‘They’ll be delicious, I’m sure.’

Mrs Wojcik smiles. ‘What a sweet girl you are. It’s a shame Tomasz is not here to meet you. Marek, have you told them he’s come to stay?’

‘No,’ says Mr Wojcik, frowning. ‘I was just about to mention him when you started scolding and nagging yet again!’ He turns to me, eyes shining. ‘Tomasz is living with us now, because his father is flying with the British Airforce and his mother has run away to join the circus.’

I giggle.

Mrs Wojcik rolls her eyes. ‘She ran away to join the Polish Resistance.’

Mr Wojcik mutters, ‘Resistance. Circus. Warsaw Ballet. I am too old and confused to know the difference.’ Then, chirping up, he says, ‘Tomasz is nine, like you, Zofia!’

‘I’m only eight,’ I reply. ‘Well, eight and a half, because my birthday is on the twenty-second of June.’

‘Tomasz’s too!’ he cries. ‘You’re twins! Or would be, if Tomasz had been born a year later. Or if you’d been born a year earlier. Oh, it’s such a shame he’s not here to see you! I sent him out on an errand just before you arrived.’

‘I’d really like to meet him,’ I say.

Mrs Wojcik smiles. ‘Why don’t you and your mama come back tomorrow for tea? I’ll bake walnut cake. Of course, I have no eggs . . . or butter . . . or sugar, so the cake might not be all that you hope for. But I think you’ll enjoy the company.’

‘Yes, please!’ I gasp.

‘That would be lovely,’ agrees Mama. ‘But now, Zofia, we really must go. Tata will wonder why we’ve taken so long.’

Mr Wojcik dumps his new clothes into his wife’s arms. ‘Come, Zofia, Halina. Let me see you out. I’ll even walk you to the end of the street. A little exercise will do me good.’

‘Exercise,’ scoffs his wife. ‘You just want an excuse to spy on the Germans.’

Mr Wojcik nods. ‘My wife knows me far too well. I do want to see what those bothersome Nazis are up to in our neighbourhood. But it’s also a pleasure to spend a little more time with two of my favourite people.’

He opens the front door, stops on the stoop and waits for Mama to thread her free arm through his crooked elbow. Then he leads her down the stairs and along the street, like a king setting out with his queen for a morning walk through his kingdom. I follow, giggling. Because Mr Wojcik is so funny. And because I’m excited about meeting Tomasz. I can’t remember the last time I played with another child.

Before the end of the street, Mr Wojcik stops. He looks into the distance and his face fills with despair. I follow his gaze between the trees to a fine, large house. A flag – red with a white circle and a crooked black cross – hangs from a second-storey window. It’s a swastika, which means the Polish family who used to live there are gone. Nazis have moved in.

Just like Aunty Barbara’s apartment.

‘Look.’ Mr Wojcik’s voice is suddenly soft and shaky. ‘See what those barbarians have done. There used to be a stork’s nest on the roof of that house. Right in the middle. But they’ve ripped it down.’ He looks at Mama, then at me, his eyes filled with tears. ‘Who would do such a thing? Is it not bad enough that they have driven out poor Roman Drabek and his beautiful wife and children? Do they need to banish the storks too?’

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a tattered purple handkerchief. He mops his eyes and blows his nose, then says, ‘Storks have been coming here to nest on that roof for more than a hundred years! From the time I was old enough to walk, my tata would bring me here in the springtime to watch the return of the storks. Day after day, we would see them tidying up their nest, sitting on their eggs, raising a new family until they were strong enough to fly south to Africa for the winter. And I have watched them, every year, ever since.’

Mama is silent, but I see her move closer to the old man and squeeze his arm a little tighter.

‘But now . . .’ Mr Wojcik shakes his head. ‘The wife of the Nazi doctor who has moved into the house does not like the look of the stork’s nest on her roof. She thinks it is messy and so it must go.’

‘Isn’t it bad luck to destroy a stork’s nest?’ I ask.

Mr Wojcik stares down at me. ‘Bad luck? Yes, Zofia. Yes. It is very bad luck . . . But bad luck for whom?’

A shiver runs down my back.

‘You’re getting cold, Zofia,’ says Mama. She smiles at Mr Wojcik. ‘Thank you. For walking us this far. For the walnuts and the invitation to tea. For sharing the green striped velvet.’ Then, in a lower voice, she murmurs, ‘Take care, dear friend. The soldiers who ripped open your parcel also took the tag with your address. I don’t know why. Who knows why these Germans do any of the things they do? But be careful. You may get a surprise visit some time soon. It would be a shame if they found more than the green striped velvet suit in your wardrobe.’

The old man stares at Mama and strokes his beard. ‘That is unfortunate, for my wardrobe is very full right now.’

 I frown. What else does Mr Wojcik have in his wardrobe? A red striped velvet suit? A purple one? A yellow velvet suit with flowers all over?

Yellow velvet would be strange. But would it be enough to make the Germans angry?

Before I can think of a sensible answer, Mama has taken me by the hand and we are walking homewards.




Chapter Five

Mama is wrong about the surprise visit. The soldiers don’t call in on Mr Wojcik and search his wardrobe for suits made from curtain fabric. They don’t call in on Mr Wojcik at all.

The surprise visit is to us.

It happens in the middle of the night, while we’re tucked up in our beds.

‘Ulinski!’ someone shouts from the street below. They bang on the shop door. ‘Josef Ulinski!’

Mama runs into my room, her brown hair loose, her coat thrown over her nightdress. She pulls me out of bed and orders me to put on my dress, stockings, coat, clogs and headscarf. ‘Over your nightdress. Quickly! You must keep warm, Zofia! Quickly! Quickly!’

‘Mama . . .’ I groan. ‘I was warm enough in bed . . .’

Aunty Barbara runs into my room now, pulling her skirt on over her nightdress, tripping in her clogs, hissing, ‘Is she dressed? Is she warm?’

I’m so tired. Why are we getting dressed? Why aren’t we staying in bed?

Aunty Barbara and Mama thread my legs into my stockings, my arms into my coat. And all the time, Aunty Barbara is praying, frantically, ‘Angel of God, my guardian angel, stay always by my side. In the morning, during the day and in the night, come always to my aid. Angel of God, my guardian angel, stay always by my side . . .’

I sway and close my eyes, but snap them open again at the sound of a window smashing. A door bangs and downstairs is filled with noise – Germans shouting, boots stomping, dogs barking, furniture toppling.

Tata runs past my bedroom door, looking rumpled and confused in a coat and trousers and his striped pyjama top. ‘Don’t come downstairs!’ he calls. ‘No matter what!’

‘What’s happening?’ I ask Mama, now wide awake. ‘Are they going to take Tata away in a truck?’

‘Shhh,’ hisses Mama, which is no answer at all. She pulls me into her body and Aunty Barbara wraps her arms around me from the other side.

‘Angel of God,’ we murmur together, ‘my guardian angel, stay always by my side.’

Downstairs I hear Tata speaking, Germans shouting, and a thud. Now boots are stomping up the stairs, but Tata doesn’t make a sound. Surely he should shout ‘Stop!’ or ‘You are trespassing!’ or ‘If you promise not to hurt us, I’ll take your measurements and sew you the finest suit in Poland from some fine green striped velvet I’ve been saving for a special occasion.’ But he doesn’t. Tata is silent.

‘Halina!’ gasps Aunty Barbara. ‘It’s you they’re looking for! Someone must have told them about your students!’ She talks rapidly, with more bossiness in her voice than I have ever heard before. ‘Pretend you are me and I’ll pretend to be you. I will be Halina Ulinski. It’s alright if they take me. I have no children, no husband. But Zofia and Josef need you. They–’

German soldiers barge into my bedroom. They grab Mama. I cling to her and scream but they’re too strong and we’re torn apart.

I see the men properly for the first time. Grey uniforms. Lightning strikes on their collars. SS.

‘No! No!’ screams Aunty Barbara, leaping towards Mama. ‘You have the wrong person! I am Halina Ulinski. It’s me you want. Me!’

The nearest soldier swipes her aside, as though she’s a pesky fly. She falls, hitting her head on the hard end of the bed on the way down. And then she’s still, her eyes closed.

I barely have time to wonder if she’s alright, because another soldier now takes hold of my arm. It’s the soldier I saw this afternoon. The one with the movie-star smile!

‘Kommen Sie!’ he orders.

‘No!’ I shout.

‘Ja!’ he growls, and tugs my arm.

‘No! No!’ shouts Mama, terrified. ‘Leave her be! Take me. Take my husband. Take my sister. But leave her here. She’s just a little girl! She’s done nothing wrong!’

But the soldier doesn’t listen. He drags me across the room.

‘Mama! Mama! What’s happening?’ I scream.

But Mama doesn’t know. Another soldier has her arms pinned behind her and she cannot move.

All she can do is howl as I am dragged away, through the bedroom door and out of sight.

I kick and scream, ‘I want my mama! I want my mama!’ But Mama cannot follow.

The soldier drags me downstairs and into the workshop, where Tata is being held by yet another soldier, his neck in an armlock so tight he cannot speak.

‘Tata! Tata!’ I cry.

Tata cannot reply. He cannot move. All he can do is stare in agony through the oceans of tears that are filling his blue eyes and running down his face.

I’m dragged through the workroom, into the shop with its broken window, and out into the cold, dark street. And there, I see a truck. Like the one I heard two nights ago, filled with Polish people, crying, calling for help. Like the one I imagine Uncle Stanislaw was taken away in. The one that took him away but never ever brought him back.

I howl and thrash and kick and bite and try to break free. ‘Let me go! I want my mama! I want my tata!’

‘Nein!’ The soldier with the movie-star smile slaps me across the side of my head and tosses me up into the back of the truck, where I land with a thud.

I’m winded, and cannot scream another word. I can’t even breathe. I gasp and choke and grope for something to hold on to, but all I find is an ankle.

The skinny ankle of a little girl.

I let go and my breath returns with a gasp as the truck drives away.
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German or Polish?

Make a choice!




Chapter Six

Someone is sucking my finger.

It feels wet and slimy and a little bit toothy.

It’s a calf. She’s a darling, creamy brown with knock knees and a tail that swishes from side to side with happiness. She’s hungry, but her mama cow is nowhere to be seen, and the little calf thinks that if she sucks hard enough she’ll get some milk from my finger.

I stand in a pretty green meadow by the Vistula River and pat the calf on the head with one hand while she sucks at the other. I feel happy.

Now more calves appear. Hungry calves. They can’t find their mamas either. They spot the darling little calf sucking my finger, and their tummies rumble and they all want a turn. They crowd around, murmur-mooing. They grow restless, pressing in on me, their murmurs turning to bellows. They jostle and moan and roll their eyes and push and shove, and before I know what has happened, I’ve been carried across the meadow, through a muddy gateway, up a ramp and onto the back of a truck.

The canvas flap is rolled down. I’m trapped in a smelly truck with dozens of calves. I’m terrified. We all are. Even the darling little calf. She closes her eyes tightly and sucks my finger even harder.

A horn blasts and the truck starts moving. Slowly at first, then more quickly. Away from the meadow and the mama cows and the Vistula River and Kraków and my own precious mama. We’re all so scared, the little calves and me. And we’re hungry and thirsty, and cold too, because we travel on through the night and we have no sunshine, no blankets, no mamas to snuggle. The truck bounces and sways from side to side and the calves cry and I cry with them, and the darling little calf just keeps sucking, sucking, sucking at my finger.

It’s a dream. A nightmare.

But then I wake, and things are just as bad. Or maybe even worse. Because I really am in the back of a truck, rumbling through the dark of night, driving further and further away from Kraków and Mama and Tata and Aunty Barbara and everything I know. I’m sitting in dirty, smelly straw and I’m cold and hungry and thirsty and scared. And I’m crowded in by others who are also cold and hungry and thirsty and scared. Dozens of others.

But they’re not calves. They’re children. Polish children, just like me.

One of them is sucking my finger. It’s a baby girl, Nadia, barely one year old. She’s huddled in my lap, eyes closed, sucking, sucking, sucking. I dare not pull my finger from her mouth in case she wakes. And when she’s awake, she cries. All the time.

A lot of the children in the truck cry. One or two scream then get too tired to keep it up. Some sit in silence, mouths wide open, as though they want to scream but the sound won’t come out. Others sleep.

I sit with my back against the wall, Nadia in my lap, her sister Lucja and her brother Jan pressed into my sides. Lucja is four. Jan is five.

They seem to think I’m a big, strong girl who will keep them safe. I’m not a big girl. I’m only eight. I’m not strong. And I cannot keep them safe. But I’m glad of their warm little bodies snuggled into mine.

‘Look!’ says Jan. He kneels beside me and presses his face against one of the splits in the canvas wall. ‘Fire!’

I turn my head and peer out through the same split, just above his head. An entire village is burning! Houses, barns, a church, a tree.

‘It’s beautiful!’ cries Jan. ‘Like a picture.’

He’s right! Paint – red, yellow, orange, gold – splashes across the dark page of night. It spreads and glimmers and glows between black crayon lines that mark the shapes of the buildings – roof frames, walls, a church tower. It’s a picture filled with colour and life.

‘Beautiful . . .’ I echo.

But then I remember that this is a real village. Real homes are burning, vanishing. And where are the people? I hope they’ve run away somewhere safe. Suddenly, I see the picture as an angry person’s painting, wild and messy and out of control. Too much red and yellow. Too much orange and gold.

The colours spread further and further, gobbling up the black lines, one after another.

‘Stop,’ I whisper. ‘Stop.’

‘Germans,’ says a big girl who’s also peering out at the fire. ‘Monsters. They did the same to my village.’

‘Why?’ I ask.

She shrugs.

‘Look!’ shouts Jan. ‘There! On top of that house. A stork nest!’

Flames leap up from the roof and lick at the nest. It catches fire and burns like a torch.

I feel sick. ‘It’s bad luck to destroy a stork nest,’ I murmur.

‘It’s bad luck to have your village burned down,’ says the big girl.

She’s right. The burning village is terrible. But the stork nest makes it feel even worse.

I think of the Drabek house in Mr Wojcik’s street. The Germans pulled down the stork’s nest, but I got the bad luck.

I wonder how many other stork nests have been destroyed by the Germans in Poland.

Bombed.

Burned.

Ripped down because they make a mess.

Bad luck.

Lots and lots of it.

All coming our way.
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We’ve been travelling through the night, getting colder and more miserable as the temperature drops. I’m shivering so hard my teeth rattle. I dream of warm baths, fireside stories, hot tea.

I whimper. I’m supposed to be visiting the Wojciks’ for tea this afternoon. I’ll never be home in time.

I was so looking forward to meeting Tomasz. I’d already pictured every detail. Tomasz would be tall and thin with blond hair and blue eyes, just like me. We’d meet and blush . . . wave hello and giggle . . . and then we’d laugh out loud. Next thing, we’d be rolling walnuts up and down the hallway, shouting and squealing. Mama and Mrs Wojcik would be telling us to calm down. But we wouldn’t, because we’d be having too much fun.

The truck hits a pothole and Jan wets his pants. The picture of Tomasz vanishes and I feel even colder than before. Now, at dawn, my breath is turning to fog in front of my face. I’m grateful that Mama made me dress in my coat and stockings and scarf when the SS came to our house. Did she know this was going to happen?

‘Mama . . .’ I whisper. Tears drip off my chin and fall onto baby Nadia’s head. She whimpers. I wrap my coat around her little body and hug her more tightly.

‘I’m thirsty,’ Lucja whines. ‘When are they going to give us some water?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘Soon, I’m sure.’

The big girl whose village was burned is sitting nearby. She snorts. ‘Some of us have been in this truck since yesterday morning and they haven’t given us anything.’

I stare at her, horrified.

She wriggles a little closer. ‘When the day goes on and the temperature rises, the frost on the canvas will melt. You can lick whatever drips from the roof or runs down the walls. It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing.’ She looks at Jan and Lucja and says kindly, ‘You two can do that, can’t you?’

They both nod and she smiles. ‘Good. It’ll be a game. A competition. Who can lick the most droplets without bumping their head against the metal frame?’

‘Me!’ shouts Lucja.

‘No, me!’ cries Jan.

The big girl looks at me. ‘Can you do it?’

I nod. I’m glad she’s taking control.

Nadia wriggles in my arms and starts to whimper again. ‘What about the baby?’ I ask. ‘I don’t think she’s old enough to lick water off walls. How long do you think she can go without drinking?’

The big girl frowns. She doesn’t have an answer.

After a few minutes of uncomfortable silence, she mutters, ‘I’m Kat.’

‘Zofia,’ I say.

‘Sorry I smell,’ murmurs Kat. ‘I wet my pants.’

‘Me too,’ says Jan.

‘Look!’ cries Lucja. ‘The first drips!’

We spend ages catching droplets of water on our tongues as they fall from the canvas roof. We lick the walls and suck on one another’s heads if a large drop lands there. Which gives me an idea. I rip a little bit of fabric from the lining of my coat, soak up the drips that run down the walls and give the fabric to Nadia to suck.

Her eyes widen with surprise. She likes it! I wet the cloth for her over and over again.

We’re still thirsty even after hours of hunting for water. But it keeps us from worrying about other things.

Like, why have we been taken away from our mamas and tatas?

Or, why are they treating us like animals?

Or, where are we going?

We’re still licking the damp walls when the truck slows and pulls up.

‘Are we there?’ asks Lucja.

I don’t know. I don’t even know where there is! But instead, I say, ‘Maybe.’

I peer through a slit in the canvas and see that we’re outside a train station at the edge of a small, grey village. Another Polish town the Germans have made miserable. And there’s a truck nearby, just like ours. Soldiers hustle children from the station then toss them into the back of the truck. Small children. Big children. Scared children. But not a mama or tata in sight.

Suddenly, the view is gone, and I find myself looking at an old peasant woman. She presses her face up to the canvas.

‘Hello! Hello!’ I cry out to her.

She sticks her bony fingers through the crack and whispers, ‘God bless you, poor little girl.’

I touch her fingers with mine. ‘Zofia,’ I say. ‘I am Zofia Ulinski from Kraków. Can you tell my mama and tata I’m here? Tell them to come and get me!’

The truck engine roars to life and we start to move once more. The woman’s fingers disappear but I keep my own hand pressed to the wall. ‘Please!’ I shout. ‘Tell Mama and Tata I need them to find me! I’m scared!’




Chapter Seven

The road grows bumpier, the floor of the truck harder. I don’t know where we are. Poland is such a big country. How will Mama and Tata ever be able to find me?

The littlest children moan and grizzle and sob themselves to sleep. The smell in here is terrible – poo and wee and vomit. I retch but have nothing to bring up.

I doze off and dream of the Vistula River. So much water! I stick my face in and gulp it down.

I wake with a start. The truck has stopped again and the canvas flap at the back is rolled up. We’re in the middle of a town. A big town, I think, because we’ve parked near some sort of factory, and further down the street I see apartment buildings, just like in Kraków.

‘Schnell! Schnell!’

Quickly! Quickly!

Two German soldiers lift us out. My legs wobble and all I want to do is lie down on the road and go back to sleep. But then I see nurses waiting for us – women in white dresses and aprons and flapping caps – and they have water! Not just drips of water that we have to lick off the road or the lampposts, but an entire barrel. They scoop the water into metal cups and hand them out. One cup for each child!

Some of the children gulp so fast they vomit, and the nurses scold them in German. The children can’t understand the words, but they understand the anger, and they’re confused.

We all are. Aren’t nurses supposed to help sick children?

We’re made to stand in four straight lines on the footpath, even though we can barely stay awake. Kat holds Nadia on her hip. Lucja and Jan cling to my coat. Lucja wets her pants, a puddle forming around her feet.

One of the nurses, a tall, wide woman, drags Lucja from the line by her ear. She slaps her across the back of her little legs, and when Lucja cries she slaps her again.

It’s cruel, and it doesn’t make sense. Lots of the children have had accidents on the journey. None of us can help it. Why pick on just one little girl?

Poor Lucja is left standing before us all, cold and wet, legs smarting, face turning red as she desperately tries to hold back the tears. The nasty nurse marches off to speak to one of the soldiers, so I dash forward, grab Lucja by the hand and pull her back into line beside me.

By the time the nurse returns, she seems to have forgotten the puddle. She walks up and down the lines of children, shouting commands in German.

We are to stay in close formation. We must march through the streets in an orderly fashion. We must not cry. We must not talk to anyone we pass. The good people of this fine German city do not want to be bothered.

We all nod, even the children who don’t understand what has been said. None of us wants to be slapped like Lucja.

‘We’re in Germany,’ Kat murmurs.

‘Not really,’ whispers a big boy. ‘Look at that sign near the factory gates. It says Wartheland. We’re still in Poland, just one of the stolen bits the Germans pretend is their own.’

‘Schnell! Schnell!’ snap the nurses. We march away from the trucks – an army of small, smelly soldiers – along one city block after another. People walk by on the other side of the street, faces turned away. Perhaps the sight and smell of us are too much to bear.

We pass a pretty Polish church with a belltower and an onion dome on top. Or is it a German church now? Or just an empty shell, because the Germans have kicked God out along with all the Poles?

At last, we come to a grand building – four storeys high, white with a red tiled roof and lots of windows. It’s set back from the street in a large garden, surrounded by a high brick wall. It looks like an old monastery.

We pass through double iron gates, which are guarded by two soldiers with machine guns. Are they there to keep intruders out? Or to keep us in? It’s hard to tell.

I frown at them as I pass. I hate German soldiers.

But as we walk along the path towards the house, my hate is swallowed up by surprise. The garden is strange and wonderful, like something from a picture book. It’s full of young nurses in crisp white uniforms, pushing enormous prams between the winter-bare trees. In the prams, amidst white woollen blankets, sit pretty plump babies dressed all in white – bonnets and smocks and thick woolly cardigans.

It all looks so beautiful and clean and bright and perfect. I widen my eyes to make sure I’m really awake and not in the smelly truck, having yet another dream.

Jan whispers, ‘I think this might be the place where the storks get the babies they deliver to all the mothers and fathers.’

Lucja looks up at me, her face full of hope. ‘Do you think the storks could take us back home to Mama and Tata?’

It’s a lovely idea. I want to believe it. I really do. So I smile and nod.

We’re marched into the building, along a wide corridor, until we reach a hall filled with tables and benches. As we sit, bowls of steaming hot soup are placed before us.

‘A whole bowl of soup!’ Kat gasps between mouthfuls. ‘And there are chunks of potato. And carrot!’

We’re so excited that we forget to be scared, forget to be watchful. It’s only when Nadia is lifted from Kat’s lap that we stop gobbling long enough to see the flock of nurses that has swooped in to take all the babies away.

Jan shouts, ‘Give me back my sister!’ He jumps up from the table, runs at the nurse who has Nadia, and pummels her with his fists. ‘Give her back. She’s my sister!’

The nurse pushes Jan over with a jab of her foot, and flaps away.

Kat slips off her seat and pulls Jan back to the table. ‘It’s alright, Jan,’ she says. ‘They’re just taking her for a bath and a clean nappy and a bottle of milk.’

‘Do you really think so?’ whispers Jan.

Kat nods. ‘You saw all those fat, happy babies in the garden. Soon Nadia will be bobbing up and down in one of those fancy prams, with her very own nurse to drive her around. Babies are like princesses here. And if you’re lucky, Nadia might let you and Lucja ride along with her.’

Lucja says, ‘Maybe the stork will take all three of us home to Mama and Tata in the pram!’

I listen to Kat and Lucja, my mouth open. I want a bath and a pram and a stork-ride home.

‘Essen!’ snaps one of the nurses as she walks past. Eat! She mimes spooning food into her mouth.

It’s easy to obey. We gobble the rest of our soup gladly. The bowls are removed and glasses of milk are placed before us. Real milk! I drink so fast I get the hiccups.

Another flock of nurses swoops in and this time they fly away with the younger children. Lucja and Jan start to fret, to pull back, but the nurse who grabs them each by the hand is too wide, too tall, too strong, and they soon vanish from sight.

I stare after them. ‘Will we see them again?’ I ask Kat.

But she doesn’t answer.

Our empty glasses are removed and we sit and wait. We don’t know what we’re waiting for. Nobody has told us why we’re here or what’s going to happen next. All the nurses have vanished.

Two of the boys leave their bench and scuttle to the door, but as soon as they push it open a nurse appears, grabs them each by an ear and hauls them back to a table.

‘Setzen!’ she growls. Sit!

So they do.

We all sit and wait. For hours. My head slumps forward onto the table and I doze.

When I wake again Kat is frowning, worrying, scratching her hands. She asks, ‘Have you noticed anything strange, Zofia?’

I gape at her. Everything is strange! Stealing children from their families. Throwing them onto the back of a truck. Starving them, then feeding them like kings. Not letting them use a toilet, then slapping them when they wet their pants. The garden filled with fat babies in giant prams. I don’t know which strange thing to choose, so I just shake my head.

‘Look!’ says Kat.

I press my fists into my eyes and rub. I’m so tired.

‘Look around the hall,’ she insists.

I like Kat. She makes me feel safe. I want to please her. So I hold my eyelids open with my fingers and I look.

‘Dirty,’ I murmur. ‘Everyone’s dirty. That boy over there has poo and straw stuck to his pants. And the boy beside him. And . . .’

Kat is staring at me. With her blue eyes.

Kat has blue eyes and blonde hair. Just like me.

I look around the hall once more, peering through the dirt, trying to see what Kat has seen.

And then I do.

We’re all the same.

Kat.

Me.

Every other girl and boy in this room.

We all have blonde hair and blue eyes.




Chapter Eight

I wake with a start. Someone is crying. Someone nearby.

I stare into the dark. Troubled. Heart thudding. Remembering.

We were in the hall. Then we were taken away to a long, bare room. Me. Kat. The rest of the girls. The boys were left behind.

The nurses who flapped in and took us away all looked the same – tall and wide with big strong hands, blonde hair beneath their white caps, stern faces and icy blue eyes. They bossed and shoved and snapped and slapped. Every single one.

We were made to undress and wait, shivering, for ages. So much waiting!

I was put in a bath and the nurse scrubbed me so hard I cried. She washed my hair, digging in her fingernails, and I cried some more.

‘Hush!’ she snapped in German. ‘At least you get to keep your hair. Those with lice get it all shaved off.’

‘Not all of it!’ I asked, also in German.

‘Snip-snap-snip!’ the nurse replied. ‘All of it!’ But her words had softened a little. I think it was because I’d spoken her language, not Polish.

I hushed and the nurse lifted me from the bath, pushed a towel at me and shoved me away.

I stared at the towel. I never dry myself. Mama does it for me. She wraps me in a towel and hugs me and calls me her little cocoon and tells me she loves me. If it’s winter, she carries me into the kitchen and plonks me in front of the wood stove before drying me off. Baths always mean wraps and cuddles and fireside warmth.

But not here. Here, I had to dry myself. I stood in the cold bathroom with four other girls, shaking and shivering. My hair dripped and I pulled the towel around me like a cape, waiting for someone to help. Another nurse walked towards me and I smiled, but she frowned and slapped my bare leg. ‘Schnell! Schnell!’

I cried again and tried to dry myself, but I couldn’t reach everywhere, and when a nurse pulled a nightdress over my head it stuck to the water on my back. It felt so yucky and I sobbed so hard I almost swallowed my tongue.

Then it was bedtime. Ten double bunks in one room. A bare linoleum floor. A large window, open. Even now in the middle of winter. Colder than the bathroom.

We stood, two girls at the end of each bunk. I wanted to be with Kat, but she was up the other end of the room and I was afraid to move.

‘Get into bed!’ said the nurse, pointing to our bunks, and we did, all at the same time.

‘Go to sleep!’ she said, and turned off the light.

Someone started to say their bedtime prayers out loud and some of us joined in. ‘Angel of God, my guardian angel, stay always by my–’

The light flicked back on and the nurse dragged us from our beds and slapped us. Hard. On our cold, bare legs. ‘Praying is forbidden!’

I climbed back into bed, crying once more. Legs burning. Heart aching. I was about to say my prayers in silence, but the nurse leaned over me and hissed, ‘And don’t even think about praying in your head, because I will know if you do.’

Could she really know? I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t pray just in case. I did say a silent sorry to God for not praying, which might also be a prayer, but the light went out and the nurse left me alone.

I cried, and I wanted to stay awake and feel angry at all those tall, wide nurses who’d hurt me and slapped me and scared me, but this was a real bed with a mattress and a pillow and clean sheets and warm blankets and my tummy was full and I was exhausted. I fell asleep straight away.

But now I’m awake, and someone is crying. My chest aches and my eyes sting and I think I’ll probably join in soon.

I wish baby Nadia was here, sucking on my finger. I wish Jan and Lucja were snuggled into me on either side. I wish I had Anna, my doll. I wish I had a calf to cuddle.

No, what I really wish is that Mama and Tata were here.

Mama and Tata aren’t here.

But at least Kat is. Big, brave Kat.

I slip out of bed and wander along the row of beds, feeling my way in the dark. ‘Kat, Kat,’ I whimper. ‘Where are you?’

I’m right near the crying now. It’s coming from the bottom bunk of the bed I’ve just passed. ‘Mama! I want my mama!’ the voice sobs.

I want my mama too.

I move towards the weeping, feel about and take the girl’s hand in mine.

‘Hello,’ I whisper.

The girl squeezes my hand and sniffs. ‘Who’s that?’

‘Zofia,’ I say. ‘I am Zofia Ulinski.’

‘Where’s your mama?’ asks the girl.

I don’t know. Is Mama in bed in our house? Is she running around the streets of Kraków, searching for me, calling out my name? Is she on the back of a truck being sent across Poland to somewhere strange and new, where she can’t understand the rules and gets slapped across the legs for breaking them?

I don’t know where Mama is, so I ask, ‘What’s your name?’

‘Maria Polanski,’ she says.

‘Where’s your mama?’ I ask.

‘In prison,’ she whispers. ‘She worked in a bakery and sold a cake to a Polish woman instead of keeping it for a German woman.’

‘What sort of cake?’ It’s a stupid question but I don’t know what else to say. Mama has taught me all sorts of things like reading and writing, adding and multiplying, the history of Poland, how to draw a cat, what prayers to say at bedtime, how to speak German and English and Italian, and the best thread for sewing on a button. But she has never taught me how to dry myself after a bath, or what to say when you’ve been stolen from your family and you meet a girl whose mama has been sent to prison for selling a cake to the wrong person.

‘Walnut cake,’ says Maria.

Again, I think of Mrs Wojcik and the afternoon tea I missed, and Tomasz, the boy I never got to meet. ‘I love walnut cake!’ I cry.

‘So did the German lady.’ Maria starts weeping once more.

‘Zofia, Zofia!’ It’s Kat, hissing my name.

‘I’m here,’ I say.

‘Where?’

‘Here.’

It’s another stupid conversation but it works because Kat is now beside me, now hugging me.

‘You’re crying,’ she says.

‘Not me,’ I explain. ‘Maria.’

‘Maria Polanski,’ Maria sobs. ‘I’m ten.’

‘I’m eleven,’ says Kat.

‘I’m eight,’ I say.

It’s all stupid.

Maria pulls back her blanket. ‘Want to hop in?’

We do. Kat and I squeeze in and the bed is far too small and we’re squishing each other but it’s good because we’re not alone.

‘We’re like a family,’ I whisper.

‘We’re like a tin of sardines,’ says Kat.

‘I love sardines,’ says Maria. ‘I’m ten and I love sardines, but not as much as I love cherries.’

It’s another stupid thing to say, but kind of nice too. Because it doesn’t mention mamas or tatas or prisons or angry German women who missed out on walnut cake or trucks or how very, very scared we are.




Chapter Nine

It’s morning and a nurse is staring down at Kat, Maria and me. Three girls in one bed. Surely it’s against the rules.

I think she’s angry. Angry nurses slap.

‘Sorry,’ I say.

‘Sorry,’ says Maria.

‘We’re pretending to be sardines,’ says Kat. ‘Maria loves sardines, but not as much as she loves cherries.’

I giggle. Partly because I think Kat is funny and cheeky and brave, but also because I’m scared. Sometimes when you’re scared the wrong sound comes out. I giggle and I fall out of bed and then I hold my breath and wait for trouble to arrive.

The nurse leans down and helps me to my feet. She doesn’t yell. And she doesn’t slap.

I want to hug her. Or rather, I want her to hug me. Like Mama does when she wakes me in the morning.

I look into her blue eyes. It’s the nurse who bathed me last night. I whisper in German, ‘I’m Zofia.’

But the nurse doesn’t hug. She doesn’t smile. She doesn’t even tell me her name. She goes from bed to bed, waking each girl with a shake of the shoulder, then tells us all to stand at the end of our bunks.

Another nurse appears and shouts, ‘First thing, every morning, you will make your bed!’ She scowls then marches to my bed, where she plumps the pillow, pulls up the sheet and blanket, smooths them out and tucks them in. All in less time than it takes me to yawn.

She shouts once more. Not really a word. More of a growl. All the girls rush about making their beds in exactly the same way. Except for me, because mine has just been sorted. I’m grateful, because Aunty Barbara always makes my bed and I don’t think I’d do a very good job of it myself. I’m about to say thank you to the nurse when she lunges forward, messes up my bedding and tosses my pillow onto the floor.

I stare at her, open-mouthed. What did she do that for? Maybe she has rabies. Animals with rabies go mad. I look for signs of frothing around her mouth.

‘Schnell! Schnell!’ She shoves me in beside my rumpled bed.

I plump and pull and smooth and tuck but it’s not good enough. The nurse growls and pokes me in the back and I try harder, but the wrinkles and folds just seem to grow. I’m about to cry when the big girl who sleeps in the bunk above mine slips in beside me and helps.

‘Thank you,’ I say.

She smiles and I see that she is very pretty, even though her head’s been shaved. Gently, she guides me to the foot of my bed, where we stand side by side and wait.

‘I’m Zofia,’ I whisper.

‘I’m Jadwiga,’ she replies, and hooks her little finger around mine.

Our beds are inspected and the girls who have wrinkles in their blankets are slapped. Two of the girls who don’t have wrinkles in their beds are also slapped. They both have shaved heads like Jadwiga’s, so maybe the slap is a late one for having lice. It’s hard to know.

When the slapping is done, we march to the bathroom, where we go to the toilet – ‘Schnell! Schnell!’ – and wash our faces. We take our nightdresses off and hang them on hooks on the wall. We stand in our knickers shivering while another nurse shows us how we must do our hair. (At least, I think it’s another nurse. They all look the same – tall and wide and angry.)

Choosing the smallest girl from the line, the nurse brushes her hair until it shines, parts it down the middle and weaves it into two perfect braids. Then she loops each braid up and ties it with a black ribbon, so that the little girl looks like one of those hunting dogs with the floppy ears.

Uncle Stanislaw used to have a dog like that. His name was Dumpling.

When the little girl returns to the line, she stands beside me and I whisper, ‘Hello. I’m Zofia.’

‘Hello. I’m Ewa,’ she replies, and slips her hand into mine.

Ewa. Jadwiga. Maria. Kat.

A little bit of warmth slips into my cold, shivery heart.

‘Schnell! Schnell!’ shouts the nurse, and we must all do our hair – two braids either hanging down or looped up like Ewa’s puppy ears. Except for the girls who are bald.

I don’t know how to braid. Mama and Aunty Barbara have always done my hair. But this time it’s alright to need help. Again Jadwiga comes to my rescue. Again I say, ‘Thank you.’ And she tries to smile but instead she starts to cry, because she’s one of the bald ones and will have nothing to braid for a long, long time.

‘It’s alright,’ I whisper. ‘You have the most beautiful bald head I have ever seen.’

‘Really?’ she whimpers.

I smile and nod and she gives me a wobbly, watery smile in return.

We march along a cold corridor in our knickers and perfectly braided hair, into another room, where we are given clothes. Not ragged things with dozens of patches, or strange clothes made from old curtains and flour bags. These are lovely – warm singlets, stockings and smocks, all clean and white and bright.

I wonder if we’re about to be plonked in prams amidst a sea of woolly white blankets and pushed around the garden. But something even better happens.

We’re each given a pair of boots.

Real leather boots.
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Dressed like matching dolls, we march into the dining room. I sit at a table with Ewa, Jadwiga, Maria and Kat. I eat hot, thick porridge. I wriggle my warm stockinged toes inside my soft leather boots. And I smile.

And then, I am overcome with shame.

Soft leather boots and a belly full of porridge, or a mama and a tata? Make a choice.

The right choice is the mama and the tata, of course.

The right choice will always be the mama and the tata.




Chapter Ten

‘Take your clothes off,’ orders the nurse. First in German, then in Polish, so there’s no misunderstanding.

I stare at the five doctors gathered around the desk, talking. They all wear long white coats and have pens in their pockets and stethoscopes around their necks. Four are tall and thin. The fifth is short and plump, like the babies in the prams. They are all men.

Ewa and three other girls have been marched in here with me. We look at each other in silent agreement, then shake our heads.

‘Take your clothes off,’ orders the nurse once more.

‘But it’s cold,’ I say. It’s not really the cold that worries us. But I don’t have the words to describe how it would feel to undress before these strange men.

‘Take your clothes off.’ The nurse’s voice is now very quiet, but there’s something dangerous hidden between the words.

Be naked, or be slapped and still forced to be naked. Make a choice!

I pull my smock up over my head and the other girls copy. The nurse nods at a row of hooks on the wall, so we hang our smocks there.

‘Boots, stockings, singlets!’ she commands.

I cast a nervous glance at the doctors, but quickly obey when the nurse takes a step towards us.

We sit our precious boots against the wall. Ewa hugs her boots to her skinny little chest before setting them down. We hang our singlets and stockings on the hooks and stand in the middle of the room in nothing but our knickers. I shiver. One of the girls weeps, silently, but enough for the tears to fall from her face and dribble down her bare belly.

We are each paired with a different doctor. The short plump one reads my name from his clipboard.

The nurse shoves me forward.

‘Zofia Ulinski,’ repeats the doctor. ‘Kraków. Polish parents. Eight years old. Ja?’

I wrinkle my nose. You don’t have to be a doctor to know such things. Kat, Maria, Jadwiga and Ewa know almost as much. And Ewa is only seven . . . and tiny . . . and possibly a dog.

‘Stop pulling faces!’ snaps the nurse. ‘And answer Herr Doktor.’

I try to smooth out the skin on my nose and say, ‘Ja, Herr Doktor.’

He looks up from his clipboard. ‘Good girl,’ he says in Polish. Then he repeats his words in German. ‘Braves Mädchen.’

‘Braves Herr Doktor,’ I reply, and the doctor chuckles.

It’s a lovely chuckle, light and jolly. I think he’s probably a nice man, but I can’t be sure. A soldier with a movie-star smile can be as sly as an Aesop fox. A doctor with a lovely chuckle might be just as bad. Or worse.

‘Clever girl!’ The doctor gives a little clap with his plump hands. ‘So now we shall speak German.’

I nod, eager to please. Grateful not to be slapped.

Herr Doktor takes me by the hand and leads me to an upright wooden ruler. I stand with my back against it and he slides a bar down so that it sits lightly on my head.

‘Aah!’ Herr Doktor nods and smiles as he records some numbers on my chart. ‘You are tall. Long legs.’

‘Like a stork,’ I say in my best German.

‘Like a giraffe!’ he cries.

I love giraffes! I let myself smile a little for the first time.

Next, I am weighed on a set of scales with a wide platform and a giant face, like a clock you might see on a town hall or at a railway station.

‘Heavy, like an elephant?’ I ask, hopeful.

Herr Doktor frowns. ‘Far too light. Too skinny!’ He stands back and looks at me. He squeezes my arms and legs. He pokes at my ribs and I giggle.

‘I’m ticklish,’ I say.

He pokes at my ribs once more.

I giggle and squirm and cry, ‘I’m a ticklish giraffe.’

Herr Doktor chuckles once more. He likes me! He likes it when I giggle. He likes to hear me speaking German. Even silly German.

I glance across at the other girls and their doctors. There is no giggling or chuckling. Just frowning, poking, mumbling and a little bit of crying.

Herr Doktor carries on, filling out my chart. He takes my temperature. He shines a little torch into my eyes and ears, down my throat and up my nose. He uses a stethoscope to listen to my heartbeat and the sound my lungs make when I cough. He chatters the whole time and I chatter back in German.

But I fall silent when Herr Doktor says, ‘And now we take some blood.’ He reaches for a tray and lifts up a glass tube with a needle poking out the end. It’s a huge needle, like Tata might use to sew a collar onto a heavy woollen coat.

My eyes widen and I shake my head.

Herr Doktor smiles and coos, ‘Just a little ouch, my ticklish giraffe.’ And then he taps me gently on the end of my nose. Just like Mama and Tata do!

My eyes fill with tears, and I nod and squeeze my eyes shut as tightly as I can. The needle stings, but I’m a brave ticklish giraffe because I don’t want to disappoint Herr Doktor.

Herr Doktor passes the syringe full of blood to a waiting nurse. ‘I think it is good German blood!’ he sings.

I stare at the red liquid in the syringe.

I stare down at my arm.

My Polish arm.

The one full of good Polish blood.

And suddenly, I don’t want to speak German any more.




Chapter Eleven

I don’t want to speak German any more, but now I have to. We all do. Starting the very same day.

We sit crowded together at desks in a cold room, boys on one side, girls on the other. A man in an SS uniform stands before us, a cane in his hand.

‘You will call me Herr Lehrer,’ he commands in strangely accented Polish. ‘And from now on, we speak only German!’

‘But I can’t speak German,’ whispers Ewa. ‘I can’t even understand it.’

‘Me neither,’ murmurs Maria.

Whoomp! The cane slams down on the desk in front of Ewa.

‘Kein Polnisch!’ shouts Herr Lehrer.

She understands that. Everyone does.

The rest of the afternoon is spent learning German words and phrases. Herr Lehrer shows us a picture, says the word, then points to us and we say the word. He does it again and again until we are saying the word like good German children. Which is stupid, because we are good Polish children. Except for the Russian boy who has somehow ended up here too.

By the end of the afternoon, we know how to say many things in German. Lots of everyday phrases were already familiar, even to the children who have never learned German – like Please and Thank you, Hello and Goodbye, Come here and Get out of my way. You can’t help picking up some German when your country is full of German soldiers and Nazis who have stolen the best farms and apartments and cakes.

Some things, like potato, sausage, toothbrush, soap, counting to ten and naming our body parts, are useful. Others, like I have pretty blonde hair, seem silly. Especially for the girls and boys who’ve had their heads shaved.

But the last thing we learn is horrid. Herr Lehrer writes the German words on the blackboard in large white letters.

My mother and my father are dead.

Herr Lehrer points to the ugly German words, reading them out with a sing-song voice as though this is the most marvellous news ever.

He points again, expecting us to read along with him. We all remain silent.

He points again, but still nobody speaks.

Maria starts to cry. Two of the boys do too.

Herr Lehrer is furious. He strikes at the words on the blackboard with his cane and shouts so loudly that little bits of spit form at the edges of his mouth: ‘MY MOTHER AND MY FATHER ARE DEAD!’

But nobody will say the words with him.

Herr Lehrer pulls a boy from his desk and hits him with the cane. On the hand. Behind the knees. The boy crumples to the floor but he still won’t read the words.

Herr Lehrer pulls a second boy from his seat.

Kill your mother and father or take a beating. Make a choice!

The boy takes a beating. Twice as many strikes as the first boy.

Herr Lehrer hits another boy, and another, but no matter how many times they are struck, they will not speak.

Red with rage, he turns to the girls’ side of the room. He marches up and down between the desks and at last pulls Ewa from her seat. Tiny little Ewa.

He hits her across the back of her legs. Once. Twice.

I spring to my feet and shout the words as loudly as I can, in perfect German. ‘My mother and my father are dead!’

The beating stops.

Ewa sinks, sobbing, to the floor.

The boys crawl back into their seats.

Herr Lehrer smiles like an Aesop fox.

And I cry as though I have been struck a hundred times with the cane.
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Supper is a slice of bread and soup with chunks of potato and tiny beads of fat glistening on top. It tastes like there was real meat somewhere in the pot when it was cooked. I gobble greedily and hate myself for enjoying it so much when Ewa is sniffling beside me, and I have killed my mama and my tata with my words.

I have killed all our mamas and tatas with my words.

I gobble and Ewa sniffles and we all whisper in Polish.

‘Why do we have to speak German?’ asks Jadwiga.

‘Because they’re too dumb to learn Polish,’ says Kat.

I smile at Kat. She’s so cheeky. So brave. I love her.

Ewa nibbles around the edges of her bread and murmurs, ‘Stupid dummy-dummies.’

‘Stupid dummy-dummies,’ we all echo.

‘Is that why we’re here?’ asks Jadwiga. ‘To learn German?’

Kat frowns. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Why are we here, then?’ asks Maria.

I stop eating and stare at her. It’s a good question. The most important question. But I haven’t even thought of it until now. I’ve been too scared. Too confused. Too busy trying to work out the rules so that I don’t get slapped or beaten with a stick.

‘Why are we here, Kat?’ I ask.

A nurse swoops in and pinches my ear. ‘Kein Polnisch!’ No Polish!

She lets go but hovers behind us, so now we eat in silence.

‘Deutsch sprechen!’ snaps the nurse.

It’s not enough to stop speaking Polish. She wants us to speak German.

We stare at one another. Me. Kat. Maria. Jadwiga. Ewa. What should we say?

‘Deutsch sprechen!’ shouts the nurse again. ‘Schnell! Schnell!’

I blurt out the first German words that pop into my head. ‘I have pretty blonde hair!’

I grimace at Maria and she points to her soup and says, in stilted German, ‘I have a potato.’

We keep talking, one after another, using the few German words we have learned in today’s lesson.

‘Hello,’ says Kat. ‘I have a toothbrush.’

‘Hello,’ whispers Ewa. ‘I am a girl.’

‘Hello,’ says Jadwiga, then points at her soup. ‘I have one . . . two . . . three . . . four . . . five . . . six . . . seven . . . eight . . . nine . . . ten potatoes.’ She only has three bits of potato, but she has counted around and around her bowl until she got to ten, to show how well she has learned her German numbers.

It’s very silly, but what else can we say? After just one lesson, my friends don’t have many German words they can speak or understand.

The nurse nods, satisfied. She walks away, but we keep speaking in German, because nurses have stethoscope ears and pinchy fingers and slappy hands and bad tempers.

‘Hello,’ says Kat, ‘I am a boy.’

‘Hello,’ says Jadwiga, rubbing her bald head. ‘I am a potato.’

‘Goodbye,’ says Maria. ‘I must go to the bathroom.’

We’re giggling now, sniggering into our soup. Even little Ewa. It’s brilliant, because we’re obeying the rules with our words, but not in our hearts.

‘Hello,’ I say. ‘I have a toothbrush with pretty blonde hair.’

‘Hello,’ whispers Ewa. ‘I am a sausage.’

‘Sorry,’ says Jadwiga, ‘I have seven bottoms.’

I laugh so hard that soup comes out of my nose. A nurse swoops in and slaps me across the back of the head for my bad manners. She hovers and I know she’s waiting for us to practise our German once more, but now my tongue is tied by fear.

I stare from Ewa, to Maria, to Jadwiga, to Kat, my eyes pleading. Say something. Quickly. Before she hits me again.

At last, Kat clears her throat, stares at the nurse and says, in perfect German, ‘My mother and my father are dead.’

And something in the way she says it tells me that it’s true.




Chapter Twelve

That night, when the lights go out and the nurse walks away down the corridor, we scuttle like hermit crabs, changing bunks. All twenty of us. We are scared and lonely and long to snuggle up with someone else.

Kat and Maria sneak into my bed, sardines once more. Ewa climbs into Jadwiga’s bed above mine, and we talk.

We talk in Polish.

I want to ask Kat about her mama and her tata, but I don’t know how. Instead, I say, ‘Seven bottoms or a bald head?’

‘What?!’ asks Jadwiga from above.

‘It’s a game,’ I say. ‘You can have seven bottoms or a bald head. Make a choice!’

‘I don’t want either,’ says Maria.

‘But you have to choose one,’ I explain. ‘It’s in the rules.’

‘Wouldn’t seven bottoms be uncomfortable?’ asks Ewa. ‘It would be really hard to fit them all on your chair at the same time.’

We giggle.

‘Imagine the knickers you’d need to wear!’ cries Kat, then bursts out laughing.

‘But a bald head is cold,’ says Jadwiga. ‘And it looks ugly.’

‘And seven bottoms would look pretty?’ asks Kat.

Now we’re all laughing. Even the girls in the bed next to ours.

‘So make a choice!’ I snap.

‘Bald head,’ says Kat. ‘I just don’t know what I’d do with so many bottoms.’

‘Bald head,’ agree Ewa and Maria.

‘I choose seven bottoms,’ Jadwiga whispers. ‘I want my hair back.’

‘Bald head,’ I say. ‘It’s horrid enough getting one bottom slapped. Imagine if all seven were slapped every time a nurse was angry!’

We fall silent. It’s an uncomfortable silence full of too many bad thoughts.

‘A new woollen scarf or a trip to the zoo?’ asks Kat.

I wrap my arms around her and press a kiss to her cheek. She understands the game. She’s clever. Kind. Brave enough to carry on.

‘Scarf,’ says Jadwiga. ‘A red one with tassels on the corners!’

‘Zoo.’

‘Zoo.’

‘Scarf. A white one with flowers embroidered all over.’

‘Scarf,’ I say. ‘A yellow one with zoo animals embroidered all over.’

‘Cheeky!’ Kat nudges me with her elbow.

We play on and on, giggling, hugging, dreaming, soaring away from this horrid place . . .

Three cheese dumplings or one honey spice cake?

A garden full of poppies or a library full of books?

Knickers that are too big or boots that are too small?

A giraffe in your bedroom or an elephant in your parlour?

We argue for a long time about the elephant and the giraffe. Would the giraffe insist on sharing the bed? Would she even fit in the bed? And what if she kicked in her sleep? Could the elephant be trained to go outside to the toilet, or would she poop all over the floor? How big are elephant poops? Big. Not big, enormous! Imagine the poop building up and up and up, then bursting into the bedroom where you were trying to sleep with your too-tall giraffe.

‘No! No! No! No!’ I shout above the laughter. ‘They’re not both in the house. You have to make a choice between the elephant and the giraffe. That’s the whole point!’

The light flicks on and the room falls silent. Two nurses stomp along the ends of our bunks, chests heaving, nostrils flaring.

Girls in the wrong bed. Too many girls in one bed. No girls in another. The echo of forbidden Polish words bouncing back and forth between the walls.

The nurses shout and slap and pull us out of our beds and shout and slap again if we fall onto the floor. We line up, two at the end of each bunk, barefoot in our nightdresses, silent and shivering. We’re marched out of the room, along the corridor, past the other rooms full of sleeping girls and boys, downstairs and out into a yard at the back of the building. And there we stand, in four rows of five, and wait.

We wait and we shiver and our breath turns to fog before us.

We wait and our bare feet freeze to the cobblestones and ice crystals form on our eyelashes.

We wait and a girl faints and a nurse throws a bucket of cold water over her to make her wake up, and now she stands and shivers even more than the rest of us because the water on her nightdress is turning to ice.

We wait and I start to sway and I’m about to faint myself when Jadwiga hooks her little finger through mine, and the warmth of it crawls up my arm and into my body and down into my legs and I stop swaying.

‘Kein Polnisch!’ shouts one of the nurses, and at last we are marched back to bed.

I lie beneath my blanket, shivering and crying.

Lots of girls are crying.

I want to cuddle up to Kat and Maria and Ewa and Jadwiga, or any other girl in the room. But I can’t.

Kein Polnisch. No Polish. No speaking in Polish. No crying in Polish. No snuggling up with a warm Polish friend.

No Polish.

But I am Polish.

And if I can’t be Polish, then what will I be?




Chapter Thirteen

Every day we have German lessons with Herr Lehrer. No Polish. Only German. Because German is the language of kings and poets. It’s the most perfect language on Earth. At least, that’s what Herr Lehrer says and nobody dares disagree.

We learn the German words for colours and clothing and animals and buildings and oceans and scissors and rocking chairs and slapping and clocks and prams and a hundred other things, including how to count to a hundred.

We learn to be polite with German words.

I would be delighted to attend your birthday party, thank you very much!

May I scratch your dog?

Do you take sugar in your tea?

My, what a lovely cabbage you have grown!

We learn to lie with German words.

I am a good German girl.

I am a good German boy.

My father was a German soldier but now he is dead.

My mother was German. She had pretty blonde hair, but now she is dead.

We make mistakes. With words. With our accents. Herr Lehrer hits us with his cane and calls us stupid Polish pigs.

I’m so very confused. How can I be a good German girl but still be a stupid Polish pig?
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Every day we see a doctor. A different one each time.

One day, a doctor measures bits of my body – arms, hands, fingers, fingernails, legs, feet, toes, toenails, hips, waist, chest, shoulders, neck, spine. I hear the boys talking afterwards. There were other bits of them measured too. Private bits. I blush and feel extra-glad to be a girl.

Another day, a thin, grey-haired doctor spends the entire morning frowning and fussing over my head and face. He begins by spending a long time feeling about in my hair, poking and prodding at my skull, stepping back, staring, drawing pictures, poking and prodding all over again.

‘It is a good head!’ he declares.

Kind words! I smile with surprise. Blush with pride. ‘Thank you, Herr Doktor,’ I say in my best German.

‘You are welcome,’ he replies.

Then, from a tray, he lifts the oddest thing I’ve ever seen. It’s a collection of hair, locks of all different colours, hanging like tassels from a stick. Snowy blond at one end, black at the other, and every shade in between.

I gasp. Whose hair is that? Did it come from a doll factory? From dogs? From real people?

The doctor holds the collection of hair up to the top of my head. He fiddles about, muttering, until at last he cries, ‘Aha!’ and shows me the tassel that matches my hair.

‘You have pretty golden hair!’ he declares, and fills in my chart.

I blush again. ‘Thank you, Herr Doktor. You have pretty grey hair.’

He stares at me, blinks, then carries on with his work.

Next, he shows me a card with glass eyes on it. Grey, light blue, bright blue, green, hazel, olive, light brown, dark brown, black. The eyes stare blankly at me. I stare back.

Herr Doktor holds the card beside each of my eyes, then writes on my chart, nodding and murmuring, ‘Blue. Blue. Very bright and clear. Good. Good. Excellent.’

Now he takes a strange metal tool, like a giant pair of tweezers. He uses it to measure my head – front to back, top to bottom, side to side at forehead and ears and cheeks and chin. Then he takes a smaller tool, like a ruler with little sliding bits, and measures my ears and earholes and earlobes, the thickness of my lips, the distance between my eyes, the length and width of my nose, and lots of other bits in between.

Herr Doktor takes one last lap around me, staring, then declares, ‘It is a perfect head!’

I am a stupid Polish pig who speaks German and has a perfect head.

It’s very, very confusing, but at least I can be happy about my head.
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Some doctors don’t look at my body or my head. They talk and ask questions and give me tests. One likes me to make up stories about the pictures he shows me. One gives me puzzles and number problems. One likes to show me blobs of ink and ask me what I see. I tell him I see that he has trouble screwing the lid back on his ink bottle after he finishes writing his reports. For some reason, this makes him very angry.

Doctor Engels is the most important doctor of all. He is tall and broad, with blond hair and kind blue eyes. He’s dressed in a finely tailored suit rather than a white coat. He doesn’t examine us or question us. He simply wanders about, watching and listening, all the time puffing upon his pipe. Sometimes he asks to read one of our files. He’s from Munich and only stays for two days, but we know he’s important because all the other doctors click their heels and shout ‘Heil Hitler!’ when he enters the room, and the nurses flutter their eyelashes and bring him cups of coffee and swarm around him like moths around a lamp.

On the second day of his visit, Doctor Engels is waiting in the corridor after our German lesson. He points his pipe at me and sings, ‘Your German is very good!’

‘Thank you, Herr Doktor,’ I reply. I click my heels as I’ve seen the other doctors do in his presence. But I don’t Heil Hitler. Poles are forbidden to Heil Hitler.

Doctor Engels laughs. ‘What’s your name, little one?’

Little one. The soft, kind words take me by surprise. They’re like something a mama or a tata would say. My heart swells and my eyes begin to leak. ‘Zofia,’ I whisper. ‘Zofia Ulinski.’

Doctor Engels pulls a snowy white handkerchief from his pocket and dabs my tears away. I close my eyes and imagine it is Tata.
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Every day we take exercise. Even when it snows. We walk around the edge of the grounds, just inside the high brick wall. The winter air is cold and sharp and cuts through our stockings and smocks, but it’s good to be outside. Because the sky above is the same sky that stretches over Kraków and Mama and Tata and Aunty Barbara. Because the snow is the same snow that free children use to make snowballs and snowmen. Because the breeze is the same breeze that will bring the warm air and the storks from Africa in the springtime.

And storks bring good luck.

‘Blow, wind, blow,’ I whisper. ‘Bring the storks our way.’

Sometimes, the weak winter sun shines between the bare trees and the babies come out, bundled in woolly white cardigans, bonnets and blankets, perched in their giant white prams, pushed by white nurses. And the little children follow. They stay in groups of three and four, each with their own white nurse.

I long to join the little ones, to hug them and tell them stories, like I used to do with my doll Anna. And if the storks come by to collect the babies in their prams and take them home to Poland, I want to be there so I get taken along too.

But we’re kept far away at the edge of the garden. We don’t even see the little ones inside. They live on the floors above ours. Big children down low. Little children and babies up high, like stork chicks, kept safe in their nest.

One day, in the distance, I see Jan, walking with three other boys! I’m so glad to see him. To see all four of them. Until I notice that these sweet boys don’t stop to play with sticks and stones. They don’t talk. They don’t giggle or even smile. They just walk, four solemn little priests on their way to mass.

But suddenly, Jan’s face lights up. He breaks free from his nurse and runs along the path and wraps his arms around a little girl. It’s Lucja! They’ve found each other and they hug and smile and jump up and down. Oh, how lovely! My heart leaps up and down with them.

But then Jan’s nurse swoops in and slaps his leg and pulls him away. Jan cries out in agony. Lucja screams as she is dragged off in the opposite direction.

I stop and stare, horrified. And that’s when I notice. All of the babies and little ones are sad. They are clean and plump and white, and terribly sad.

I long to hug them even more.

Why are they here, these babies and these little children? Where are their mamas and tatas? Where are the cuddles and the love they need?

Why, why are they here?

Why are we here?

A nurse grabs me by the ear and pulls me into line once more. ‘Walk!’

We walk around and around beside the high brick wall and I whisper, ‘Blow, wind, blow. Blow the storks our way.’




Chapter Fourteen

Every day we eat three meals. Porridge, bread, soup, potatoes, sauerkraut, apples – and sometimes milk. Every meal is like a party. A party I would be delighted to attend, thank you very much!

As we eat, we speak German. Because we have to. Just a little at first because our words are so few. Then more as Herr Lehrer fills our stupid Polish heads with the language of kings and poets.

‘I have a nose,’ whispers Ewa.

‘I have a big nose,’ says Maria.

‘I have a big nose like a sausage,’ I say.

‘Get out of the way,’ says Jadwiga, ‘my seven bottoms are coming through!’

We press our lips together to keep our mouths straight, but our eyes sparkle. Especially when Kat takes a spoonful of porridge and splatters it on the floor.

German words.

Cheeky Polish thoughts.

Naughty Polish actions.

A nurse stands nearby as we eat our dinner.

Maria points to the sauerkraut on my plate and says in her stiff new German, ‘My, oh my, what lovely cabbages you have grown.’

‘Thank you very much,’ I reply. ‘I would be delighted to bring some to your birthday party.’

‘May I scratch your dog?’ whispers Ewa, with a perfect German accent. ‘It has pretty blond hair.’

The nurse nods her approval and walks on.

‘No, you may not scratch my dog,’ says Kat. ‘He was sat on by a German soldier and now he is dead.’

‘My dog had pretty blond hair and seven bottoms,’ says Jadwiga, ‘but he fell off the rocking chair and now he is dead.’

‘My dog had pretty blond hair and seven bottoms and a nose like a sausage,’ I announce, in perfect German, ‘but he was run over by a pram filled with one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten potatoes on the way to a birthday party and now he is dead, thank you very much.’

Stupid German words spoken by smart Polish girls.

Our mouths obey but our eyes shine with defiance.
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Every night we break the rules. Quietly and carefully. One of the big girls guards the door while the rest of us slip into one another’s beds. And we whisper. In Polish.

Tonight, like every other night, Kat, Maria, Jadwiga, Ewa and I huddle together, all on my bed, blankets wrapped around us. Missing our mamas and tatas, our homes, our lives.

I remember Tata’s words. ‘We are strong, smart, proud Polish folk.’

I clench my fists and declare, ‘My mama and my tata are not dead and I am not a good German girl and I do not want to come to your stupid German birthday party. Not even if there’s cake, because it will be German cake and I only eat Polish cake!’

Ewa and Jadwiga giggle, and I feel bold and brave, smart and proud.

Until Maria starts to weep. ‘Cake,’ she says. ‘I hate all cake. German cake. Polish cake. Cake is the reason I’m here.’

‘I don’t think it is,’ says Kat.

‘But if my mama hadn’t been put in prison,’ says Maria, ‘the Germans wouldn’t have taken me away, because I’d still have a mama to take care of me.’

‘I had a mama to look after me,’ I whisper. ‘And a tata and an aunty. But the Germans still took me away.’

‘Why?’ asks Maria.

I think about the SS soldier with the movie-star smile and the Aesop-fox heart. ‘I yelled at some SS soldiers in the street.’

Ewa gasps. ‘You yelled at the SS?’

‘I didn’t yell at anyone,’ says Jadwiga. ‘I didn’t do anything naughty or bold. I was stolen from our village in the middle of the day. All the mamas were told to bring their children to the town hall for health checks. The Germans said it would be good for us. We might get extra food to help us grow big and strong. We were told to stand in lines along the walls and some SS officers and a doctor walked along and picked out seven children, six boys and me. I thought we were going to be given a job, like handing out ration cards or playing games with the little children while they waited to see a nurse. But they took us out through the front door, right past our waiting mamas, lifted us onto the back of a truck and . . . and . . .’

‘And here you are,’ finishes Kat.

‘Are the boys here, too?’ I ask.

‘They were,’ whispers Jadwiga. ‘I haven’t seen any of them since the day they measured our heads.’

I have a perfect head, I think.

‘I was stolen from the orphanage,’ hisses Daria, a small girl hiding beneath our bunk. She hates being out in the open and squeezes into small spaces whenever she can. I suppose she’s trying to be invisible, to avoid any more horrid happenings.

‘I was snatched by the Brown Sisters,’ whispers Ewa. ‘They just grabbed me off the street. They dragged me into their car and drove me to another place, where I was thrown onto the back of the truck that brought us here.’

‘The Brown Sisters are evil,’ says Wanda, the big girl guarding the door. ‘They ripped my baby brother from my mama’s arms and we never saw him again. Then three nights later they came to our house with the SS and kidnapped me.’

‘Who are the Brown Sisters?’ I ask.

‘Bad women,’ whimpers Ewa.

‘Germans,’ snaps another girl from a bunk nearby. ‘Nazis. They wear brown dresses with white collars. They prowl around the towns looking for children to kidnap. Sometimes they lure little ones in by offering sweets or bread.’

‘Like a wicked witch in a fairy tale!’ I gasp.

‘Except they only want children with blond hair and blue eyes,’ mutters Kat.

And perfect heads, I add in my mind.

Did the boys from Jadwiga’s school have imperfect heads?

And what’s the difference between a good head and a bad head?

‘Danger!’ cries Wanda.

We scramble, swiftly, silently, each into our own bed. No more huddling. No more Polish.

Time to sleep.

But I cannot sleep.

Not even when the nurse has marched up and down the dormitory and disappeared once more.

Because I’m wondering.

What happens to the children with imperfect heads?




Chapter Fifteen

I’m about to have my photograph taken.

I haven’t had my photograph taken since I was three. Three-year-old me sits in a frame on Mama’s dressing table, smiling out at her every morning and every night as she brushes her hair. A photo is something to be treasured by loved ones. So why am I having my picture taken now?

‘Will you send the photo to my mother and my father?’ I ask the photographer.

He doesn’t answer.

I ask again, making sure my German words are perfect. Still he doesn’t respond. Maybe he’s hard of hearing.

I point to the camera and pretend to press a button with my finger. I even squint through one eye as though I’m looking through the lens like a real photographer. And then I shout, ‘For my mother and father!’

‘Sit!’ The photographer points to a wooden stool.

I sit and straighten my smock and make sure my plaits drape nicely in front of my shoulders. I wipe my mouth in case something from breakfast is left behind, then smile. My biggest, brightest smile. I want Mama and Tata to see my photo and be filled with so much love that they decide to search the entire world forever and ever until they find me and bring me back home.

The photographer scowls. ‘No smiling!’

I blink and shrink my smile a little, but make sure it’s still there, cute and a little bit cheeky. Mama loves that I am cheeky.

‘No smiling!’ the photographer shouts. Stomping forward, he pokes his fingers into the corners of my mouth and drags them down.

My breath catches and tears well in my eyes. I blink them back so the photograph won’t be ruined.

Click.

The photographer grabs me roughly by the shoulders and turns me to the left.

Click.

He turns me to the right.

Click.

Without looking up from his camera he flicks his hand. Shoo!

I’m almost out the door when I try again. ‘Please, Herr Photographer, will you send the picture to my mother and father?’

A nurse steps forward, grabs me by the hand and drags me along the corridor. ‘Your mother and father do not want your photograph,’ she snaps. ‘They don’t even want you!’

I pull back on her hand. Hard, so we come to a halt.

She narrows her eyes, leans forward and speaks to me slowly and carefully so there’s no misunderstanding. ‘Why do you think you are here, child? Your mother and your father do not love you. They are happy to be rid of you.’

Another lie. It’s even worse than the lies about them being dead.

‘That’s not true!’ I shout. ‘You’re a wicked liar! Mama and Tata love me! And so does Aunty Barbara!’

I think the nurse is going to slap me, but instead she steps away and folds her arms. ‘No. They do not. They are bad, selfish people. Dirty drunks. Thieves. You are lucky to have been rescued by us.’

I want to scream that she is wrong. Being taken from Mama and Tata is the worst thing that has ever happened to me. Being stolen is the worst thing that could happen to any child. It’s terrifying, mind-muddling, heart-breaking. It hurts, like a needle being jabbed into my arm. No, worse. It’s like a needle going into my heart and tummy and soul, over and over again, deeper and deeper every time. There’s not a minute of any day when I do not ache for Mama and Tata and home.

I suck in my breath, ready to let fly, when another nurse appears with a large group of girls. They’re all dressed in ragged old clothes. At first I think they must be new arrivals, just stolen from their homes, yet when I look closer, one of the faces is familiar. It’s Daria, the scared little girl from my dormitory, who likes to tuck herself into small places. She’s squeezing herself beneath a bigger girl’s arm. And then I realise that the bigger girl is Jadwiga.

Both nurses move away and flick through the pages of a clipboard, murmuring and nodding.

I run to Jadwiga. ‘What’s happening? Why are you here? Where’s your white smock?’ I look down to see heavy wooden clogs on her feet. I gasp. ‘Where are your stockings and your beautiful leather boots?’

‘I don’t know,’ says Jadwiga.

Another girl with bare feet says, ‘We’re unwanted.’

‘What do you mean?’ I ask.

‘That’s what they told us.’ The girl wipes her nose on the back of her sleeve. ‘We were led downstairs and ordered to take off our new clothes and dress in the old rags we arrived in. When I asked what was happening, the nurse said we are being sent away because we are unwanted. We have failed.’

I frown. ‘Failed what?’

The girl shrugs.

Jadwiga grabs my hand and rubs it across her head. Her hair is starting to grow back. It feels lovely, soft and fuzzy, like the green striped velvet Mr Wojcik had made into a suit.

I smile. ‘Perfect.’

‘No,’ says Jadwiga. ‘It’s too dark. My hair has grown back brown, not blonde.’

Then she moves my hand to her forearm. ‘And my arms are too hairy.’

‘No,’ I whisper. ‘You are beautiful. A Polish princess.’

The big girl next to Daria shakes her head. ‘That’s the last thing the Germans want. They are looking for German princesses. Aryan princesses.’

‘What’s Aryan?’ I ask.

‘Hitler’s perfect race. Pure blood without any bad bits. Tall, slender body. Blonde hair, blue eyes, fair skin, a perfect head and nose.’ She reaches out and strokes my long golden braids. ‘Like you.’

‘I’m Polish,’ I say.

‘I’m not so sure you want to be Polish,’ says the girl. She tugs at her threadbare smock. ‘This is all the Poles are worth. Rags and clogs, or less. And remember how hungry we were before we came here?’

‘But maybe they’re sending us home,’ says another girl further down the line. ‘Back to our mamas and tatas.’ Her eyes are wide with hope.

Jadwiga smiles. ‘Yes. It’s not so bad to be unwanted by the Germans if it means we’re allowed to go home.’

Home!

I’m filled with a longing so big it hurts.

‘Come!’ The nurse returns and grabs my hand. ‘It’s time for your midday meal.’

‘No!’ I cry. ‘I want to stay here.’ I break free and fling my arms around Jadwiga. ‘I want to stay with my friend. I want to go with these girls!’

The nurse grabs me roughly by the arm and pulls me away. I stare back at Jadwiga and she blows me a kiss.

When we are far enough away that the gathering of unwanted girls cannot hear, the nurse stops, grabs me by the shoulders and looks me in the eye. ‘Trust me, child,’ she hisses. ‘You do not want to go where those girls are being sent.’




Chapter Sixteen

I’m standing in my knickers, with four other girls, waiting for the doctors once more.

I’m sick with fear. I stare at my arms. Are they hairier today than they were four weeks ago when the doctors first examined me? I don’t think so. Then again, Jadwiga didn’t realise she had hairy arms until she was told.

Tears roll down my cheeks at the thought of Jadwiga. I miss her. I’m scared for her. If she wasn’t sent home to her mama in Poland, where did she go?

I shudder.

Jadwiga.

Daria.

All the other girls dressed in rags.

The boys whose heads were not perfect.

The children who wet the bed too often.

What do the Germans do with these unwanted Polish children?

I gasp. I’ve just spotted a freckle inside my left arm. Maria heard that one of the boys was sent away because he had a birthmark on his neck. Is a freckle the same as a birthmark?

‘So, here we are again, little girls!’ It’s my old friend, the short plump doctor. He trots across the room, reading from his papers. ‘Sophia Ullman!’ He smiles and taps his pen against his clipboard, waiting for Sophia Ullman to step forward.

But there is no Sophia Ullman. There’s just me, Ewa, Agata, Elsbeth and Irena.

‘Sophia Ullman!’ Herr Plump Doktor repeats.

I glance at Ewa. She gives a tiny shrug.

Maybe one of the nurses is called Sophia Ullman.

Herr Plump Doktor walks over to me and beams. ‘Sophia Ullman. Wake up, my ticklish giraffe. Come.’

‘Herr Doktor,’ I say, ‘I’m Zofia Ulinski. Remember?’

‘Noooo.’ He chuckles. ‘You are Sophia Ullman. It says so right here on my papers. It has your photograph – a very pretty picture, I must say – and your name, Sophia Ullman. See?’ He turns the clipboard around and I do see.

‘Yes, Herr Doktor,’ I reply, ‘that’s me in the photograph, but that’s not my name. I’m Zofia Ulinski.’

‘No, no, no, no.’ Herr Plump Doktor taps my nose in that Tata-soft way. ‘We do not make mistakes with our documents. You are Sophia Ullman, born on the twenty-first of June 1933, in Dresden.’

‘I am Zofia Ulinski. Truly! My birthday is the twenty-second of June, and I was born in Kraków.’

I look to the nurse for her support. She rests her hand on my shoulder and declares, ‘Zofia Ulinski is no more. You are Sophia Ullman. It is a good German name. You can be proud of it!’

I am about to say, ‘But I’m Polish.’ Then I think once more of Jadwiga and the other unwanted girls and their old Polish clothes and the nurse telling me that I did not want to go where they were being sent.

Polish or German. Make a choice!

I choose German.

Being a good German girl is the right choice. The safe choice.

‘Yes, Nurse,’ I reply. I turn to Herr Plump Doktor, ignoring the pain in my tummy, the ache in my heart, and say in perfect German, ‘Good day, Herr Doktor. It is me, Sophia Ullman, your favourite ticklish giraffe, and I think I am fatter than the last time you saw me. Perhaps I am now as heavy as an elephant.’

Herr Plump Doktor throws back his head and laughs so that his cheeks and belly jiggle. He takes me by the hand, and as we walk away, he says to the nurse, ‘This one is smart, funny, beautiful – a German princess!’

The nurse smiles and nods, and I feel a strange mix of pride and shame. But most of all, I’m relieved. Because nobody has mentioned my hairy arms or my freckle, and it seems that I am safe for now.

But safe from what?

Where have they taken Jadwiga?
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Maria stares at Kat, Ewa and me. She hasn’t touched her lunch. ‘They’ve stolen my name!’ she gasps. ‘They’re saying I’m not Maria Polanski any more. I’m Margret Pommer. I don’t even have the same birthday!’

A nurse narrows her eyes and steps a little closer. Her hands twitch by her side.

Maria cringes.

‘Good day, Margret,’ I say, loudly and in my most formal German voice. ‘I am Sophia Ullman and I am delighted to meet you.’ I reach across the table and shake her hand.

The nurse nods her approval. ‘Lovely manners, Sophia,’ she says, and walks on.

Maria droops with relief.

‘Lovely manners, Sophia,’ mimics Kat. ‘It’s just a shame you have seven bottoms and a head like a potato and an elephant in your parlour that is doing poops the size of watermelons.’

Maria and Ewa giggle into their bread, but I’m hurt by Kat’s words. There’s a nasty sound to them.

I was only saying what the nurse wanted to hear. And yet, the shame I felt earlier swells up inside me once more.

Maria, or I suppose it’s now Margret, whispers, ‘So you have a new name too, Zofia. I mean Sophia.’

‘All of us do,’ says Ewa. ‘I am no longer Ewa Bajek. I am Eva Bayer.’

‘Yes,’ I say, stroking her looped braid. ‘But no matter what you are called, you will always be our favourite dog.’

Eva leans in and hugs me. ‘Thank you, Sophia.’

‘What about you, Kat?’ asks Margret.

Kat picks at her bread, scattering crumbs beneath the table. ‘Katarzyna Topol is now called Katharina Taubert.’

‘So you can still be Kat,’ I say. ‘That’s good.’

Kat scowls. ‘There is nothing good about this,’ she declares, loudly, and
                in forbidden Polish. ‘My mama and tata have been killed. My village has been burned
                to the ground. I have been kidnapped. I am forced to speak German. Jadwiga has been
                taken away. And now I’ve had my name changed. Everything that matters has been taken
                away – family, home, language, name, freedom.’

My eyes fill with tears. ‘Sorry,’ I whisper. In Polish. Not German. Because I really, truly mean it. Because Kat is right.

‘At least we haven’t been sent away like Jadwiga,’ whispers Margret. ‘Surely that’s lucky.’

I nod. Because Margret is right, too.

When you’ve been so very unlucky, you start to look for something even less horrid to call lucky.

That’s what we’re doing now.
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That afternoon, when we’re all seated in the classroom, Herr Lehrer points at the large portrait of Adolf Hitler hanging on the wall beside the swastika flag. He walks down the aisle between our desks, faces the portrait, raises his right hand into the air and shouts, ‘Heil Hitler!’

We are still and silent in our seats.

Herr Lehrer repeats the salute, then turns to us and nods. As though he expects us to do the same!

We don’t. This is obviously some kind of trick. Poles are forbidden to give the Nazi salute. The first child to Heil Hitler will surely be hit. Besides, we all hate Hitler. Hitler started the war. Hitler sent his soldiers into Poland to steal our land, our freedom, our lives. Hitler is the cause of everything bad that has happened to each one of us.

Whoomp! Herr Lehrer’s cane comes down on Margret’s desk.

Margret stands, lifts a shaking hand halfway into the air and whimpers, ‘Heil Hitler?’

Herr Lehrer grabs her arm, lifts it higher and barks, ‘Louder!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ shouts Margret, tears streaming down her cheeks.

‘Now everyone!’ commands Herr Lehrer.

We remain seated, so Herr Lehrer hits Margret across the back of her legs. Margret, who has just done what he commanded!

We all spring to our feet, thrust our right hands into the air and shout, ‘Heil Hitler!’

I feel sick. It’s wicked to honour a man like Hitler. I am betraying my country, and Mama and Tata and Aunty Barbara, and the family and friends of every child in this room, and Jadwiga and all the other children who’ve been sent away. But it’s just as wicked to make Margret suffer for my disobedience.

Spit on your heritage or torture your friend. Make a choice!

‘Again!’ shouts Herr Lehrer, and we salute Hitler again.

‘Heil Hitler!’

‘Louder, Adolf!’ he shouts at one of the boys. My heart fills with pity for this poor boy, Aron, who now bears the name of a monster.

‘Heil Hitler!’

‘Every day,’ commands Herr Lehrer, ‘we will salute the Führer like this. When we arrive in class. When we finish class. When we greet our superiors throughout the day. It is what good German children do.’

He means us! I realise that he has stopped calling us Polish pigs.

Once I was Zofia Ulinski, a stupid Polish pig. Now I am Sophia Ullman, a good German girl, a princess, with a perfect head, golden hair, blue eyes and hairless arms.

I should be proud.

I should be happy.

I’m not.

I feel confused.

And sick.

And ashamed.

We spend the rest of the afternoon learning about Adolf Hitler. He is powerful yet loving. We are his children and we must trust him to make the best choices for our lives. Forget God. Forget those dirty Polish peasants who pretended to be our parents. Hitler is our father and our saviour and the one to whom we should give our prayers of thanks each day.

The lesson ends and we stand and raise our right arms and shout, ‘Heil Hitler!’

Except for Kat. She shouts, ‘I hate Hitler!’

Herr Lehrer narrows his eyes. He’s noticed something amiss.

‘Again!’ he commands.

Heil Hitler or hate Hitler. Make a choice.

We Heil Hitler once more. But not Kat. She hates Hitler and she’s not afraid to say it. Loudly.

Herr Lehrer saunters between the desks, stopping before Kat.

A lump forms in my throat.

Margret starts to weep.

Adolf stares, open-mouthed, terrified.

Herr Lehrer rises up and down on his toes, tapping his cane softly on the side of his leg.

On and on and on.

You could hear a pin drop.

You could hear an eyelash drop.

At last, in a voice calm and low, Herr Lehrer says, ‘Dismissed.’ Then, resting his cane lightly on Kat’s shoulder, he adds, ‘But not you.’

We obey Herr Lehrer and slip silently from the room.

Kat has made the wrong choice. I am sure of it.

But I feel like I have made the wrong choice too.

I stand in the corridor, frozen to the spot, sick with shame.

Margret grabs my hand and tugs. ‘Sophia,’ she hisses. ‘Come!’

I stay where I am.

Margret stares at me. ‘Sophia, please …’

‘Sorry,’ I whisper.

I pull my hand free, run back into the classroom, stand beside Kat and say, ‘I hate Hitler too.’




Chapter Seventeen

I’m all alone in a cellar, sitting in the corner, trying to hide from the rats. I can’t see the rats, because it’s pitch-black, but I can hear them. And sometimes, I feel them – scuttling across my legs, nibbling at my boots.

I hate rats.

I hate the dark, too.

Because I can’t see the rats and I can’t tell if it’s night or day.

How long have I been here? An hour? A week?

I shiver. I’m cold. I’m turning to ice.

I hate the cold.

I’d like to pull my knees up to my chest, wrap my arms around my legs and huddle in on myself for warmth. But I can’t. Because my ribs are sore from when I tumbled down the steps into the cellar. When you’re on the stairs and everything goes dark and you lose your balance, you just can’t help it. You roll and bang and bounce from one hard step to another, losing all sense of where you are, until you reach the bottom with a thud.

The backs of my legs are sore too, covered in long thin welts from Herr Lehrer’s cane.

I hate Herr Lehrer.

A rat scuttles across my legs and I gasp. The gasping hurts my ribs and the hurting makes me cry.

I cry so hard and for so long that I run out of tears, but I still keep crying.
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I sleep.

I dream of Mama and Tata being eaten by a bear. I dream of Aunty Barbara being sat on by an elephant. And I cry because I have lost the three most important people in my life.

I wake, my mouth as dry as sand. I crawl around, ribs aching, until I find a bucket of water. I press my face into it and slurp.

I’m still slurping when a rat bites my finger and scuttles away.

I cry and crawl back into the corner and cry some more.
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I sleep and dream of Mr Wojcik in his green striped velvet suit. He dances around Herr Lehrer’s car, slashing the tyres. A boy with blond hair and blue eyes runs after him, eating walnuts and giggling. It’s Tomasz!

I wave at Tomasz. ‘Hello!’ I shout. ‘I am delighted to meet you!’

Tomasz smiles and waves back. Walnuts fly from his hand and smash the windscreen of Herr Lehrer’s car. He giggles some more.

I wake, giggling too.

My giggling turns to weeping.

I’m so lonely.

I wish Tomasz were here.
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I wake with a start. There’s something in my lap.

A rat!

The warmth from its body is comforting.

Maybe I’ve been wrong about rats.

‘Hello,’ I whisper.

I reach out to pat its back, but it scuttles away.

I weep with loneliness once more.
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The rat returns. It settles in my lap.

I don’t move. I don’t want to scare it.

‘Lovely little rat,’ I whisper. ‘I’m glad you’re here.’
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I dream of Jadwiga. ‘I’m unwanted,’ she says, ‘so they’re sending me away.’

‘Away where?’ I ask.

She shrugs. ‘Away, away, where all the unwanted things go.’

‘But the unwanted things go in the rubbish bin,’ I cry.

‘Well, that must be where I’m going,’ says Jadwiga, and she walks away, waving, waving, waving, until she disappears.

I wake crying. My body is shaking with large heaving sobs that hurt my ribs but I can’t stop.

I’m terrified. I’m going to be sent away. Like Jadwiga.

Or maybe this is away – here, in the cold, dark cellar.

‘Jadwiga?’ I call out. ‘Are you here?’

I crawl around on my hands and knees looking for my friend. ‘Jadwiga? Jadwiga?’

But she’s not here.
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The rat returns to my lap.

‘Hello,’ I coo. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Tomasz,’ says the rat.

I gasp. ‘I didn’t know rats could talk.’

‘Nor did I,’ replies Tomasz.

I giggle.
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I pat Tomasz the rat.

I tell him the Aesop fable about the fox and the stork.

‘I hate foxes,’ says Tomasz.

‘Me too,’ I say. ‘But I love walnuts.’

‘Me too,’ says Tomasz.

I sing Tomasz a song about a girl on a horse.

He sings me a song about a rat on a horse.

‘I love you, Tomasz,’ I whisper.

‘I love you too,’ says Tomasz.

And then I start to cry, because what if they send me away? I’ll never see Tomasz again.

I lift the rat to my face and sob, ‘I’m going to miss you, Tomasz.’

Tomasz bites my nose and I drop him and he scuttles away.
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‘Tomasz?’ I call. ‘Tomasz, are you there?’

But he doesn’t come back.

No matter how loudly I call.

No matter how hard I beg.

I howl, because I’m so desperately lonely.
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There’s a clicking sound.

‘Tomasz?’ I call. ‘Is that you?’

The door at the top of the steps opens. Light spills in. I blink and squint and shade my eyes with my hand. A nurse stands in the glow. ‘Come!’

This is it. I’m going to the rubbish bin.

My heart pounds.

I crawl up the steps.

I stop halfway and whisper into the dark, ‘Bye, Tomasz. I love you. I’ll never forget you.’

I crawl on, sobbing.

When I reach the nurse, I wrap my arms around her legs and cry, ‘I’m sorry! Please don’t send me away. I don’t hate Hitler. I love Hitler. I love him with all my heart. If you let me stay, I will never be naughty again. I promise! I promise! Heil Hitler!’




Chapter Eighteen

The nurse gives me a glass of milk. I guzzle it so fast it spills out the corners of my mouth and runs down my neck. She takes me to the bathroom, undresses me, scrubs me in the bath, then rubs me dry. I cry, partly because the scrubbing and rubbing hurt, but mostly because I’m going to be dressed in my ragged old clothes and heavy wooden clogs and sent away to the rubbish bin.

‘Enough!’ snaps the nurse, and she helps me into clean white clothes and freshly polished boots. She weaves my hair into two long braids and ties the ends in crisp black ribbons.

‘There!’ she says. ‘You look like a good German girl once more.’

‘I am a good German girl,’ I whisper, eyes wide. ‘I promise. Heil Hitler!’
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I walk into the dining hall and sit down with Eva and Margret.

Kat is nowhere to be seen.

‘You’re back!’ cries Eva. Her eyes fill with tears and she wraps her little arms around me.

A nurse clears her throat. The cough means, No fussing!

Eva lets go, sniffs and wipes her eyes on her sleeve.

Margret stares at me, as though she’s seen a ghost.

I gobble my soup. I try to slow down but I can’t. I’m starving.

‘Where have you been?’ whispers Margret. ‘We were so worried. Three days! We thought we’d never see you again.’

My eyes dart towards the nurse, who is still hovering nearby.

Margret understands. She says, in her very best German, ‘My, what lovely soup this is. I can see one, two, three, four, five, six, seven pieces of carrot floating in it. It is almost as good as being at a birthday party, thank you very much!’

I keep my eyes on my bowl.

The silence grows weird and uncomfortable, so Eva points at her own soup and shouts, ‘How splendid! We are fed like princes and princesses here.’

‘Yes, indeed,’ Margret agrees in a sugar-coated voice. ‘And it is all thanks to dear Hitler!’

Hitler!

My heart pounds in my chest. I spring to my feet.

I thrust my right hand into the air and shout, ‘Heil Hitler!’
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I wake in the middle of the night, weeping. The space beneath my blankets is too small, too dark. I slip out of bed and creep along the ends of the bunks to the window. I rest my hands on the sill and gaze out at the snow-covered garden.

Margret climbs out of bed and stands beside me.

‘Look,’ I whisper. ‘So bright!’

‘It’s a full moon,’ she says.

‘I love the light,’ I murmur. ‘I hate the dark.’ I shudder.

Margret takes me by the arm and leads me back to my bed. She snuggles up beside me. Carefully. Gently. A sardine who leaves a bit more space than usual. Because she saw my bruises and welts when we changed into our nightdresses this evening. Everyone did.

‘They locked me in the cellar,’ I whisper. ‘They left me all alone, in the cold and dark. No food. No blanket. Just the rats. And I cried. I cried so much my tears ran dry. Did you know tears could run out, Margret?’

‘No,’ she whispers.

‘The time was all muddled. I didn’t know if it was night or day. It was only when I got out and you told me I’d been gone for three days that I understood how long I’d been there.’ I shudder. ‘And there was a rat who could talk and . . . and . . .’ I begin to weep.

‘Poor Zofia,’ Margret murmurs.

‘Sophia,’ I correct her.

‘I’m sorry,’ whispers Margret.

At last, I ask what I’ve been longing yet dreading to know: ‘Where’s Kat?’

‘Gone,’ says Margret, her voice dull. ‘The very same day. They dressed her in her old clothes and clogs, and made us stand outside and watch as Herr Lehrer marched her down the path and through the gate to a waiting truck. She looked so alone . . . and scared.’

‘Because she was being taken away,’ I whisper.

‘Away,’ echoes Margret.

First Jadwiga.

Now Kat.

‘You should go to your own bed,’ I say. ‘I don’t want to get you into trouble.’

Margret slips out from beneath the blanket. As she goes, I call out after her.

‘Margret?’

‘Yes?’ she replies.

‘Heil Hitler!’
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Herr Lehrer and the nurses are smart. Their punishment of Kat and me has been a great success. We are all filled with dread. The only thing that makes us feel safe is obedience. To the nurses. To the doctors. To Herr Lehrer. To Hitler.

Heil Hitler!

I know now that I must play the part of Sophia Ullman, born in Dresden to fine German parents who are, unfortunately, dead. I was stolen by wicked Polish people, but I must never tell anyone this because they might think I’m tainted by my years in that filthy, backward land. The important thing for people to believe is that I am a good German girl with a perfect head and blonde hair and blue eyes and pure German blood and a heart full of love for Hitler.

Heil Hitler!

It’s the same for us all. For Margret. For Eva. For Wilhelmina, who was once Wanda. For Adolf, who was once Aron. And for all the other girls and boys who’ve been given new German names and birthdays.

Never again do we mention the parties we would be delighted to attend with our cabbages thank you very much, or blond dogs who have been sat on by German soldiers, or the difficulty of squeezing seven bottoms through the doorway. Instead, our mealtime chatter is all about how lucky we are. We have been saved! By the SS. By the Brown Sisters. By our beloved Hitler.

Heil Hitler!

And at bedtime, we crawl into our bunks and close our eyes and go to sleep like good little German girls. We don’t slip into each other’s beds and talk of our homes, or discuss our favourite Polish cakes, or whisper our Catholic prayers. If we dare to speak at all, the words are German and it’s only to say a goodnight gush of thanks to our beloved Führer.

Heil Hitler!

Each day, we stand by our desks, thrust our right hands up and out towards Hitler’s portrait and shout at the top of our lungs: ‘Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler!’

We shout so hard the floor vibrates beneath our boots.

Herr Lehrer lays his cane across his desk. Because it isn’t needed any more. He nods and smiles – an Aesop-fox smile. Because he has won.

My heart fills with hate. How can an SS soldier with a stick and Hitler and all of Germany on his side be proud of conquering a few small, scared, helpless children?

My heart thuds. My cheeks burn with rage. My chest aches with longing – for Jadwiga, for Kat, for Mama and Tata and Aunty Barbara, and even for Tomasz, whom I never got to meet. But I stare at Hitler’s portrait and keep my arm in the air and my chin raised and my spine straight and do my best to look like a good German girl. To be a good German girl. Because there is no point in being anything else.

Polish or German. Make a choice.

I choose German.

Heil Hitler!

Heil Hitler!

Heil Hitler!
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Real life or a fairy tale?

Make a choice!




Chapter Nineteen

April 1942

We’re on a train, travelling deep into the heart of Germany. Doctor Engels, the important doctor from Munich, and three nurses travel with us – me, Margret, Eva and all the other good girls who have blonde hair and blue eyes and perfect heads and strong hairless arms for saluting Hitler. We fill an entire train carriage, three to a seat.

We’re fascinated by all we see – farms and factories, villages and cities, military bases and train stations – everything clean and tidy, shiny and bright. I pat my golden braids, smooth my white smock and tap the toes of my black boots together. I am clean and tidy, shiny and bright. I am a good German girl.

The carriage sways from side to side and I sway with it. I’m a good German girl travelling in a good German train.

Eva slips her little hand into mine and squeezes it. ‘We’ll be alright, won’t we, Sophia?’ she whispers.

I don’t know.

‘Yes!’ I smile. ‘Of course we will.’ I’ve become so very good at lying.

Margret leans towards us and whispers, ‘At least this journey is in a clean train carriage made for people, not in the back of a truck fit for pigs. That has to mean something good, don’t you think?’

I don’t want to remember the truck, or the night I was taken, or the family I left behind.

I won’t remember! It hurts too much.

I am not a sad Polish girl.

I am a good and happy German girl.

I am. I am. I am.

‘Sophia!’ Eva nudges me in the side. ‘You’re mumbling.’

I smile at her, making sure to stretch my mouth wide. I am a happy German girl!

I point out the window and say, ‘You can live in that little wooden shed with a cheerful badger, or in that big white farmhouse with a grumpy bear who stinks and chews with his mouth open. Make a choice.’

Eva’s eyes sparkle. ‘A game,’ she gasps. ‘We haven’t played a game in such a long time.’

Margret says, ‘The big white farmhouse. It’s so beautiful – four storeys high with a shingled roof and a red door.’

‘I choose the little wooden shed.’ Eva screws up her nose. ‘I’d hate to live with that bear. I’d be scared . . . and disgusted by so much smelliness.’

‘But you don’t really have to live with the bear,’ says Margret. ‘The farmhouse is huge. The bear could have the bottom two storeys and you could block off the staircase and live safely on the top two storeys.’

‘Bears climb,’ I warn her. ‘Maybe he’d just scramble up the drainpipe and come in through the window.’

Margret grimaces.

Wilhelmina leans over the back of our seat. ‘Badgers are lovely. My uncle had a pet badger called Tomi, and–’ She stops, realising that she’s talking about a forbidden Polish past. She looks at Doctor Engels, who sits at the front of the carriage, her eyes full of fear. ‘What I mean is, I’d choose the wooden shed because the badger might be good company, and I’m quite sure those blossom trees out the back are apple trees, so I’d be able to make apple tart in the autumn.’

‘I’d choose the wooden shed too,’ I say. ‘Bears eat people. I’d hate to be eaten by a bear who wouldn’t even close his mouth while chewing me up.’ I burst out laughing at the silliness of what I’ve just said, and Wilhelmina, Margret and Eva laugh along with me.

It’s a long time since we’ve laughed. It feels good.

Maybe we really will be alright.
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For much of the journey, Doctor Engels sits at the front of the carriage, puffing on his pipe, taking one file after another from his briefcase and reading it. Every now and then he stops and stares, looking for the face among us that matches the photograph in the file. Then he nods or smiles or raises an eyebrow. Sometimes he wanders up and down the aisles, listening in on our conversations, correcting our German. But in a polite way. He’s never harsh. He never mocks as Herr Lehrer did.

Now, he leans over my seat. ‘Sophia, would you join me?’ His blue eyes are soft and kind.

My cheeks burn, but I smile. ‘Yes, Herr Doktor. I would be delighted.’

We walk along the aisle to the back of the carriage. We stand side by side, looking out the window.

Doctor Engels says, ‘Tell me all about yourself, Sophia.’

I frown. Is this a trick question? I cannot talk about my life as a Polish girl. That is forbidden. But my life as a German girl has been so small. Every day has been the same – I ate, I was examined by doctors, I walked around inside the high brick wall at the edge of the garden, I spoke German in Herr Lehrer’s classes, I slept. I was also scolded a lot and slapped a lot, and I cried a lot, but I definitely shouldn’t talk about those things.

‘Come, now,’ sings the doctor. ‘Don’t be shy.’

I say the first thing that pops into my head. ‘If I ever get eaten by a bear, I hope he keeps his mouth closed while chewing me up.’

Doctor Engels chuckles. ‘A wise wish. It would be far better to be eaten by a good-mannered bear than a rude one.’

‘Yes!’ I agree. ‘One who uses a knife and fork, and dabs his mouth with a napkin between bites, and says “Thank you very much for a delicious supper!” when he’s done. I might not hear it from inside his belly, but one should never scrimp on good manners.’

The doctor throws back his head and roars with laughter.

‘Oh!’ I gasp, peering through the window. ‘What a beautiful place this is! The meadows are rich and green. The streams are crystal-clear. And look! There’s a castle sprouting up from that hilltop in the distance. Well, not really sprouting up, more crumbling down–’

I stop. I bite my lip. I’ve forgotten myself. I’ve been babbling.

Doctor Engels doesn’t seem to mind. He’s smiling – no, he’s beaming at me. ‘We’re now in Bavaria, the most beautiful region in Germany. I was born here, in a town called Oberammergau.’

‘Oberammergau,’ I echo. ‘What a pretty name.’

‘My father was a doctor, and my mother made the best gingerbread houses in all of Germany. They were almost too pretty to eat.’ Doctor Engels’s blue eyes twinkle. ‘Almost . . . But somehow, I always managed to take that first bite, and then . . .’ he spreads his hands wide, ‘. . . all the other bites followed quite easily.’

I sigh. ‘A gingerbread house.’

‘So!’ says the doctor. ‘I’ve told you about my family. Now you tell me about yours.’

He leans forward, suddenly serious, and I understand that this is a test. Like the head measurements and the ink blots and the Heil Hitlers. At last, I understand! The words Herr Lehrer spent all those months teaching us were for times just like this!

‘My father was a German soldier,’ I whisper, ‘but unfortunately he is dead.’

Doctor Engels knows this is a lie. He’s read my file. He knows everything about me. And yet he says, ‘I am so very sorry for your loss, Sophia. But you can be proud that your father died serving our glorious Führer.’

‘Thank you,’ I reply. ‘I am proud.’ My cheeks burn once more, hotter this time.

‘And your mother?’ he asks.

‘My mother was German, but she too is dead.’ The lies now begin to slip freely from my tongue. ‘Mutti was beautiful with blonde hair and blue eyes, and she wore perfume that smelled of roses and . . . and . . .’

Doctor Engels nods, encouraging me to continue.

‘She was a wonderful cook!’ I cry. ‘Just like your mother, Herr Doktor. But she didn’t make gingerbread houses. She made gingerbread men! The best you have ever seen. They were so cute, with little belly buttons made of currants. I loved them dearly and used to play with them until I grew so hungry I could no longer help but gobble them all up. But then I would feel so guilty for eating them that I would burst into tears! So Mutti, darling Mutti, would bake me a whole new family of gingerbread men.’

And now my eyes really are full of tears, because talking about a mother, any mother, even a made-up mutti, makes me feel so very, very sad and lonely.

Doctor Engels rests his hand gently on my shoulder. ‘But that is a wonderful memory, Sophia. So sweet and funny and full of love. And also full of gingerbread! You should be glad to be the child of such fine German parents.’

‘I am,’ I reply, sealing the lie with a brave but teary smile.

The doctor rubs his hands together and murmurs, ‘Good. Good. Perfect.’




Chapter Twenty

After travelling and stopping and starting and sleeping sitting up or draped across one another’s laps for two days, our train pulls into a station, and we’re allowed off. We line up in four rows, like dolls in a factory – blonde hair, blue eyes, white smocks, black boots. We march along the platform, through the gates and out into a quiet side street.

A new woman appears. She is short and wide and wears a navy uniform with heavy black shoes. She struts back and forth before us, chest out, hands clasped behind her back, beady brown eyes boring into us.

‘You are lucky children!’ she snarls. ‘Today you will be taken to a fine boarding school, where you will learn to become good German girls.’

I frown. Isn’t that what we’ve been learning these last months? Does this mean we still aren’t good enough? Even after all the medical tests and lessons and slappings and scoldings? Will there be more of the same?

Oh, no! Will there be something worse?

My tummy aches. My chest tightens. My head pounds.

Margret starts sniffling beside me.

‘Yes! Yes!’ the beady-eyed woman shouts. ‘You will be raised as good German girls so you can grow up and become good German mothers. Mothers who will have good German children, who will also grow up and serve Hitler. Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ we reply, arms shooting into the air.

‘Again!’

‘Heil Hitler!’

‘But I don’t want to be a mother,’ whispers Eva. ‘I want someone to be my mother.’

‘Our transport is here!’ The angry woman smiles. It’s a cruel smile that makes her eyes look even harder.

Two trucks pull up nearby. Army trucks. Like the ones that take people away in the middle of the night and never bring them back. Like the one that took me away in the middle of the night, and all the other girls too.

A murmur of panic runs between us. Feet shuffle. Some girls begin to cry. Because we know that a boarding school that fetches its students in trucks is not the sort of school we want to attend.

The nurses are joined by four soldiers, who begin to lift the good German girls who aren’t yet good enough into the back of the trucks.

Eva, Margret and I hold hands as we shuffle closer and closer.

‘We’ll be alright,’ I say, my voice high and squeaky with the lie. ‘We’re going to a fine boarding school. And we will always have each other.’

Such a huge and terrible lie. Because at that moment, Doctor Engels calls my name. ‘Sophia! Come!’

I hesitate.

‘Sophia!’ The doctor now sings my name and beckons to me across the sea of blonde heads.

I pull myself free from Eva’s and Margret’s clinging fingers, squeeze through the crush of scared girls and run to his side.

‘Please, come with me. Wolfgang, our driver, is waiting.’

The doctor points to a car parked nearby. It’s big and black and shiny, with silver trim that glistens like diamonds. The roof is down and a thin, elderly man in a black uniform and peaked hat sits behind the wheel. How wonderful it would be to drive through the Bavarian valleys with the wind in my hair, the sunshine on my shoulders!

I look back at Eva and Margret, who are being hustled closer and closer to the ugly dark opening at the back of the truck.

I gape at Doctor Engels. ‘But my friends . . .’

He smiles kindly. ‘Don’t worry, Sophia. Your friends will be looked after, I promise. But the boarding school is not for you. You are special – pretty, funny, obedient, highly intelligent, pure Aryan. You are a German princess.’

I am not just a good German girl. I’m a German princess!

The uniformed driver of the car starts the engine. My carriage awaits!

I look back and see Eva being lifted onto the back of the truck.

‘Sophia!’ she yells. ‘Come! Quickly!’

The truck or the car?

The friends or the doctor?

Rubbish girl or precious princess?

Make a choice! Make a choice! Make a choice!

I choose.

‘Please, Herr Doctor, may I say goodbye to my friends?’

He tilts his head to one side. He purses his lips. He nods.

I run back and hug Margret.

Eva leans out of the truck and I kiss her cheek.

‘Sophia!’ she begs, clutching at the sleeve of my smock. ‘Climb up here with me! We need to stay together! Always together. Please, please, please!’

I pull back, out of her grip. ‘I’m sorry. I love you, Eva. You will always be my favourite dog. And Margret, I love you too. You will always be my favourite sardine.’

And to my shame, I turn my back on them and run.
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I travel through the beautiful Bavarian countryside, the wind in my hair, the sunshine on my shoulders, tears streaming from my eyes.

I am a princess in her carriage, surveying her kingdom, chest aching, nose running, breath catching in ugly jerking sobs.

I am a princess and a beastly coward. I don’t know how to patch the two bits together, so I cry.

I spot a herd of fat and happy cows, strolling across a lush green meadow, bells around their necks. Cows making music! A smile slips in between the sobs.

Doctor Engels taps Wolfgang the driver on the shoulder, and we stop by the side of the road. The doctor and I climb over a timber fence and stand knee-deep in white daisies and grass. A cow ambles towards us, fat and brown with long sharp horns. I turn and make to run, but Doctor Engels takes my hand and says, ‘It’s alright, Sophia. Bavarian cows are the kindest cows on Earth. Trust me.’

His blond hair shines like an angel’s in the sunlight. His blue eyes are soft and kind. His hand is big and strong and warm.

So I trust him.

The cow comes close, her bell donkle-clonking with every step, then stops. She stares at me. She snorts, sending a gust of warm, sweet breath my way. She licks her nose, her tongue reaching deep into one nostril then the other.

I smile.

The cow blinks.

Doctor Engels plucks a white daisy and tucks it between the cow’s ear and horn.

I giggle.

Doctor Engels plucks a second daisy and tucks it between the cow’s other ear and horn. She snorts, licks her nostrils again and ambles away.

I laugh.

Doctor Engels now picks a third daisy and tucks it behind my ear. ‘Sophia,’ he sings, ‘princess of the daisies.’

My eyes fill with tears once more.

I look out across the meadow, past the cows, to where a lone church stands, so white and bright that surely it must be painted fresh each day. Beyond it is a wide blue lake, sparkling like sapphires. And all around are forest-covered hills and snow-capped mountains, forming a high and mighty wall that keeps the cows and flowers and loveliness safe.

I pick a daisy and hand it to Doctor Engels. He tucks it into the buttonhole of his coat.

We return to the car and drive on. And even though my eyes are still full of tears, my heart is thudding with something new.

I think it is hope.




Chapter Twenty-One

I wake with a start. I’m slouched against Doctor Engels. I’ve dribbled on his sleeve.

‘I’m sorry!’ I gasp.

He smiles. ‘It’s nothing!’

‘We’ve stopped,’ I say.

‘We have arrived,’ he explains, helping me out of the car. ‘This is your new home.’

My new home is a farm. The house is magnificent – large and white, three storeys high, with a heavy timber roof. Every window is framed with green shutters and hung with planter boxes that overflow with spring flowers – purple, white, pink and blue. The top floor has a long timber balcony with hearts carved into the railings.

Nearby stands a giant white barn, bigger than the house and almost as lovely. Its wide doors are painted green to match the shutters on the house, and even here, some of the windows are hung with flower boxes.

Surrounding the house and barn are green meadows dotted with wildflowers, an apple orchard in full blossomy bloom, and a vineyard hugging a hillside. A chestnut horse grazes in the meadow, fat white geese waddle through the orchard, and a rooster crows from a gatepost.

‘The rooster needs a new clock,’ I say.

‘That’s Rolf,’ says Doctor Engels. ‘I raised him from chickenhood. He’s very silly and crows at all times of day rather than just at dawn, but he loves me very much and I love him.’

‘This is your farm?’ I ask.

‘Yes. It was a gift from Hitler. He appreciates the important work I do.’

My neck prickles at the mention of Hitler. And I’m confused. If this is Doctor Engels’s farm, how can it also be my new home?

Taking my hand, he leads me across the gravel drive and into the house. We wander along a wide hallway, poking our heads through every doorway. Each room seems grander than the one before, with timber ceilings, rich rugs, stone fireplaces and furniture fit for a king. As we go, the doctor calls, ‘Elsa? Elsa, dear?’

At last we pop out into a large bright kitchen, the cheeriest room I’ve ever seen. The timber cupboards are painted pale blue, with a little spray of flowers in the middle of each door. Wide windows are framed with floral curtains. In the middle, on a solid timber table, sits a vase filled with apple blossom, and a plate filled with – I gasp – gingerbread men.

‘Elsa!’ calls Doctor Engels, and at last Elsa appears.

‘Aaaah!’ sighs the doctor. He lets go of my hand and wraps Elsa in his arms. He swings her about then smothers her cheeks with kisses until she laughs and pushes him away.

‘Sophia, please meet my wife, Frau Elsa Engels.’

I step forward, unsure of whether to give a Hitler salute or a curtsey. In the end I simply say, ‘Good day, Frau Engels. I am delighted to meet you.’

I really am delighted to meet her. She is dazzlingly beautiful, tall and slim with bright blue eyes, powder-white skin and silver-blonde hair. Her hair is plaited and looped around her head like a crown. She’s wearing a pale blue dress that matches the kitchen cupboards and she smells of roses! She’s just like the German mother of my lies. Except that she’s alive, not dead.

Frau Engels presses her hand to her chest. ‘Why, Fredrik! She’s perfect!’

‘Thank you, Frau Engels,’ I whisper. ‘I think you are perfect, too.’

I do. I really do.

‘Sophia is a princess,’ says Doctor Engels. ‘The pick of the batch. I’ve been thorough in my search, and I’m sure she’s the one.’

The one what?

Frau Engels nods to her husband, then asks, ‘How old are you, Sophia?’

‘Eight. Almost nine.’

‘Eight,’ she echoes. ‘Such a lovely age!’ She drops to her knees and smiles. It’s a soft, kind smile, like a mother would give to her child, and my legs go all wobbly. ‘I am very pleased you are here, Sophia. May I kiss your cheek?’

I gasp. It’s so long since I’ve been kissed or hugged by a grown-up.

‘May I?’ repeats Frau Engels.

I nod and she leans forward and presses her lips to my cheek.

A kiss! A mother’s touch!

Frau Engels now takes both my hands in hers. She looks at me with eyes full of love and wonder, as though I am the most brilliant thing she has ever seen.

‘Sophia,’ she says, ‘We’ve not been blessed with children of our own, even though we longed for them. But I would very much like to be your mother. And Doctor Engels would like to be your father. So we wondered . . . do you suppose–’

I throw my arms around her neck.

This is just like a fairy tale where a girl thinks she’s an orphan but, after many years of hardship, is found by her mother and father, and not only are they kind and loving, but they are also the queen and king of a very grand kingdom.

Of course, this isn’t a fairy tale. This is a lie. The girl is me and I’m not an orphan or a long-lost princess, but a Polish girl who already has a mother and a father. But the lie is all I have. It’s the only thing that will keep me safe. The only thing that will keep me off the back of another truck.

Orphan or beloved daughter. Make a choice.

I am only eight, and lonely, and starving for love.

I wrap my arms more tightly around Frau Engels’s neck, kiss her cheek and whisper, ‘Yes please!’




Chapter Twenty-Two

This morning I was a German orphan. Tonight, I am not.

I have a mother and a father – a mutti and a vati.

We eat a quiet supper together in the dining room, served by a maid called Clara. Grey-haired and plump, she waits in the shadows while we eat. I think of the nasty nurses hovering around at mealtimes and a shiver runs down my spine.

I stare open-mouthed at the sausage that nestles alongside the potato and sauerkraut on my plate. A whole sausage, just for me!

Papa laughs. ‘The food we produce on our farm is important in feeding all the people in the German Reich. Much of it gets sent away, but still, we manage to save some special bits.’ He gives a cheeky smile. ‘And I am a wealthy man and a friend of our Führer. Money and power can buy good things, even during a war.’

This sounds like cheating or stealing. But the sausage shimmers with grease and my mouth waters and my tummy rumbles and I set to eating it. I’ve barely finished when Clara swoops in, hand outstretched. I duck and prepare myself for the slap. I don’t know what I’ve done. Maybe I’ve been too quiet. Maybe I should have thanked Hitler for the lovely fat sausage before eating. Maybe I’ve been a bad-mannered girl, gobbling, guzzling, chewing with my mouth open like a bad-mannered bear. I was very hungry!

I hunch my shoulders, wince and wait for the blow. But Clara’s hand reaches past me, takes my plate and withdraws.

Mutti has seen my fear. She strokes the end of my braid and smiles. ‘You’re safe here, Sophia,’ she coos. ‘This is a kind house and Clara is your friend.’

It’s too much. My heart swells and my eyes fill with tears.

But before they can fall, Vati dances a gingerbread man across the table in front of me. The yummy little fellow leaps and spins and sings a silly song about belly buttons made of currants, and at last he springs onto my plate and shouts, ‘Eat me! Eat me!’

At the same time, Clara places a glass of milk beside my plate.

I stare at the gingerbread man and forget to cry. He’s magnificent! Large with eyes, a mouth and five buttons made from currants. I imagine all the butter, sugar and flour that must have been used to make him. He’s almost too precious to eat.

Almost.

I pick him up, smile at Mutti, then Vati, and bite off his entire head.

‘Ouch!’ squeals Vati, as though the gingerbread man himself is complaining.

I snort with laughter and gingerbread crumbs fly across the white tablecloth. I gasp, which makes me suck in a crumb, and I start coughing and more crumbs fly from my mouth and scatter everywhere. I’m mortified, but Mutti passes me the glass of milk and I gulp it down and everything is fine.

It’s better than fine, because when I finish the gingerbread man, another dances onto my plate.
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I sit in a warm deep bath with bubbles frothing around my ears. I’ve never had a bubble bath before. It’s astonishing. I think this might be how storks feel when they sunbathe on the clouds.

Mutti sits on the floor beside me, scooping up handfuls of bubbles and blowing them through the air. They stick on the tiles and the taps and the mirror. I scoop up a handful of bubbles too and blow them into the air, where they stick to Mutti’s nose and chin. She goes cross-eyed trying to see them, and laughs. Her laughter is like a delicate cowbell donkle-clonking in a daisy-filled meadow.

When the bubbles start to fizzle away, Mutti washes my hair. Her hands are gentle and she uses shampoo that smells of roses. Beautiful roses. The scent of mothers and love.
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I’m wrapped in a fluffy towel, standing in my new bedroom. It’s large and bright, with yellow and white striped wallpaper, a wide bed with a pink flowery quilt, a bookshelf full of books, a wingback chair with squishy green cushions, a white dressing table with a round mirror, and a bedside table with an alarm clock. The clock has a mechanical chicken on top that pecks in time with the ticking.

Slowly, I turn around, taking it all in. Everything is so beautiful. Especially that pecking chicken on the clock.

‘Pyjama time!’ sings Mutti. She pulls out one of the drawers of the little bedside table and holds up a pair of pyjamas with a short-sleeved shirt and long-sleeved pants.

I stare, mesmerised. I’ve never worn pyjamas. I thought they were for boys. But not these ones. These are white with yellow flowers.

Princess pyjamas.
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I climb into bed and Mutti tucks a puffy eiderdown and the pink flowery quilt up around my ears. She sits on the bed beside me and kisses me, ever so softly, in the middle of my forehead. Such a kiss! Rose-scented and filled with love.

Real love. I feel it. On my skin. In my head. In my heart.

‘Thank you,’ I whisper. ‘Thank you for choosing me.’

She smiles and kisses me again!

Doctor Engels appears. He’s changed from his smart coat into a woolly cardigan, cream like the fleece of a sheep. His pipe hangs from his mouth, a cosy wisp of smoke rising from the bowl.

Not Doctor Engels, I tell myself. Vati.

Vati pulls a book from the shelf, drags the wingback chair close to my bed, flops into it, and starts to read.

I’ve never heard Hansel and Gretel before. I lie flat on my back, as still as a log, as silent as a mouse, listening. But then Vati shows me a coloured picture, all inky blues and moody greens, of the scared little brother and sister creeping through a deep, dark forest, and I sit up.

Vati reads on, sucking his pipe, smoke puffing out between his words. The room becomes foggy like the forest. I lean towards the book, breathing deeply, soaking up as much of the story as possible. It’s so long since I’ve been read a bedtime story. I cannot get enough of it. The drama! The magic!

When Vati shows me the picture of the splendid gingerbread house covered in icing and sweets, I gasp with delight. I crawl out of bed and into Vati’s lap, and huddle over the book so I can read the words as well as hear them.

When Hansel is locked in a cage and fattened by the wicked witch, I cover my face with my hands and start sobbing. ‘No! No! No! No!’ I’m sure that Gretel is going to run away and leave Hansel behind to be eaten by the witch, because she’s just a scared little girl who is trying to survive, and that is exactly what I would do. That is exactly what I did – to Eva and Margret.

I sob and gasp and tears drip between my fingers onto the pages of this terrible story.

Vati hugs me and rocks me back and forth.

Mutti rubs my back and says, ‘There, there, my love. It will end well. I promise. Just wait and you will see!’

Vati reads on and I learn that Gretel is brave and clever. She conquers the witch and sets Hansel free and they run away together, holding hands, back home to their father, where they live happily ever after.

Vati closes the book and I start crying once more.

‘I’m so ashamed,’ I whisper. ‘I could never be brave like Gretel.’

‘Sophia, dear,’ Mutti coos. ‘This is a story. A fairy tale. None of it is real. Not Gretel or her brother or the father or the witch.’

I catch my breath and stare at her. ‘None of it is real,’ I echo.

She nods. ‘At the back of our minds, we know it’s all pretend, but as long as the story lasts, we live in it and believe it’s true. Houses can be made of gingerbread. Little girls can overpower big bad witches. All the good people live happily ever after. That is why we are able to enjoy the stories so.’ She guides me back to bed and tucks me in. ‘You understand?’

I nod. I understand.

She kisses me on the forehead once more, then Vati does too. They turn off the light and creep out of the room, leaving a cloud of roses and tobacco smoke and kindness hanging in the air.

I understand.

At last, I understand.

I snuggle down beneath the eiderdown. I am so very lucky, because I am a German princess living happily ever after in a beautiful house, with a wonderful mutti and vati who love me. I know this is a fairy tale, and none of it is real. But as long as the story lasts, I will live in it and believe it is true.

Believing might even make me happy.




Chapter Twenty-Three

I wake with a fright. The sun is barely peeping over the hilltops.

‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’

Rolf the rooster is standing in the window box outside my bedroom, crowing among the flowers.

‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’

And now he pecks at the glass – Tap! Tap! Tap!

I slip out of bed and open the window. ‘Good morning, Rolf!’

Rolf jumps onto the sill. He ruffles his feathers. He tilts his head to one side. He flaps to the floor and runs – past my bed, through the open doorway and along the corridor. Pitter-patter-pitter-patter go his claws on the timber floor.

Oh no! I’ve just let a rooster loose in the house!

‘Rolf!’ I gasp. ‘Come back!’

I run after him, past the bathroom, around the corner and straight into a large room with a four-poster bed. Mutti and Vati’s bedroom!

Rolf runs around and around the floor, his red comb jiggling on top of his head, his brilliant green tail feathers flying out behind him.

Pitter-patter-pitter-patter.

‘Rolf!’ I whisper-shout. ‘You shouldn’t be in here.’

Pitter-patter-pitter-patter.

‘Rolf,’ I wheedle. ‘You need to go outside.’

Rolf stops. He tilts his head to the left. He stares at me with beady eyes. Then he takes off once more.

Pitter-patter-pitter-patter.

There’s a grumble from the bed. The eiderdown shifts. Mutti and Vati are waking.

My tummy turns to mush. I’m going to be in dreadful trouble.

Pitter-patter-pitter-patter.

‘Ple-e-e-ease,’ I beg softly.

Rolf freezes, one claw in the air

‘Good boy.’ I creep towards him.

Rolf clucks, ‘Bok.’

‘Good little rooster.’ I stretch out my hands.

Rolf flaps his wings, flies up onto the end of the bed, puffs out his chest and crows. ‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’

I run. Out the door, along the corridor, around the corner, past the bathroom and back into my own bedroom. I dive beneath the covers, but I’ve barely landed when I think of all the mornings when the nurses woke us at dawn – ‘Schnell! Schnell!’ – and made us tidy our beds – ‘Schnell! Schnell!’ – and slapped us if we couldn’t do it fast enough – ‘Schnell! Schnell!’ Slap! Slap! Maybe this is what’s expected of all good German girls, so I jump back out of bed and plump the pillow and pull up the sheets and the eiderdown, and then the quilt, and smooth it all and tuck in the edges and smooth it all again and stand at the foot of the bed, chin up, shoulders back, ready for inspection.

I wait.

And wait.

And wait some more.

Then Mutti arrives in a pink silk bathrobe.

‘Heil Hitler!’ I shout, thrusting my right arm into the air.

Then Vati arrives in a rumpled blue cotton bathrobe.

‘Heil Hitler!’ I shout again.

Then Rolf arrives, his tail feathers blazing behind him. He scuttles into the room and runs around and around, disappearing beneath the bed and popping out the other side, then keeps going, around and around and around.

Pitter-patter-pitter-patter-pitter-patter-pitter-patter.

After three laps, he stops. Right at my feet. He puffs out his chest, flaps his wings and crows, ‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’

I bite my lip, point my right hand down towards him and squeak, ‘Heil Hitler?’

Mutti and Vati burst out laughing.
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After breakfast, Vati and Rolf show me around the farm.

‘This is my favourite time of the day,’ says Vati.

‘Rolf’s too,’ I reply, as the rooster runs circles around my feet.

Vati laughs. ‘He likes you, Sophia. It’s usually my window he pecks in the morning. He’s never pecked on the window of a servant or a guest. But today . . . well, I think he understands that you are family.’

‘Family,’ I whisper. Then I giggle. ‘Does that mean Rolf is my brother?’

‘If you like!’ Vati chuckles.

We stroll through the orchard, where the air is alive with the scent of blossoms and the buzz of bees. Vati peers at one branch after another. ‘Soon these trees will be covered in fat red apples for our Führer and the German people,’ he says proudly. ‘And of course, we’ll save some for ourselves.’

A breeze dances among the trees, plucking the petals and showering them down upon us.

‘Pink snow!’ I gasp.

‘Celebration confetti!’ sings Vati.

From there, we climb the wooden fence into the meadow where Dash, the chestnut horse, grazes. He’s huge and I’m a little bit scared. Vati pulls a carrot from his pocket and hands it to me. ‘Feed him this and he’ll love you forever.’

Dash chomps and gobbles the carrot in a flash. He shows his thanks by nibbling at my shoulder with his soft velvety lips.

‘Horse kisses,’ I whisper. I turn to Vati, beaming. ‘I’ve never been kissed by a horse before!’

Rolf flies up onto Dash’s rump, flaps his wings and crows, ‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’

‘He’s jealous!’ cries Vati. ‘Silly rooster!’ He scoops Rolf into his arms, rocks him like a baby and sings him a lullaby. Rolf closes his eyes and makes silly little chicken noises. When he feels like he’s had enough love and attention, he flaps free and waits for us on the fencepost.

Next, we walk up through the vineyard, to the top of the hill. From there, we look back down over the farm. It’s so very beautiful, with its tidy drive, sturdy timber fences, lush green meadows, frilly pink apple orchard, large buildings with snow-white walls and warm timber shingles – and cows!

I turn to Vati and smile. ‘You have cows, too!’

‘We have cows, Sophia. This is your home now, remember.’

My home! This magnificent farm! I breathe in the fresh morning air, then I run down the hill – arms stretched wide, fingers tickling the newly sprung leaves of the grapevines. I look back and Rolf and Vati are running after me and we laugh and yell and gallop and kick early-morning dew from the grass into the air. And I think, I am happy.

I am truly happy.

Still puffing and laughing, I meet the cows. Twenty of them. Fat and brown. ‘Hello, hello!’ I cheer as they amble out of the barn.

‘Hello, hello to you too!’ they reply.

I’m barely surprised that the cows talk. After all, I’m living in a fairy tale.

But then four young women step out from behind the cows and I realise the greeting was theirs.

‘Hello, hello,’ I say again, then, remembering that this is a fairy tale set in Germany, I salute and shout, ‘Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ they reply as one. Loud. Scary. But then they smile and add, ‘Hello, sweetie. You’re new!’

‘This is my adopted daughter, Sophia,’ says Vati, catching up at last.

‘Bok,’ adds Rolf.

‘My brother,’ I say, pointing at Rolf.

The young women laugh and gather around, cooing and clucking, and plucking at my hair and smock.

‘Pretty girl.’

‘What a treasure!’

‘We’re happy for you, Doctor Engels.’

‘Frau Engels must be delighted.’

They like me!

Rolf and Dash like me too.

Even the apple trees celebrate my arrival!

It’s so very, very fine living in this fairy tale.

The young women introduce themselves – Vera, Brigitte, Edith and Lotte. They’ve all finished school and are working on the farm.

‘For Hitler and the German Reich!’ declares Vera.

‘Doing men’s work,’ explains Brigitte. ‘It’s hard going, but everyone has to do their bit, and it’s just until the war’s over and the soldiers return.’

‘Then, we’ll be able to go on to the next big thing,’ says Edith.

‘What big thing?’ I ask.

‘I want to work in a dress shop,’ says Vera. She grimaces at her heavy skirt and muddy boots.

‘Office work,’ says Brigitte, tucking a strand of brown hair back under her headscarf. ‘I’m going to be a secretary.’

‘Marriage,’ says Edith.

‘Me too,’ says Lotte. ‘I want to have lots of babies for the Führer!’

The other girls laugh.

‘We’re all going to get married and have lots of babies,’ says Vera, ‘it’s just that some of us haven’t got a husband lined up yet, so we’ll need a job first.’

‘Being a mutti is a job.’ Lotte pouts. ‘It’s as important as being a soldier. They give women a medal for having lots of children, you know – the Mother’s Cross.’

Edith nods. ‘You get a gold medal for eight children or more, silver for six or seven, and bronze for four or five.’

‘Like the Olympics!’ shouts Brigitte.

‘My mutti only has me,’ I say.

‘Yes,’ agrees Lotte, ‘but look at you! Blonde hair. Blue eyes. Pale skin. You’re pure Aryan, a perfect German girl. You’re better than a thousand gold medals!’

‘Uh-oh!’ cries Brigitte. ‘The cows are in the vineyard!’

The young women run off, laughing, waving over their shoulders, begging me to come and say hello later in the day.

Vati and I wander into the barn. It’s huge, with heavy timber beams criss-crossing overhead, stalls down either side, a loft full of hay and smaller rooms to the rear.

‘In winter, all the animals live in here,’ Vati explains. ‘But now, in the springtime, it’s like a train station where animals and people come and go around the clock. The cows are milked morning and night. The farm girls make butter and cheese in the dairy at the back. The hens lay their eggs and roost in here at night.’

He hands me a basket. We climb a ladder to the loft where we gather eggs. Except for those being sat upon by a large red hen.

‘Here,’ says Vati, taking my hand. ‘Feel how warm she keeps them.’

He slides my hand beneath the hen and I gasp. ‘They’re as warm as the bread Clara baked for our breakfast!’ I feel about, counting – ‘One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. Ten warm eggs! That’s a lot of chickens the mother will have to look after all at once. She deserves a gold medal!’

‘Did you know,’ says Vati, ‘that the first living creature a chicken sees when it hatches is the one it believes to be its mutti? No matter if it’s a hen, a duck, a dog, or even a human. It’s called imprinting. It’s why Rolf loves me so. I carried his egg around in my coat pocket night and day, keeping it warm, and made sure that I was the first person he saw when he hatched. It was an experiment, you see.’

‘Imprinting,’ I whisper.

‘It’s fascinating, yes? The idea that a chicken can be fooled into thinking that a human is its mutti! And it’s not just chickens,’ he explains. ‘It works for other animals too. Some take a little more convincing than the chicken, but eventually, with the right strategies . . .’

‘Fascinating,’ I whisper.




Chapter Twenty-Four

After lunch Vati pushes his chair back from the table and sighs. ‘Excuse me, but I have a great deal of farm business to attend to before departing this evening.’

‘You’re going away?’ I ask.

He nods. ‘It’s wonderful that Mutti now has you to keep her company, Sophia, because my work takes me from home for great blocks of time. I am a very important doctor. I have clinics all over Germany, and beyond.’

Clinics. Like the one where Vati and I met?

A cold shiver runs down my back.

‘Sophia and I have important shopping to do,’ says Mutti. She squeezes my hand. ‘Your smock and boots are orphanage clothes. You’re our little princess now, and deserve something truly lovely.’

I’m about to tell Mutti that the smock and boots are truly lovely, the most wonderful clothes I’ve ever owned. Besides, they’re not orphanage clothes but kidnapped-daughter clothes, and before I had these, I was so poor that everything I wore was patched and faded and too short, though never too tight, because I was so skinny from lack of food.

But just in time, I remember that such a past has been wiped away. Zofia Ulinski no longer exists. I have a new story. Once upon a time, I was a German orphan, Sophia Ullman. Now I am a beloved daughter, Sophia Engels. I am living in a fairy tale.

I stand, walk around the table and wrap my arms around Mutti’s neck. ‘New clothes would be delightful, thank you very much.’

[image: image]

Wolfgang, the driver, greets us at the front door. ‘Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ I shout back. So loudly that Mutti jumps with fright, then laughs.

Wolfgang drives Mutti and me to nearby Vistelberg. It’s a beautiful hilltop village, circled by a huge stone wall with peaked towers.

‘Vistelberg is very special,’ says Mutti. ‘It’s a model town for Germans, full of good Nazis.’

I wonder what good Nazis look like. I’ve only ever met bad Nazis.

We walk along the prettiest cobblestoned street I have ever seen. The houses are three and four storeys high and picture-book pretty – pink, blue, honey brown and sunshine yellow. Some have frames of timber that criss-cross the walls. Others are made of sturdy stone. All have steep roofs covered in tiles that look like biscuits, layered one on top of another.

‘An entire town of gingerbread houses!’ I gasp.

Mutti laughs. ‘How right you are! I’ve never noticed it before.’ She takes my hand and squeezes it. ‘But there are definitely no witches. Only good kind people here.’

‘Good Nazis?’ I ask.

‘Absolutely!’ she sings. ‘Like Vati and me. And now you!’

I stare at her. Mutti is a good Nazi. Which means good Nazis are kind and beautiful. I wonder why I’ve never met this sort of Nazi before.

Mutti takes me into a little shop with a shiny glass counter and polished timber shelves. There are lots of blank spaces on the shelves, but they still contain more treasures than I have seen in any shop since the war started. Some things are new – socks, singlets, skirts, shirts, trousers, ties, handkerchiefs, hats. Others are second-hand but still lovely – jars of mixed buttons, bits of elastic, a wooden box labelled Needles, balls of crinkly wool that’s been unravelled from old jumpers, folded fabric that might once have been tablecloths, bedsheets, curtains.

Curtains!

A memory fills my vision. Josef Ulinski, Tailor.

I blink the vision away. It doesn’t belong here. Not in this German shop. Not in my German life.

A small, grey-haired woman greets us with a salute. ‘Heil Hitler!’ And then she smiles, her brown eyes sparkling.

Another good Nazi!

‘Heil Hitler, Frau Fischer,’ Mutti salutes in reply.

‘Heil Hitler!’ I echo, a little softer this time. We’re indoors, after all, and I don’t want to scare this sweet woman.

Frau Fischer nods and clasps her hands before her. ‘Wonderful to see you, Frau Engels. And who have we here?’

Mutti beams. ‘This is my daughter, Sophia. Doctor Engels and I have adopted her.’

I make my eyes wide and serious and say in my best German voice, ‘Good day, Frau Fischer. I am delighted to meet you. My father was a German soldier but unfortunately he is dead. My mother was German and had pretty blonde hair but unfortunately she is dead, too.’

Frau Fischer presses both her hands to her heart and sighs, ‘You poor, poor darling. I am so sorry for the hardships you have endured, but you must take comfort in knowing that your parents were loyal German folk. And how very lucky you are to have been adopted by the dear doctor and his wife!’

‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘They are good Nazis and I am the luckiest girl on Earth!’

A wobbly smile passes between Frau Fischer and Mutti, and I know I’ve said all the right things. I feel a sudden burst of gratitude towards Herr Lehrer. Perhaps he was not so wicked after all.

‘Sophia needs new clothes,’ says Mutti. ‘I have my ration cards here.’ She hesitates. ‘But I do think the daughter of Doctor Engels deserves something extra-special.’

Frau Fischer gives Mutti a knowing smile and leads us into a room behind the shop. She looks me up and down and smiles. ‘What a pretty girl. With new clothes and bright ribbons for that golden-blonde hair, you will look like a Bavarian princess!’

Frau Fischer unlocks a wardrobe and pulls out a blouse made of delicate white cotton, a full skirt made of heavy blue linen and a black velvet vest with silver buttons and embroidered flowers down the front. Everything is sewn from brand-new fabric. There’s not a frayed cuff or a hole or a thinly worn elbow in sight. Not even a patch or a mismatched collar. Everything is perfect.

‘What do you think?’ asks Mutti.

‘I think . . . I think . . .’ I think I have never seen anything so wonderful in all my life, but I cannot get the words to roll off my tongue. Instead, they try to squeeze their way through my eyes, making my eyelashes damp.

‘Let’s try them on,’ says Frau Fischer, kindly. She pulls off my smock and helps me into the beautiful blouse, skirt and vest. She polishes the silver vest buttons with her lace handkerchief, stands back and frowns. ‘Better, but those boots and stockings will have to go.’

I’m about to cry out that the boots are the most wonderful things my feet have ever worn, when I’m presented with a pair of shoes, black and shiny with a silver buckle at each ankle, and white socks to go with them. Suddenly, the boots look old and ugly.

I sit on a maroon velvet chair while Mutti dresses my feet and Frau Fischer ties blue ribbons into bows at the ends of my braids.

Now, Frau Fischer leads me to a long mirror, where I see a Bavarian princess staring back at me. Perfect clothes. Perfect shoes. Perfect hair. Perfect head. Perfect smile, full of wonder . . . and eagerness to please . . . and happiness.

The fairy tale might be pretend, but the happiness is real.




Chapter Twenty-Five

By the time we leave the shop, we have three brown paper parcels – two containing my old boots and clothes, and one holding a pretty blue dress that once belonged to Frau Fischer’s granddaughter but is too small for her now. Mutti hands over a great pile of money and says she’ll send Wolfgang to fetch the parcels in the car.

‘Now!’ sings Mutti. ‘We can’t possibly shop all afternoon without something yummy to keep our energy up!’

A shiny glass door with a tinkling bell leads us into a restaurant, a whole new kind of wonderland. The walls are made of timber and plaster like the gingerbread houses in the street, but here the plaster is covered in paintings – people dancing and working in the meadows, rabbits and bears, geese and deer, grapevines and blossom trees, vases filled with flowers, cages filled with birds.

Small square tables are filled with men and women, talking and shouting, drinking coffee, eating cake, reading newspapers, laughing and smoking.

A waiter in a black suit greets us: ‘Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ Mutti replies.

‘Heil Hitler!’ I echo.

The waiter clicks his heels, bows and gives me a warm, wide smile.

I’m starting to like all this Heil Hitlering. It’s like a ticket to every event you would ever want to attend. No matter where you are, or who you meet, you know exactly how to greet them. Heil Hitler opens every door, unlocks every smile.

The waiter pulls out a chair for Mutti. He does the same for me, then stands by with a notepad and pencil.

Mutti asks, ‘What sort of cake can you offer us?’

‘The cinnamon cake is baked fresh today.’ The waiter frowns. ‘But it’s a bit dry and not at all sweet and has very little cinnamon. Rationing makes things difficult, as you know.’ He leans in, one eyebrow arched, and lowers his voice. ‘But if you are willing to pay extra, Frau Engels, I can offer you a delicious cherry cake. Sweet and buttery, made with real eggs.’

Mutti nods. ‘Cherry cake and coffee for two.’

Now the waiter arches both eyebrows in a question.

Mutti laughs. ‘Yes, I am happy to pay for the real coffee.’

German cherry cake is the most delicious, delightful dessert I’ve ever tasted. It’s golden-brown on top with whole cherries sinking down into a cake full of sugar and giggles. Every mouthful sets me off, and soon I’m giggling so hard that I cannot stop and Mutti is rolling her eyes. Not in a grumpy way, but in a Goodness gracious me, will you look at my silly daughter way. Amused and proud at the same time.

I giggle on and on and on.

And then I stop.

Because standing by the table is an SS officer.

‘Heil Hitler!’ he roars.

I drop my cake fork. It slips off my plate and onto the floor. I drop to the floor after it, crawl under the table and hide. I curl into a ball and shake.

Perhaps the SS officer has come to tell Mutti that I don’t belong here. I am not a good German girl, even though I might look the part with my fancy new clothes and buckle-up shoes. The fairy tale is over. I’m a bad Polish pig and must be grabbed and dragged into the street and thrown onto the back of a truck and taken away to the rubbish bin as quickly as possible.

Away. Away. Away.

I shiver and listen. Yet nobody shouts or sneers or snarls. The sounds that reach my ears are light and happy – chitter-chatter, chuckles, and Mutti’s delicate cowbell laughter.

After a few minutes, I see the SS boots walk away.

The tablecloth lifts and Mutti’s head appears. ‘Helloooo?’ she asks. ‘Have you found your cake fork yet?’

‘No,’ I whisper, even though the fork is clearly in my hand.

To my relief, Mutti doesn’t scold me. She simply withdraws her head, leans back in her chair and orders another cup of coffee. She sips and waits until I’ve gathered enough courage to crawl out and return to my seat.

Slowly, silently, I start eating my cake once more.

‘Good girl,’ whispers Mutti.

I almost melt with relief. I am still a good German girl.

‘Now,’ says Mutti, ‘did you hear what Colonel Weber said?’

I shake my head.

‘His daughter Heidi is sitting over there. She would very much like to meet you.’

I turn to look. A girl waves at me and smiles. She’s about my size, with light brown hair braided and pinned across the top of her head, brown eyes and deep dimples in her cheeks.

I smile and give a little wave back. And before I know what has happened, she’s jumped from her chair and run over to our table.

‘Hello, I’m Heidi. I mean, Heil Heidi, I’m Hitler. No, Heil Hitler, I’m Heidi. Oh, poop! I forgot to salute. Vati says I’m always in too much of a hurry to get things right.’ She steps back, takes a deep breath and salutes, ‘Heil Hitler!’ But as her hand goes up, she catches the fork on my plate and sends both it and a cherry flying through the air. The fork clatters across the floor and a passing waiter skids on the cherry. He drops his loaded tray and by the time the sound of smashing and crashing has stopped echoing off the walls, Heidi has disappeared.

‘Where’d she go?’ I ask.

Mutti points beneath the table. ‘It seems to be quite the fashion today.’

I slip from my chair, in under the tablecloth, for the second time. And there, I find myself face to face with Heidi.

‘Is it very bad out there?’ she asks.

I take a peek. It really is! The floor is a mess of shattered glass and crockery, puddles of water and coffee, and crumbled cake. An angry woman is wiping her coffee-splattered legs with a napkin. And the waiter, poor man, is staggering to his feet, rubbing his bottom.

I turn back to Heidi. ‘It’s not so bad,’ I lie.

She chews her thumbnail, unconvinced.

‘In fact,’ I continue, ‘it could be a lot worse. Imagine if the waiter had been carrying two trays . . . or if he’d been carrying two trays, each with an entire cherry cake on top . . . or if he’d been carrying two trays, each with an elephant balancing on it. Elephants don’t fall lightly, you know. They would have squashed at least two guests, maybe three or four, and there would be a dreadful mess of squished kidneys and lungs and belly buttons and–’

I stop. Heidi is laughing, her thumb still in her mouth.

‘You’re so funny!’ she gasps.

‘I don’t mean to be,’ I say.

And she’s off again, this time snorting like a pig. I hope she doesn’t swallow that thumb.

Finally, she stops laughing and puts her hands in her lap. She smiles at me, all dimples and friendliness, and says something that takes me completely by surprise. ‘I’m turning nine next week. Would you like to come to my birthday party?’

My heart swells with a bubble bath of happiness. I give Heidi my most sparkling princess smile and say, ‘I would be delighted to attend your birthday party, thank you very much.’

Heidi stares at me, eyes boggling, then bursts out laughing once more.

And this time I join in.




Chapter Twenty-Six

Back at the farm, I’m greeted by Rolf. I’ve barely stepped out of the car when he flaps from a nearby fencepost and lands at my feet.

‘Hello, Rolf.’ I bend down to pat his glossy orange neck feathers. ‘Did you miss me?’

‘Bok!’ Rolf plucks the blue ribbon from the end of one of my braids and runs.

‘Thief!’ I cry, and chase after him.

Rolf runs around the side of the house and into the barn, the blue ribbon and his green tail feathers blazing out behind him. I catch up and chase him around a haystack. Round and round and round we go.

Vera and Brigitte lean over the loft railing and laugh.

‘Run back the other way!’ Vera yells down at me.

I do, and Rolf is so astonished when he meets me face to face that he drops the ribbon.

‘Fooled you!’ I cheer, but before I can pick it up, a ball of black fluff dashes from one of the stalls, seizes the ribbon and scoots back into hiding.

‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’ crows Rolf.

‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’ I agree.

I creep over to the stall and peer in. There, tumbling, rolling, chewing at my ribbon, are three fluffy kittens, one pure black, one black with a white bib and socks, and one tabby. Nearby, a mother cat, a fat glossy tabby, lies in the straw, licking her paws.

I drop to my knees and scoop the cheeky black kitten into my lap. It pats at my fingers with its soft little paws. Play with me! Play with me!

‘You’re lovely,’ I whisper.

‘You can keep one, if you like.’ It’s Mutti, standing at the entrance to the stall. ‘The mother cat is Missy. She’s a brilliant mouser – and these little ones will grow up to be hunters, too. But you can choose one to be your very own. All girls should have a pet.’

A kitten. Of my own!

‘Unless you’d rather a puppy?’ adds Mutti.

A kitten or a puppy. Make a choice!

‘A kitten!’ I cry. ‘I mean, thank you!’

The black kitten leaps at the end of my braid, and bats at it with his paws.

I laugh. ‘This kitten. Sooty.’
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That evening, after supper, Vati lifts me into his arms and gives me a bear hug. ‘Now, be a good princess and make sure you look after Mutti while I’m gone.’

I nod and kiss him on the cheek.

Mutti leans in and kisses Vati’s other cheek and I feel a flutter of happiness.

Later, when Mutti tucks me into bed, she says, ‘We’ll have lots of fun here, just the two of us.’

‘Just the three of us,’ I say, holding Sooty up to her face for a fluff-snuggle.

Sooty purrs and half-closes his eyes with happiness. The moment I put him down on the bed, though, he circles about mewling.

‘Perhaps he needs to go to the toilet,’ suggests Mutti.

‘But we’ve only just brought him in!’ I cry.

‘He’s a baby,’ she says. ‘They tiddle all the time when they’re little.’

I carry him downstairs and out through the kitchen door. I sit him on the ground, but instead of tiddling, he dashes away, across the farmyard and into the barn. Mutti grabs a torch and we search for him, calling out his name. At last, we find him, snuggled up in the straw with Missy and the other two kittens.

‘Aw,’ I sigh. ‘He misses his mother.’

Mutti scoops Sooty up and hands him back to me. ‘Don’t worry. He’ll get used to living in the house with you. In no time at all, he’ll love you just as much as he loves his real mother. Maybe even more. You’ll see.’

I know she’s right. I already love Sooty with all my heart. I’m so very glad to have him as my own little darling and I’m sure he’s going to have a safe and happy life with me.

But, for some reason, as I carry him away from his mother and his sisters and his home in the barn, tears start to roll down my cheeks.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Today is Heidi’s birthday party, the 1st of May. I’ve never been to a German birthday party. I’ve never been to any birthday party with other children. I’m both excited and scared. My heart dances but my tummy swirls. I’m worried I’ll vomit all over my pretty blue dress.

At least I have the perfect present.

Mutti drives us to the party in her little green car.

I thought only men could drive. I sit in the front seat, a white box with a big pink bow perched on my knee, and stare at Mutti. She’s amazing – beautiful, kind, clever and daring enough to drive a car!

Heidi lives in Vistelberg, just inside the town wall. Her home is a giant gingerbread house, honey coloured and five storeys high, with flower boxes at every window. Three wide stone steps lead to an arched doorway.

We’ve barely reached the first step when the door flies open and Heidi squeals, ‘You’re here! You’re here!’

‘Happy birthday, Heidi,’ I say, handing her the box. ‘Careful, it’s delicate.’

Heidi sits down, right there on the steps, and pulls off the lid.

She squeals. ‘Oh my goodness! Sophia!’ (What she actually says is So-pheeeeee-yaaaaaah!) She reaches into the box and pulls out the fluffy black kitten with white bib and socks and snuggles it beneath her neck. ‘Best present ever in the whole wide world and my entire life.’

‘It’s a girl,’ I say.

‘I’ll call her Socks!’ shouts Heidi. ‘No, Mittens! No, Bib! Oh poop, I don’t know what to call her!’

‘A mix of all three?’ I suggest.

Heidi frowns. ‘Sockmittib?’

I giggle. ‘Bibbensocks?’

‘Bibbensocks!’ cries Heidi. ‘Oh, it’s just perfect. You are clever, Sophia.’ She kisses Bibbensocks on the nose, springs to her feet and shouts, ‘Come on in and meet everyone!’ She takes one step then freezes. ‘Oh, I forgot. Sorry, Frau Engels. Sorry, Sophia.’ She stands up straight, thrusts Bibbensocks into the air, and shouts, ‘Heil Hitler!’

Mutti bursts out laughing. Me too.

‘Oh, please don’t tell Vati!’ cries Heidi. ‘Well, you can’t, anyway. He’s gone. Off to war again.’ She giggles, shrugs, and leads us along the hallway, where we are greeted by her mother.

Frau Weber is a short, pretty woman with brown hair, braided and looped around her head like Mutti’s. She smiles and her cheeks dimple, just like Heidi’s.

‘Lovely to see you, Elsa,’ she sings. ‘And this must be Sophia! A special welcome to you.’

‘Thank you very much,’ I say. ‘I’m delighted to be here.’

Heidi drags me into a large parlour decorated with flowers, paper chains and a brightly painted poster saying Happy 9th Birthday, Heidi. Three mothers sit on the sofas, chatting and sipping at cups of coffee, while six girls stand by a table poking at a pile of unopened presents.

‘Sophia’s here!’ shouts Heidi. ‘And look what she gave me!’

The girls squeal and rush across the room.

I panic. The swirling in my tummy becomes a whirlpool. I don’t know how to greet so many excited German girls at once. Do I Heil Hitler once, or six times, once for each girl? Do I tell them my name? Do I ask their names? Do I curtsey or smile or only speak when spoken to?

‘A kitten!’

‘Oh, she’s a darling.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Let me hold her.’

‘So soft and fluffy.’

‘Hello, Sophia. I’m Ava.’

‘Have you named the kitten?’

‘Bibbensocks!’ shouts Heidi. ‘Sophia came up with the idea. Isn’t it just perfect?’

‘Bibbensocks?’

‘Bibbensocks?’

‘Bibbensocks! How simply gorgeous!’

‘Open my present, Heidi. It’s not as exciting as a kitten, but . . .’

I’m sucked into the crowd of giggling, gooing girls and soon I’m sitting cross-legged on the floor, part of a jolly circle as we watch Heidi unwrap her presents. There are two books, a little brush, a white hair ribbon, a woollen hat, and a brooch – a silver kitten with eyes made of blue glass.

‘EEEEE!’ squeals Heidi. ‘A Bibbensocks pin!’

Everyone squeals and laughs and says how clever of Ava and Sophia to match their presents. Ava takes my hand, squeezes it and smiles. I’m flooded with a sense of relief and so much more. Comfort. Belonging. Happiness.

Again, the happiness!

Heidi’s big sister, Margot, now appears. She’s fifteen, and friendly but bossy. She’s in charge of party games and once more, my tummy whirls with a mix of excitement and fear. I’ve never played party games before, because I’ve never been to a party.

The first game is Musical Chairs. We each take a chair from the dining table and line them up in two rows of four, back-to-back. We sit and Margot puts a record on the gramophone, a marching tune. Everyone stands and we stomp around and around the chairs, arms swinging, giggling, bumping into one another.

I can do this.

But as we march, Margot slips forward and steals a chair. It’s not mine, but when the music stops, everyone dashes to a chair and I’m left standing. Alone.

‘Poor Sophia!’ cries Heidi. ‘You’re out!’

Out? Does she mean I must leave the party? But I thought she liked me. I thought they all did.

My cheeks burn with shame and my bottom lip quivers, but then Mutti’s hand slips into mine and she pulls me gently onto the sofa beside her. And as I watch, I understand that this is all a part of the game. One by one, the chairs disappear, and each time the marching music stops, another girl is left standing and is ‘out’.

At last, there’s just Heidi, with Bibbensocks hugged to her chest, and a girl called Dora, marching around and around the one chair. It’s very silly and they’re having lots of fun. When the music finally stops, Dora dives onto the seat and Heidi sits on top of her! Everyone squeals and claps, and begs for another game.

This time, I know the rules. I manage to keep a chair until right at the end, when it’s just me and Ava. When the music stops, I step back and say, ‘Please, after you.’

Ava sits, but only on one half of the seat. She pats the other half for me to sit beside her. So I do, and we hug and giggle.

I hear one of the other mothers say to Mutti, ‘Oh, Elsa, what a little princess you’ve found!’

Mutti replies, ‘Yes, she’s perfect.’ And I love Mutti even more than before.

We play another game, Cat and Mouse, which is noisy and fun and has far too much running to be played inside, but nobody seems to care.

Then Frau Weber tells us it’s time for the birthday cake. We sit around the dining table, eight little princesses, while two maids bring in plates and silver forks and – I gasp – a cake with pink icing and nine candles. Frau Weber must have lots of money that helps shopkeepers find special things hidden in their cupboards, just like my mutti.

‘Heidi, get that kitten off the table,’ scolds Frau Weber. ‘It’s licking the cake!’

Heidi scoops Bibbensocks into her arms and giggles.

I giggle too, then say, ‘Cake that’s been licked all over by a kitten, or a gingerbread man that’s had just one little nibble taken from its foot by a rat. Make a choice!’

‘What?’ Dora scrunches her nose.

Two other girls, Ruth and Karin, stare at me as though I’m quite mad.

I blush. ‘It’s a game,’ I whisper. ‘There are always two things and you must choose one.’

‘A new game!’ shouts Ava, clapping her hands.

Heidi smiles. ‘Say it again, Sophia.’

‘You have to eat cake that’s been licked all over by a kitten,’ I say, looking from one girl to the next, ‘or a gingerbread man that’s had just one little nibble taken from its foot by a rat. Make a choice!’

‘The cake!’ shouts Dora. ‘I love cake!’

‘But it’s been licked all over by a kitten,’ says Ava.

‘All over!’ cries Ruth, poking out her tongue.

Dora shrugs. ‘I like kittens. And I love cake.’

Everyone starts to laugh.

‘I’d eat the gingerbread man,’ says Ava.

‘But it’s been nibbled on by a rat.’

‘Only the foot.’

‘Still disgusting.’

‘Yes, rats are full of disease.’

‘I’d eat the cake.’

‘The cake!’

‘The gingerbread man!’

And soon everyone is arguing and shouting, and talking about rat germs and kitten dribble, and giggling so hard their faces turn red.

‘Good game,’ whispers Heidi.

‘Good party,’ I reply.
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When we’ve each eaten a huge slice of cake, and Bibbensocks has licked all the crumbs from our plates, Heidi shouts, ‘Let’s play Hide and Seek!’

Ava buries her head in the curtains and starts counting to a hundred out loud. The rest of us scatter.

Heidi plonks Bibbensocks onto the sofa, takes my hand and whispers, ‘Come with me!’

We run along the hallway, downstairs and into the basement. There, Heidi leads me into a small storeroom, a kind of larder. On the shelves I spot bottled fruit, pickles, sauerkraut, wine and canned goods. I’m about to ask where all the food came from, but then I remember that Heidi’s father is a lieutenant-colonel in the SS. If the SS are allowed to steal children, surely they’re allowed to steal food, too.

Heidi grabs a torch that’s sitting beside a bottle of gherkins. She turns it on, crawls beneath one of the shelves and disappears.

I follow and find myself in a passageway with stone walls, ceiling and floor. It’s narrow but tall enough so you can stand and walk normally once you’ve crawled through the entrance.

Heidi shines the torch ahead of us and we walk down a gentle slope, then a long stone staircase. At last, we press our way out between some shrubs, into fresh air and sunshine. We’re in a vineyard!

I look back and see that we’re now outside the town wall.

‘A secret passageway!’ I gasp.

Heidi giggles. ‘Nobody knows it’s here except Vati, Mutti, Margot, my brother Kurt – he’s a soldier – and me.’

‘And now me,’ I add. I beam at her, so very pleased to have been singled out from among her friends.

Heidi grins. ‘You won’t tell anyone, will you?’

I shake my head.

I follow Heidi down the hillside, through the vines and into a copse that conceals a wooden shed. Heidi pulls open the door and inside there’s a car, big, black and shiny, like Vati’s.

‘Why’s a car hidden here among the trees?’ I ask.

Heidi shrugs. ‘For quick getaways, I suppose.’

I giggle. ‘Perfect for Hide and Seek when the seeker is getting too close.’

Heidi slaps her hand over her mouth. ‘The game! My party!’ she gasps. ‘I forgot all about it!’

Together, we run out from the trees, through the vineyard and back up into the secret passage, huffing and puffing and giggling all the way.

Outside the parlour door, Heidi grabs both my hands and whispers, ‘A birthday party every day, or one day each year when you can do whatever you want. Make a choice.’

‘That’s easy,’ I reply. ‘A birthday party every day. Because if I was able to choose whatever I wanted, it would be a birthday party, just like yours! So better one every day than only one a year!’

Heidi drops my hands and throws her arms around me. ‘You’re the best friend ever!’

A picture of Eva and Margret on the back of a truck drifts past my eyes, but I blink it away.

I hug Heidi tightly and reply, ‘No, you’re the best friend ever.’




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Yesterday was my first ever birthday party. Today is my first day of school.

I should be nervous, but I’m excited. I love learning and now, for the first time in my life, I’m in a real classroom with other girls. The boys have a classroom of their own. I’m sitting at a desk, squeezed between Heidi and Ava, and even the squeezing is exciting because we’re giggling and chattering and making a choice between having a nose as big as a turnip or ears as large as dinnerplates.

We still haven’t decided when the teacher, Fräulein Schmidt, enters the room. We all spring to our feet.

Fräulein Schmidt is short and stout with brown hair rolled into a bun. She strides to the front of the room, strong arms swinging back and forth, heavy brown shoes clomping on the floor. She steps up onto the raised platform, turns towards us and salutes. ‘Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ we salute in reply, thirty-five girls as one.

Fräulein Schmidt launches into a long, loud speech about Hitler and the German Reich. She tells lie after lie. Hitler is a superb leader – oh, such a wonderful man, with the mind of a genius, the bravery of a warrior and the heart of an angel! The Germans are a mighty people, destined to rule every part of Europe, and many regions beyond. She talks on and on about German culture and intelligence and military might, and I really wish she’d stop because it’s all horrid and it makes me feel sick and angry. It’s also a big waste of time when I’m desperate to start doing some proper schoolwork, like reading and writing and mathematics and science, because it’s so long since I’ve had proper lessons. My mind starts to wander, and I even start dreaming of music and wonder if there’s a grand piano in the school, which makes me think of that beautiful Chopin tune that always makes me sleepy, and I’m not sure if I’ve actually fallen asleep when Fräulein Schmidt finishes her talk by clasping her hands together with a clapping sound.

I jump and shout, ‘Heil Hitler!’ It’s an accident, something that just popped out. Because I’ve been forced to do it over and over again, so now I simply do it without thinking. I cringe at my mistake, then repeat the salute because I don’t know what else to do. ‘Heil Hitler!’

Heidi casts a nervous sideways glance at me. A few of the girls snigger.

Fräulein Schmidt blinks, then smiles. ‘Welcome, Sophia,’ she says in a voice now soft and warm. ‘Your love for the Führer is admirable. I know that you will enrich our classroom with your presence.’

‘Thank you, Fräulein Schmidt,’ I reply, ‘I am delighted to be here.’

A big girl standing in front of me turns around. She narrows her hazel eyes to two little slits, snarls, then turns away.

‘That’s Gudrun,’ whispers Ava. ‘She’s the smartest in the class, and Fräulein Schmidt’s pet.’

‘Pet wolf?’ I ask.

Heidi and Ava giggle into their hands.
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The morning passes quickly, although the work is a little too easy. I’m ahead of many of the other girls, even learning in German. I’m so quick with my grammar and in writing my composition that Fräulein Schmidt asks if I would duck next door and help Fräulein Mendorf with the younger girls.

Again, Gudrun, the big hazel-eyed girl, scowls at me.

Fräulein Mendorf is young, tall, blonde and pretty. She teaches forty little girls, six- and seven-year-olds. Even though she’s constantly running back and forth and must be exhausted, her words are kind, and a smile is never far from her lips.

I help by reading a picture book to a group of the littlest ones. It’s a story about a family who go to a festival in Munich, where they meet Hitler. Then each of the children must write a sentence that begins: ‘I love Hitler because . . .’

When they are done, they each stand before the class and read their work out loud.

‘I love Hitler because of his moustache.’

‘I love Hitler because he shouts.’

‘I love Hitler because he makes big parades.’

‘I love Hitler because Vati tells me to.’

‘I love Hitler because he gives us chocolate.’

‘I love Hitler because he has a goldfish called Adolf.’

I’m about to giggle, when the bell rings. It’s time for our lunch break.

‘Heil Hitler!’

[image: image]

The playground is crowded with both boys and girls. Everyone must sit quietly and eat their lunch until the second bell rings. Then the fun begins, because we’re allowed to play. And shout!

So many happy noisy children together, all doing whatever they wish! It’s like one enormous birthday party and I’d be delighted to attend, thank you very much.

The boys run and wrestle and march around in large groups playing at being soldiers or pilots or wild animals. Dora, Karin, Ruth, Ava, Heidi and I play skipping.

I’ve never tried skipping before, so I offer to hold one end of the rope while I watch how it works. The girls dash in, skip the looping rope, then dash out again. After a few turns, they start singing songs as they skip – clever ones about boats and ladders and flowers in the garden – and sometimes they do extra twists and leaps and twiddles with their feet. It’s wonderful.

At last, I give it a go. The first time, I trip and stumble into Ava. The second time, I do three skips then get tangled in the rope. The third time, I get it. I skip on and on, and I love it so much that I forget to dash out again. Ava and Dora turn the rope faster and faster, shouting ‘Pepper!’, and I’m skipping so quickly I think my legs will fall off, until at last I shoot out sideways. My friends cheer.

Gudrun walks by and pushes her shoulder into mine. ‘Sorry,’ she smirks.

She’s not.

‘Don’t worry about Gudrun,’ says Heidi. ‘She’s just jealous.’

Jealous? Of me?
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The afternoon flies by in a happy blur. Fräulein Schmidt plays the piano while we sing songs and march around the edges of the school hall. We do German folk dancing – pretty dances performed to light, cheerful music. I learn quickly and I love all the bobbing and bowing, skipping and hopping, elbow-linking and twirling.

At the end of the day, Fräulein Schmidt goes off to sing with the little girls and Fräulein Mendorf takes us for physical education. We run from one end of the hall to the other. We play Leap Frog, Tunnel Ball and a chasing game called Stuck in the Mud. Gudrun pushes me over, but I get back up and keep running and laughing. We finish with an exercise routine to music played on a gramophone – toe touches, side stretches, scissor kicks, star jumps, arm twirls and slow, deep breathing.

The bell rings.

My first day of school is done.

‘Heil Hitler!’
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At home, Mutti and Clara feed me bread and jam and milk, fussing, hovering.

At last, Clara can stand it no more. ‘Well?’ she snaps. ‘What was it like?’

‘Brilliant!’ I sing.

Their faces collapse into wobbly smiles.

‘I love school,’ I say, ‘except . . . my friends all know these skipping games . . . clever little songs and fancy moves with their feet . . .’ I cringe. Are the skipping songs something every German girl should know? Am I about to give myself away? Now, when I’m so very happy at last?

‘Oh, dear,’ says Mutti. ‘I don’t suppose they had time to teach you such things at the orphanage.’

I slump a little in my chair, relieved she doesn’t suspect anything. Mutti really believes that I’m a German orphan!

‘Those farm girls are just out of school,’ says Clara. ‘They’re sure to remember a skipping game or two.’

‘Good idea!’ I jump from my chair and fling my arms around Clara’s middle. I freeze, mid-hug. Clara is a serious, no-nonsense kind of woman. But when I look up, she’s smiling, her cheeks blushing a pretty pink.

‘Go on, then,’ says Mutti. ‘The girls are in the barn.’
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The farm girls greet me with Heil Hitlers, waves and smiles.

‘First day of school,’ says Vera, resting her pitchfork against the wall.

‘Who’s your teacher?’ asks Lotte.

‘Fräulein Schmidt,’ I say.

‘That old bag!’ screeches Edith. ‘She must be at least a hundred!’

I giggle. ‘I like her.’

‘Of course you do,’ coos Brigitte, stroking my hair. ‘You’re a sweet little princess.’

‘Did you have fun?’ asks Vera.

‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘But there was something important I didn’t know.’

‘Long division?’ asks Brigitte. ‘Or that weird folk dance where you hop twice then do half a turn and hop three times? I always forgot the third hop the second time. Or was it the second hop the third time?’

They all cackle and jostle Brigitte about between them.

‘Skipping games,’ I say. ‘There were songs and chants . . . and really fancy steps. All I could do was jump up and down.’

‘Skipping!’ they all squeal at once. And before I can explain any more, they’ve taken a length of rope from a hook on the wall and have it spinning around and around in the middle of the barn, swooshing up dirt and straw and grains of wheat.

Vera jumps in and sings a song:

‘Sophia the maid, in the market square,

Bright blue eyes and skin so fair.

Along comes Herbert and falls to his knees,

And begs fair Sophia, “Kiss me please!”

How many kisses did he get?

One. Two. Three. Four. Five . . .’

She counts on and on as the rope goes faster and faster, until finally she trips at thirty-four!

‘Thirty-four kisses for Sophia!’ they all scream.

‘Who’s Herbert?’ I ask.

‘You should know!’ shouts Edith. ‘You’re the one who kissed him thirty-four times!’

They shriek with laughter.

Rolf, jealous at being left out, flaps up onto the top of the haystack and crows, ‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’

The farm girls laugh even harder, and I can’t help but join in.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

‘Hitler is great!’ declares Fräulein Schmidt. ‘The German Reich is great!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ we shout in unison.

Fräulein Schmidt pulls down a large map of Europe. Just as she has every Monday for the last three weeks. First, she points out the old borders of the German Reich before the war, then traces the current borders, highlighting how far beyond the original lines they stretch. ‘Such growth. Such progress! Our soldiers are, as always, fighting to claim more land for good, honest, hardworking German families.’

What about the good, honest, hardworking families whose countries have been occupied? Their land has been stolen. Doesn’t that make the German families thieves?

I stare at Poland, invaded and carved up – now part Germany, part General Government. None of it left over for free Poles.

I allow my gaze to settle on Kraków. Home.

No, not home. Not any more.

My eyes sting and fill with tears, but I blink them away.

Fräulein Schmidt clasps her hands before her chest and sings, ‘Speaking of good German families . . . Gudrun has some very exciting news to share with us all.’

Gudrun stands and walks to the front of the room. She lifts her chin and announces, ‘My mother had a baby boy yesterday.’

‘And . . . ?’ prompts Fräulein Schmidt.

‘He’s called Dieter, after my opa.’

‘And . . . ?’

Gudrun smirks. She’s loving the attention. She’s stringing the details out so her moment in the spotlight can last as long as possible. ‘Dieter is the fourth boy in my family and the eighth child.’

‘Which means . . . ?’ Fräulein Schmidt’s eyes shine with excitement.

Heidi whispers, ‘Which means Gudrun’s mutti will be so busy she’ll barely have time to say hello to her in the mornings.’

Gudrun must hear, because she flashes an angry glance at Heidi, then almost shouts, ‘Which means my mutti will be awarded the First Class Mother’s Cross – the gold one. She will be honoured as highly as the brave soldiers who go to war, and will be saluted in the streets, and allowed to the front of the queue in the bakery and the butchery and the greengrocer, and might even be given a second housemaid to help with the work.’

‘The gold medal of motherhood!’ sings Fräulein Schmidt. ‘Eight children for Hitler!’

Eight children for Hitler!

I wrinkle my nose. What’s Hitler going to do with all those children? Children from German families. Children stolen from Polish families. If Hitler stopped demanding all these extra children, his beloved Germany wouldn’t be so crowded and he wouldn’t need to go to war to steal land from other countries to make more room.

Then another thought pops into my head. Maybe Hitler needs all these extra children to replace the millions of German soldiers who’ve died in battle, and the millions more who will die if the war carries on. But again, it makes no sense. If the soldiers hadn’t gone to war and been killed, there wouldn’t be so many gaping holes in German hearts and homes. Holes that had to be filled.

Dumb Hitler, I think.

‘Sophia,’ says Fräulein Schmidt, ‘did you want to say something?’

‘You were muttering,’ whispers Heidi.

I jump to my feet. ‘Yes, Fräulein!’ I cry. ‘Yes!’

I turn to Gudrun and shout, ‘Congratulations to your fine German mother!’ Then I thrust my hand into the air and sing, ‘Heil Hitler!’

All the girls in my class spring to their feet and echo the salute. ‘Heil Hitler!’

Fräulein Schmidt nods approvingly at me.

I beam at Gudrun.

Gudrun scowls at me.
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‘Heidi the maid, in the market square,

Bright blue eyes and skin so fair.

Along comes Herbert and falls to his knees,

And begs fair Heidi, “Kiss me please!”

How many kisses did he get?

One. Two. Three. Four. Five . . .’

We’ve been playing my skipping game for weeks now. It’s the talk of the playground. Everyone has their own idea of who Herbert might be, what he looks like, where he lives, even how soft his lips are. Each day, more girls ask to join in. Everyone wants to fall in love and be kissed.

Except for Gudrun. She just wants to be mean. To me. She starts bringing her own rope to school and makes up new songs, which she and her friends sing when the teachers aren’t around.

Today’s song is the worst of all.

‘Sophia the maid, sitting on the loo,

Pushing and grunting, her face turning blue.

How many poops did Sophia do?

One. Two. Three. Four . . .’

Gudrun counts to twenty-nine before she trips. That’s a lot of poop. A lot of nastiness, too.

‘She’s jealous,’ mutters Heidi. ‘Because you’re so smart and pretty and perfectly Aryan, with your blonde hair and blue eyes.’

‘And you’re popular.’ Ava smiles. ‘Because you’re so sweet.’

‘And your vati is far more important than anyone else’s vati,’ says Ruth.

‘And your mutti is so beautiful,’ adds Dora.

Gudrun’s song is still horrid, and I’d probably be more embarrassed about the twenty-nine poops, except that right now, there’s a group of boys asking to skip with us. Four of them. They stand before us in their lederhosen, thumbs tucked behind their braces, grinning. Cheeky but funny.

We grin back, then nod.

‘Not the kissing song,’ whispers Heidi. ‘Not with boys.’

She’s right. That would be too embarrassing.

‘Pepper challenges?’ suggests Dora.

We all nod.

The boys are really good at pepper, but not as good as me. So they start showing off by doing cartwheels through the spinning rope. They don’t even get tangled!

Then, without warning, they sing the kissing song, one cheeky boy at a time. They skip and each sing their own names into the song, together with that of the girl they like. Hugo kisses Heidi. Erich kisses Dora. Lothar kisses Ava.

And Fritz kisses me.

Fritz is tall and handsome – like a prince. His blond hair flaps up and down on his forehead as he jumps, faster and faster, until the rope reaches pepper speed. He trips at fifty-nine.

My friends shriek. ‘Fifty-nine kisses for Sophia!’

I blush.

Fritz laughs, unashamed. He looks around to make sure there are no teachers nearby, then kisses me.

For real.

On the cheek!

My very first kiss.

I can’t wait to tell the farm girls.
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‘Sophia!’ they all squeal at once.

They lift me onto the top of the haystack and gather around.

‘That’s some game!’ cheers Lotte.

‘It never won me a kiss!’ shouts Vera.

‘Fritz sounds cheeky to me,’ says Edith.

‘What’s he like?’ asks Brigitte. ‘Is he good enough for our princess?’

‘Handsome,’ I whisper.

They squeal again and Vera grabs a rope from the wall and we all skip and sing.

‘Sophia the maid, in the market square,

Bright blue eyes and skin so fair.

Along comes Fritz and falls to his knees,

And begs fair Sophia, “Kiss me please!”

How many kisses did he get?

One. Two. Three. Four. Five . . .’

By the end of the afternoon, I’ve had three hundred and ninety-seven kisses. And I don’t mind one little bit.
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That night, Vati arrives home with hugs and presents.

He passes Mutti a heart-shaped box with a red bow on top. ‘For my darling Elsa.’

Mutti pulls off the lid. Inside is a bracelet covered in diamonds. ‘Oh, Fredrik! Jewels fit for a queen!’

They really are like something the queen would wear to the royal ball in a fairy tale.

Vati clasps the bracelet around Mutti’s slender wrist and kisses her on the cheek.

I giggle and sing:

‘Mutti, Mutti, in the market square,

Bright blue eyes and skin so fair.

Along comes Vati and falls to his knees,

And begs fair Mutti, “Kiss me please!”

How many kisses did he get?

One. Two. Three. Four. Five . . .’

Mutti laughs.

Vati frowns and rubs his chin. ‘Hmmmm. You’ve grown cheeky in my absence, Sophia. I’m not sure if you deserve the presents I’ve chosen for you.’

‘Oh, no!’ I cry. ‘I’m sorry, Vati. I didn’t mean to be cheeky. Forgive me! Please may I have my presents?’

‘Perhaps,’ he growls. ‘But first you will have to give me a kiss on the cheek.’

Now I see that his eyes are sparkling beneath his frown. He’s teasing, playing a game! Just like me.

I return the frown and rub my own chin. ‘Hmmm,’ I say. ‘You have grown cheeky in your absence. How about you give me the first present, then, if it’s fine enough, I’ll give you a kiss on the cheek.’

Vati throws back his head and roars with laughter, and before I know what has happened, he has swept me into his arms and is smothering my cheeks with kisses and laughter. Mutti laughs, too, and starts kissing my other cheek, and I feel so very happy and special and loved that I think, My fairy-tale life cannot get any better.

But it can, because now Vati gives me a present wrapped in brown paper and string, and when I tear it open, I find a beautiful leather-bound book of stories, all about princesses.

‘Princess stories for our own special princess!’ cries Vati.

‘Thank you,’ I gasp, and I give him the promised kiss. ‘It’s so very precious. I’ll treasure it always.’

‘Good kiss,’ declares Vati. ‘You may have your second present.’ He pulls a box from his coat pocket – heart-shaped with a red bow on top. Just like the one he gave to Mutti.

I look from the box to the diamonds on Mutti’s wrist. ‘Is it . . . ?’

Vati shrugs.

I pull off the lid. Inside is a tiny red leather belt. I stare, confused. ‘For my wrist?’ I ask.

‘Come, I’ll show you what it’s for.’

Vati takes my hand and leads me along the hallway, outside to his car. He opens the door and there, on the back seat, in a cardboard box, wagging its tail, is a tiny little sausage dog.

I lift the little sausage into my arms and it wriggles and squirms and licks my face. I giggle and squeal, ‘My very own puppy! Oh, he’s so beautiful and so sausagey! I’ll call him Frankfurter. Frank for short!’

I hold him up to Mutti. ‘Look! A puppy! Now I have both a kitten and a puppy!’

‘She has a kitten, too?’ asks Vati.

Mutti laughs and nods.

A kitten or a puppy? Make a choice.

No. I don’t have to make a choice. I can have both.

Because I’m a German princess, and this is my fairy-tale life.
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A sausage dog in a bonnet or a cat in a cardigan?

Make a choice!




Chapter Thirty

Summer holidays 1944 – two years later

I’m standing on the top of a tower, high above a deep, dark lake. Heidi is beside me. Ava and Ruth are behind us. We’re all shivering. My breakfast churns in my tummy.

‘Jump! Jump! Jump!’ shout the girls lined up along the edge of the lake. Bigger girls who jumped last year. Soggy ten- and eleven-year-olds like us, who’ve jumped just now and survived.

‘Do you think we’ll die?’ whimpers Heidi.

I shuffle to the edge of the diving tower and curl my toes over the side. I imagine leaping off, hitting the water with a hard splash, then sinking down, down, down into the cold, dark depths.

‘Do you?’ asks Heidi again.

‘No,’ I reply, but it comes out too softly and sounds like a lie.

‘Of course not,’ says Ava, her voice high and shaky. ‘We have to remember it’s just a test. To see if we’re brave enough. And as soon as we’re in the water, one of the bigger girls will swim in and grab us and drag us to shore.’

‘Yes,’ I agree. ‘And imagine how good we’ll feel.’

I think back to the 20th of April, Hitler’s birthday, that glorious day on which Heidi, Ava, Ruth, Dora, Karin and I – and all the other girls who’d turned ten in the last year – were accepted into the Young Girls’ League of the Hitler Youth. We lined up in the church hall, faced the swastika and the giant portrait of Hitler, and took the oath.

‘I promise always to do my duty in the Hitler Youth, in love and loyalty to the Führer.’

I’d practised the words for weeks so I’d get them just right. I declared them in front of the mirror as Mutti did my hair. I said them to Clara as she cooked supper. I tried them out on the farm girls as they milked the cows. I sang them to Vati as he led me around on Dash, teaching me to ride. And I whispered them to Frank and Sooty as we fell asleep, cuddled up together in my bed at night.

‘I promise always to do my duty in the Hitler Youth, in love and loyalty to the Führer.’ The oath taken, we’d marched with the older girls, already Hitler Youth, around and around the hall, beaming. At last, we were one of them! We even had the uniforms – dark blue skirts, white blouses, black neckerchiefs, brown jackets.

Heil Hitler!

I have never felt so proud! Because I love Hitler and I long to serve him. My first vati was a German soldier who laid down his life for Hitler and the German Reich. I don’t remember him, but I can still try to be like him – a loyal follower of our glorious Führer.

Heil Hitler!

Meetings are such fun – full of marching, singing, ball games, running, dancing, knitting, tying old newspapers into tidy bundles, making cards to send to our soldiers at the front. But what I love best of all is the long hikes we take on weekends, marching through the hills and meadows, singing so loudly that the farm girls come out of the barns to salute and wave and wish us a jolly afternoon. My, how important we feel!

And we adore our leaders, the big fourteen- to eighteen-year-old girls from the League of German Girls. Especially Heidi’s sister, Margot, who’s now seventeen. We all want to be Margot one day, tall, strong and beautiful, giving lectures on Hitler and all that he has done for Germany, setting goals for the number of socks we must knit for our soldiers, organising us into teams for fundraising and games and farm work and hospital visits, where we sing to the injured soldiers.

But if I’m going to be a Hitler Youth leader one day, I have to be brave. The bravest of the brave. And I have to prove it to all the other Hitler Youth girls right now by jumping off the tower into the lake.

‘Jump! Jump! Jump!’

‘Sophia,’ whispers Heidi, ‘I don’t want to. I think I’d rather do whatever it is the girls who can swim get to do.’ She shudders. ‘What do you suppose that is?’

‘Wrestle a bear?’ I suggest. ‘Jump from a moving train? I don’t know, Heidi. But it’s sure to be just as scary. Maybe worse.’

Heidi whimpers.

I grab her hand. ‘We’ll go together,’ I say. For me, as much as for her.

Heidi squeaks, ‘Alright. But let me count down. Ten . . . nine . . . eight–’

‘Heidi!’ I whine.

‘Seven . . . six and a half . . . six . . . five and three quart–’

I fling myself out from the tower, pulling Heidi with me. Somewhere on the way down our hands separate. I hit the water feet-first and sink. I go down, down, down, and it’s even colder and darker and scarier than I thought it would be. What if I go right to the bottom of the lake where the weeds grow and they tangle around my legs and hold me there forever? Panicking, I start kicking and thrashing, and now I break up through the top of the lake into sunshine – glorious sunshine! – and I gasp, sucking bucketloads of fresh air into my lungs. Heidi surfaces beside me, screaming.

I can’t swim, but I keep thrashing and hold my head above water, and I grab Heidi and pull her back up when she starts to sink, and soon two girls swim out and one grabs me around my shoulders and turns me onto my back and drags me to shore. More girls swarm around me and pull me out onto the grass. I sit up and cough, then throw my right arm into the air and shout, ‘Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ they salute back, and they cheer and slap my back and tell me I’m so very brave, and they’re proud of me and I am one of them now.

Then Heidi is beside me, coughing, spluttering, giggling, all at the same time.

‘We did it!’ she cries. ‘We really did it! Heidi Hitler! I mean, Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ we all reply and cheer, and I hug Heidi and I am so very, very proud to be a German girl.

I say a silent prayer to Hitler, ‘Thank you that I was born German.’

Heil Hitler!

I love Hitler!
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Camp goes for three more days. It’s the best fun I’ve had in my life – even though Gudrun has ended up in the same activities group as Heidi and me. We sleep in tents and spend our days outdoors, doing activities that will make us strong and fit, so we can serve the German Reich in whatever way we are needed. We play games, take long hikes, bale hay on nearby farms, go canoeing in the stream and ride bikes. I’ve never ridden a bike before, and I watch enviously each day as another group of girls heads off along the path beside the stream.

Today, at last, it’s my turn. Everyone in my group knows how to ride except me. Margot gives me a quick lesson, running around behind my bicycle holding the seat and shouting, ‘Well done! Pedal faster! Keep your eyes to the front, Sophia!’

It’s quite simple, really. I only fall off once before I get my balance, then a second time when Gudrun rides past and pokes me in the side. She says it’s an accident but nobody’s hand flies out like that unless they’re giving a Hitler salute and Hitler zooms by in a really fast car and they have to change the direction at the last second.

But Gudrun rides far ahead to be with Margot and another big girl called Louisa, and soon I’m flying along the pathway behind Heidi. The leaves of the trees blur to a wall of green at my left, the stream babbles excitedly at my right, and the wind meets me full in the face – eye-blasting, hair-tugging, breath-catching. This must be how birds feel when they soar through the air.

‘I love this so much!’ I shout to Heidi.

‘Me too!’ she calls back.

‘Heil Hitler!’ I sing.

‘Heil Hitler!’ Heidi replies.

‘Heil Hitler!’ The cheer rings through the line of girls as we fly along the pathway.

Heil Hitler!

I love Hitler.

I do. I love him so much!

We ride on and on until my legs are so tired I think they’ll fall off. But eventually, we stop at a local farm, where two young women bring out jugs of water and a tray of glasses.

We’re perched along a fence, drinking the cold water, when one of the women starts singing a folk song about a clear blue sky, like the one above us right now. Heidi, Margot and Gudrun join in on the second verse, and they sing about the green meadows beneath the blue sky and the fair young maid who meets her beloved in the shade of the trees.

‘That was beautiful,’ I sigh. ‘You all have such pretty singing voices.’

Gudrun jumps off the fence and smiles. Actually smiles! She’s pleased by my compliment.

I smile back. Warmly. So she knows I don’t hold a grudge.

Gudrun sits her empty glass on the fencepost and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. She starts singing once more, softly so that Margot can’t hear, but loudly enough for my ears: ‘Sophia the maid, sitting on the loo . . .’ She wanders back to her bicycle, nudging my knee on the way past – just enough to make me lose my balance. I topple off the fence rail, backwards into a pile of straw. Dirty, barn-soiled straw.

‘Oh, sorry,’ mutters Gudrun.

She’s not.

But I am. I have cow manure all down my back.




Chapter Thirty-One

Tonight is our last at camp. After supper, everyone hikes along the stream, through the forest, across a flower-filled meadow to a farm. Margot leads us to the front of an enormous barn. There’s a pile of hay on the ground that’s been tossed from the loft, through the door that sits way up high near the roof.

‘Final bravery test!’ announces Margot. She calls out seven names, including Gudrun’s. These are the girls who can swim. They didn’t jump from the diving tower into the lake. There’d be no challenge in such a feat for girls who can swim, no dread of sinking and never returning to the surface. It would only be a game.

The girls line up in front of us, fidgety, nervous. Except Gudrun. She smiles widely, as if to say, I am fearless. I can do anything!

Margot nods to the seven girls. ‘To show that you are brave and worthy of being in the Hitler Youth, you will each go into the barn, climb the ladder to the loft and jump through that door up there.’

We all gasp. The door is at least two storeys high!

Heidi grabs my arm. ‘I’m glad we jumped into the lake.’

‘Me too,’ says Ava. ‘Water gives a much softer landing than a scrawny little haystack, I’m sure.’

I wonder if Margot is asking too much. What if one of the girls breaks a leg or an arm? Or worse?

‘Heil Hitler!’ Margot salutes the seven girls.

‘Heil Hitler!’ the girls reply, and march into the barn. I wonder if they’re wishing they never learned to swim.

We wait in silence. Stunned. Scared.

Excited!

It seems to take an age before the first girl, Elisabeth, appears at the door above us. She’s tiny for a ten-year-old, thin and delicate, but as brave as a warrior. She smiles, waves down at us, shouts, ‘Woohoo!’ and leaps.

We scream as Elisabeth lands, tumbles off the haystack and lies motionless in the dirt.

We wait and, one by one, fall silent.

A few of the big girls step forward, but Margot holds up her hand and they stop.

Elisabeth sits up, springs to her feet and salutes. ‘Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ we roar, and swell forward, lifting her tiny body onto our shoulders, jiggling and tossing her about.

The next five girls jump, one after another. The fourth girl sprains her wrist as she topples off the hay. She cries, but manages to throw her injured arm into the air and whimper, ‘Heil Hitler.’ We honour her even more than the others, because she’s hurt and still soldiering on.

And now, last of all, it’s Gudrun’s turn. She steps to the edge of the loft, a smile fixed to her face. She leans forward and looks at the haystack below. She gasps and the smile vanishes.

We wait. Silently, respectfully.

At last Margot yells, ‘Jump, Gudrun!’

‘Yes, jump!’ calls Louisa.

‘Just do it!’ shouts another. ‘It gets harder the longer you wait!’

More and more girls join in, until everyone’s chanting, ‘Jump! Jump! Jump!’

The more we yell, the further Gudrun shuffles back from the edge.

‘What happens if she doesn’t jump?’ I ask.

Ava shrugs.

‘She’ll be sent home,’ says Heidi. ‘It happened to a girl last year. Margot told me all about it. It was awful. She hasn’t been to the Young Girls’ League since.’

Now Gudrun is clinging to the frame of the door, eyes red and watery.

‘Poor Gudrun,’ I whisper. I squeeze through the crowd to Margot. ‘You won’t send
                her home, will you, Margot?’

Margot raises her eyebrows. ‘I will if she doesn’t jump.’

‘But you can’t do that!’ I cry. ‘It’s so . . . so mean!’

Margot frowns at me and snaps, ‘There’s no place for cowards in the German Reich, Sophia. They are unwanted.’

Unwanted!

My skin crawls. What a dreadful word! It feels even worse than ‘coward’.

‘Jump! Jump! Jump!’ The girls are jeering now.

‘Jump, Gudrun!’ shouts Margot. ‘Last chance.’

‘Wait, Margot,’ I plead. ‘What if I help her?’

Margot gives a nod.

I run into the barn, climb the ladder to the loft, and wade through the hay to Gudrun. I pull her hand off the doorframe and squeeze it in mine. She tugs her hand free and stares at me, tears and snot streaming down her face.

‘What do you want?’ she sobs.

‘I want you to jump,’ I say.

‘I’m scared,’ she whimpers.

I lean forward, look over the edge of the doorway, down, down, down to the hay. It looks too far. The hay looks too flimsy.

‘I don’t blame you,’ I whisper. ‘It’s terrifying! But if we go together . . .’

Gudrun sobs. ‘If we go together, we die together!’

I gape at her. My stomach churns, just like it did on the diving tower.

‘I don’t want to die with you, Sophia Engels!’ snaps Gudrun, suddenly angry.

‘I don’t want to die with you, Gudrun Müller!’ I yell back. ‘You’re mean and bossy and, to be honest, your skipping songs are the worst I’ve ever heard!’

‘Are not!’ snorts Gudrun.

‘Are too!’

‘My skipping songs are brilliant and true!’ shouts Gudrun, now letting go of the doorframe to place her hands on her hips. ‘Sophia the maid, sitting on the–’

‘Stop it!’ I shove her in the shoulder.

‘Don’t you push me!’ snarls Gudrun, and she shoves back. Hard. So hard that I stumble and find myself tottering at the very edge of the loft door. I flap my arms and grab at Gudrun for support, but fall anyway. And because I’m now clutching the front of her blouse, Gudrun comes with me. We plummet and scream and land in the hay, which is surprisingly soft, and we tumble off together and when we stop, I’m on top of Gudrun and I’m laughing so hard that I dribble in her face.

‘You’re disgusting!’ she shouts, shoving me off, but she’s laughing too. We stagger to our feet, and together we roar, ‘Heil Hitler!’
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It’s dark by the time we hike away from the farm. Big girls come up to me one after another and slap me on the back.

‘Well done, Sophia.’

‘That was brave and kind.’

‘You’re a loyal friend.’

‘You showed the true spirit of Hitler Youth.’

‘You’ll be a leader one day.’

‘Two bravery tests! The diving tower and the barn jump! They’ll be sending you into battle soon!’

I swell with pride. I beam with joy.

And in my heart, I say a little prayer. ‘Thank you, Hitler.’
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Back at camp, we sit around a bonfire, singing songs and telling stories. Gudrun squeezes in between Heidi and me.

‘Sorry,’ she mumbles.

‘For what?’ I ask.

Gudrun shrugs. ‘Everything.’

‘You weren’t so bad,’ I say.

‘Yes, she was!’ cries Heidi. ‘That never-ending poop song is despicable!’

‘It is,’ agrees Gudrun. ‘But catchy!’

Heidi growls. Actually growls!

‘Alright!’ cries Gudrun. ‘I’m sorry . . . even for the skipping songs.’

An awkward silence settles between us, so I say, ‘Jump from a loft into a pile of cow poop or a blackberry bush. Make a choice.’

‘Cow poop!’ shouts Heidi without hesitation.

Ava, Gudrun and I burst out laughing.

Heidi stares at us. ‘What?! It’d be soft and squishy for breaking your fall. Maybe even a little bit warm.’

‘Except it’s poop, Heidi!’ cries Gudrun.

We all burst out laughing once more.

‘I’d jump into the blackberry bush,’ says Gudrun.

‘You’d be scratched from head to toe,’ warns Ava.

‘I’d rather be covered in scratches than cow poop,’ says Gudrun.

Heidi gives a careless shrug. ‘Poop washes off.’

And we’re off once more, laughing, cackling, gasping for breath, clutching at one another’s arms. Even Gudrun.

Just look at us! How wonderful it is that Hitler Youth has brought us all together.

Heil Hitler!

I love Hitler!




Chapter Thirty-Two

The bus that brings us back from camp pulls into the town square. We spill out the door and run to our waiting mothers. Except for Gudrun. She slings her rucksack over her shoulder and waves at her mutti over the sea of blond heads that belong to her little brothers and sisters.

Mutti wraps me in her arms and smothers me with kisses. ‘I missed you so much, my darling!’ she cries. ‘It felt like you were gone for a year! Next time, I’ll put on a Hitler Youth uniform and sneak away with you.’

Back at the farm, I’m greeted by Frank, Rolf and Sooty. Frank leaps at my legs, yipping and yapping. I lift him into my arms, where he squirms and covers my face with fluttery licks, as though my cheeks were made of the most delicious jam he’s ever tasted. Rolf flies up onto the roof of the car and crows, ‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’ He’s happy to see me, yet angry that I’ve hugged Frank first, not him. Sooty weaves his fluffy black body in and out between my legs.

Clara bumbles around from the kitchen door at the side of the house, flapping her tea towel, grumbling, ‘What a fuss! These animals will drive me insane!’ But her eyes are full of twinkles. She hugs me to her chest, Frank squashed between us, and picks bits of straw from my hair.

Through the folds of Clara’s hug I see Vera, Brigitte and Edith poking their heads around the doorway to the barn.

I plop Frank onto the ground and run to them, crying, ‘I’m home! I’m home!’

They squeal and spin me around and sit me up on a haystack and stand before me, shouting.

‘How was it?’

‘Did you pass the bravery test?’

‘What did you eat?’

‘Poo! You stink! Didn’t they let you bathe?’

‘You’ve grown since you’ve been gone. One week and you’re ten centimetres taller!’

I giggle and answer their questions. And one after another, they tell me all their news.

‘Missy’s new kittens caught their first mouse.’

‘We had a letter from Lotte last week. She says being married to a soldier is awfully dull because he’s always away at war. Poor thing. We warned her.’

‘The apples have fruit fly.’

‘Vera accidentally ripped Edith’s skirt with the pitchfork yesterday – right down the back so you could see her knickers flapping in the breeze!’

And the biggest news of all: ‘Brigitte has a boyfriend. A real boyfriend! Which is almost impossible, because all the boys have gone to war. But Max – that’s his name – was home on leave for a week and he and Brigitte locked eyes across a crowded bakery where everyone was queuing for their bread ration, and it was love at first sight.’

‘But if you marry him,’ I say, ‘you’ll be bored like Lotte.’

Brigitte laughs. ‘I don’t want to marry him! I just want to kiss him!’

We start dancing and singing:

‘Brigitte the maid in the market square,

Bright blue eyes and skin so fair.

Along Max comes and falls to his knees,

And begs fair Brigitte, “Kiss me please!”’

We giggle and scream and hug and jump up and down like excited sausage dogs.

Camp was brilliant, but it’s so very good to be home.
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Two days later, quite unexpectedly, Vati’s car pulls up in front of the farmhouse. Mutti and I run out, smiling and waving, but Wolfgang sits alone at the wheel.

‘Where’s Vati?’ I cry.

Wolfgang chuckles and points his thumb back over his shoulder.

Vati comes wobbling down the driveway on a small bicycle, knees and elbows poking out sideways. Mutti and I stand and stare, and when he finally arrives at the front door, we burst out laughing.

‘Vati!’ I cry. ‘You look like a circus clown on a tricycle! That bike is far too little for you.’

‘But just the right size for you,’ sings Vati.

‘For me!’ I gasp. ‘Oh, it’s just like Heidi’s bike!’

Vati smiles. ‘I heard that you were the bravest girl on camp. And I thought that such a grown-up girl would be ready to go out and about on her own with her friends, so would need some form of transport. It’s summer holidays, after all!’

He takes a bunch of flowers from the bike basket and passes it to Mutti, then hands the bike to me. I grab the handlebars, hitch up my skirt, push off and soar across the farmyard, scattering hens and geese and Missy’s kittens. I ride around and around in giant circles, squealing and giggling as Frank runs after me yipping and yapping. I stop and scoop him into the bike basket, then ride on. He loves it – the wind catching his ears and flapping them about.

At last, I zoom back to the house and lean my bike against the wall.

Mutti has placed her flowers on the doorstep and Vati is holding her by the shoulders.

‘But surely you can stay,’ pleads Mutti. ‘You’ve only just arrived.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Vati frowns. ‘Our Wehrmacht has endured some terrible losses abroad and things are becoming chaotic, even here on German soil.’

Mutti shakes her head. ‘I don’t want to know, Fredrik.’

But Vati continues. ‘It’s true, Elsa. Even in our own beloved Bavaria. Munich has been devastated by the bombings. Half the buildings damaged. Thousands of people left homeless. Hundreds of thousands! Many wounded and–’

‘No!’ Mutti gasps, pressing her hands over her ears. ‘Don’t speak of such things. It has nothing to do with us. Nothing to do with you.’

‘Of course it does!’ snaps Vati. ‘I might not be a soldier, but this still affects my work. It makes everything more difficult, and yet the Führer insists we carry on. And rightly so! We are doing this to make Germany the greatest–’

Frank yips at my feet and Vati suddenly notices me standing at the corner of the house. He pastes a smile back on his face and sings, ‘So, how’s your new bike?’

‘Perfect,’ I say.

‘Naturally!’ cries Vati. ‘It’s German, just like you, my perfect princess.’
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My first solo ride is into the village. Frank perches in the basket, his tongue and ears flapping in the breeze.

‘Oh, goody!’ squeals Heidi when she opens the front door. ‘You’re just in time!’

‘Heil Hitler,’ I say.

‘Whoopsie,’ says Heidi. ‘Heil Hitler, you’re just in time!’

I giggle. ‘In time for what?’

‘To play Muttis and Babies.’

Heidi and I play in her bedroom, dressing Frank and Bibbensocks in Heidi’s doll clothes, then pushing them around in a pram. We laugh so hard our tummies ache.

‘A sausage dog in a bonnet or a cat in a cardigan?’ I ask. ‘Make a choice.’

Heidi points at Bibbensocks, who is now licking her cardigan buttons to a shine. ‘A cat in a cardigan!’ she shouts, then flops onto her bed, weak with laughter.

We simply have to share our odd little babies with someone else. Margot is out and Frau Weber is unimpressed, so we take them for a ride around the cobbled streets in our bike baskets, giggling and waving at everyone we meet.

We ride out through the gateway in the town wall and stop to catch our breath. The view is straight from the page of one of my fairy-tale books – green meadows dotted with pretty farmhouses and barns, lush forests hugging the hills and, in the distance, the jagged blue peaks of the mountains.

‘That’s Gudrun’s farm just over there,’ says Heidi, pointing down the hill.

‘Yip!’ says Frank.

‘He wants to keep moving,’ I say. ‘He loves the feel of the wind in his face.’

‘Me too,’ says Heidi. She flies down the hillside, and I follow, and in no time at all we’re at the Müller farm, helping Gudrun catch a piglet and dress it in one of her little sister Ursula’s nightgowns.

We push our three babies around the farmyard in a red wagon, giggling and talking over the top of one another, each insisting our own baby is the most beautiful.

At last Gudrun shouts, ‘I know! We’ll show Mutti and let her decide. She’s had eight babies, so she’ll be the perfect judge.’

But when we enter the parlour, Frau Müller is holding a telegram, sobbing.

Gudrun runs to her mutti, flings her arms around her and bursts into tears. She knows. We all know. A telegram mixed with tears means something bad. Especially when someone you love is away fighting the war.

Gudrun’s father has died in battle.

Alive when we arrived. Killed by a telegram while we giggled and played.

Heidi and I round up the four smallest brothers and sisters and take them out into the meadow, far from the sadness of the parlour. We play Chasies and give them horse rides on our backs. They smile and laugh, too little to understand what has happened.

But Heidi and I understand. The war is no longer somewhere out there, past the distant mountains. It’s at the Müller farm, changing the lives of everyone who lives here.

At last Gudrun wanders out, eyes red, shoulders drooping. I sit beside her on the grass and press my shoulder against hers.

‘Vati was killed in Poland,’ she says

‘I’m so very sorry,’ I whisper.

‘I suppose you know how it feels,’ says Gudrun, ‘being an orphan and all.’

I frown. ‘It might sound strange, but I don’t really remember my first mother and father. I know my father was a German soldier who died at the start of the war, and my mother was a pretty blonde German woman who became ill and died soon after. But that’s all. I don’t even have a photograph of them.’

I start picking daisies and making them into a chain. I want to remember my first mother and father. But no matter how hard I try, I can’t.

I barely even remember the orphanage that came next. A few pale memories drift at the edges of my mind – a cold dormitory with double bunks . . . a dining hall with long benches . . . white smocks and black boots . . .

I shudder.

There was sadness at the orphanage. A sense of loss. A deep and gnawing longing. Fear. That I recall. There’ll always be misery when children have lost their parents.

Perhaps that’s why nothing more comes to mind. The memories hurt too much, so I’ve packed them away and placed them up on a high shelf, out of reach.

Mutti and Vati never talk about my past. Then again, what would they know? For them, I only existed from the day they adopted me. And in a way, it’s the same for me. Our life as a family is all that matters. I suppose that is another reason why the memories of a time before have vanished.

‘I was sad, once upon a time,’ I tell Gudrun. ‘But then Mutti and Vati rescued me. Things do get better, you know. And once you’re happy again, it’s hard to imagine that things weren’t always so.’

I twist the ends of my daisy chain together to make a small crown, then sit it on Gudrun’s head. ‘You look lovely,’ I say, and kiss her cheek.

Gudrun gives a twitch of a smile. But her eyes are still brimful of sorrow and her tears start once more.

And this time, I join in.




Chapter Thirty-Three

I know just what Gudrun needs.

The very next day, I ride over to the Müller farm once more, a special present tucked carefully into the basket with Frankfurter.

As I ride along the gravel drive, I hear a high-pitched squeal. Oh, no! One of Gudrun’s little brothers or sisters is hurt! More trouble is the last thing Frau Müller needs right now.

I lean my bike against the wall, lift Frank onto the ground and run towards the sound.

I round the corner of the house, my chest tight with worry, then halt. The squealer is running straight towards me. It’s not a little brother or a little sister, but a small, pink piglet, escaped from the sty.

I plant my legs firmly apart, crouch a bit and grab the piglet as she tries to scoot by. She squeals with fury, wriggling and writhing, smearing mud and poop all over my white blouse, but I hold her fast.

At last, a boy appears. Not one of the Müller children. A big boy, taller than Gudrun, as skinny as a broom handle and as dirty as the piglet. His clothes are ragged, his feet bare.

The boy hesitates, then walks towards me.

‘Heil Hitler!’ I shout above the squealing pig.

The boy doesn’t reply. He takes the piglet from my arms, and immediately she settles. She nuzzles the boy’s shoulder with her slimy pink snout and makes a soft grunting sound.

I burst out laughing.

The boy smiles shyly.

‘Sophia!’ Gudrun calls from the front yard, and I run to meet her.

‘Who was that?’ I ask.

‘Our farm boy,’ says Gudrun. ‘He’s new. He arrived just before camp. He milks the cow and looks after the pigs.’

I frown. ‘Will he go to school with us?’

‘No! He’s Polish.’

‘Polish,’ I echo. ‘What’s he doing here?’

‘They get brought here as slaves,’ says Gudrun. ‘Poles, Ukrainians, Russians. To help in the factories and on the farms. Because all the German men are off fighting the war.’

‘But he’s just a boy!’ I gasp. ‘There must be some mistake.’

Gudrun shrugs. She looks so sad, and suddenly I remember why I’m here.

‘I have a gift for you!’ I lead her to my bike basket, where I fold back the woollen shawl to reveal a kitten from Missy’s latest litter – a fluffy grey tabby.

‘Oh, Sophia!’ Gudrun scoops the kitten into her hands, lifts him to her face and rubs her nose against his fur. ‘He’s as soft as dandelion fluff,’ she sighs. ‘That’s what I’ll call him! Dandelion!’

I see the sadness slipping away. Gudrun stands a little taller and her face brightens with a smile. My gift has worked!

I should be glad.

But I can’t stop thinking about the boy, so dirty, so thin and so very far from home.

The sadness that has slipped from Gudrun has found its way into my heart.
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That night, Mutti climbs into bed with me and reads me ‘The Pied Piper of Hamelin’. She smiles and nods as though the story is familiar, but I’ve never heard it before. I snuggle into her, hanging off every word. I’m truly happy when those dirty, diseased rats are led from the village, charmed by the piper’s tune. I scowl when the villagers refuse to pay the piper for the good, honest work he has done. And I gasp in horror when the piper leads the children from the village into a crack in the mountainside. I sit bolt upright in bed and shout, ‘No! No! Don’t follow him!’

Mutti bursts out laughing. I do too when I realise what I’ve done. It’s only a story, after all.

But that night, the Pied Piper dances into my dreams. I am one of the children following him out of the village as he plays the jolly tune on his pipe. I don’t want to go with the piper, but my legs keep skipping to the magical music, taking me further and further away from home.

I wake in the dark, heart racing, tears streaming down my face.
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The sadness that slipped from Gudrun’s heart into mine lingers. A little bit of fear has joined it, too.

I don’t tell Mutti about the slave boy. For some reason, I don’t feel like I can. I don’t tell her about the dream, either. I’m eleven, and too old to be scared by fairy-tale nightmares.

Still, Mutti sees that I’m unhappy.

‘You have a kind heart.’ She sighs. ‘I think you hurt because Gudrun hurts.’

Mutti knows just the thing to cheer me up. We drive into the village and buy new ribbons for my hair from Frau Fischer’s secret treasure trove at the rear of her shop, then call in on Heidi and Frau Weber for a cup of coffee.

Heidi and I sneak out along the hidden passage that leads from their larder through the town wall, and play in the vineyard. We throw grapes at each other and climb an ancient oak tree. We sit in the car that’s hidden in the shed and pretend we’re driving to Berlin to visit Hitler.

‘When we get to Berlin,’ I announce in my most serious voice, ‘you can work as Hitler’s chauffeur or as Hitler’s chef. Make a choice.’

‘Well,’ says Heidi, turning the steering wheel back and forth, ‘I am very good at driving, as you can see, but I’d rather be Hitler’s chef. Imagine how exciting it would be, cooking dinner for all those important Nazi visitors.’

‘It’s not like you’d meet them,’ I say. ‘You’d be stuck in the kitchen, slaving over the pots and pans. The only people you’d see would be the greengrocer’s delivery boy and the girl who washed the dirty dishes.’ I wrinkle my nose. ‘I’d be Hitler’s chauffeur. Vera says important people tell their hairdressers, their maids and their chauffeurs everything. Imagine the secrets I’d learn! If Hitler died, I’d know enough to take his place and lead the German Reich myself!’

Heidi folds her arms and grumbles. She’s annoyed with her choice but there’s no changing now. It’s against the rules.

‘Hands on the wheel!’ I shout.

Heidi screams and grabs the steering wheel, and we fling ourselves from side to side as though the car is out of control.

‘Actually,’ I say, ‘I think being the chef is a good choice for you, Heidi. You’re a terrible driver.’

‘Am not!’

‘Are so!’ I point behind us. ‘You just ran over Heinrich Himmler.’

We’re still giggling when we leave the car and head back to the house.

‘I don’t mind that I ran over Himmler,’ says Heidi. ‘I’ve met him and he’s creepy. Did you know he used to be a chicken farmer and tried to make all his chickens white? What’s wrong with red chickens, or black chickens . . . or speckled chickens?’

‘Nothing!’ I shout. ‘In fact, a farmyard is far lovelier when there’s a mix of chickens.’

‘Just like a litter of kittens is lovelier when they’re all different colours,’ says Heidi.

‘Yes! And a classroom is lovelier with a mix of girls,’ I continue. ‘Look at you with your brown hair and brown eyes, me with my blonde hair and blue eyes.’

‘We are lovely,’ agrees Heidi. She flutters her eyelashes and points to one of her dimples. We burst out laughing once more and I think how lucky I am to have Heidi in my life — so kind and funny, the best friend a girl could ever have.

When we enter the parlour, Mutti has her arm wrapped around Frau Weber’s shoulder. Frau Weber is holding a telegram, sobbing. Just like Gudrun’s mother!

Heidi freezes.

I grab her hand and help her walk across the room.

‘Kurt,’ sobs Frau Weber. ‘Your brother, Kurt, has fallen in France.’

‘Fallen!’ sings Heidi. ‘That’s not so bad. I fall all the time.’ She turns to me, smiling. ‘I’m so clumsy, aren’t I, Sophia? On camp, I tripped and fell off the stepping-stones into the stream. And just now, coming up the stairs, I–’

Her face drops. She’s realised that this is a different kind of fallen.

Heidi pulls her hand free from mine and sits down beside her mother.

She doesn’t say another word. She doesn’t even cry. But the dimples that are always in her cheeks have vanished.




Chapter Thirty-Four

Clara helps me bake gingerbread men. It’s extravagant, because rationing has become so very harsh, and we have so little to eat already. Even here on the farm, where we produce eggs, milk, butter and cheese, apples and grapes, almost everything gets sent away to feed the starving people in our cities and the soldiers battling against the enemy. We all have to do our bit to serve Hitler and the German Reich. Especially now, when the war is so close. Munich bombed. Soldiers fallen in battle – vatis, brothers and sons who will never come home to Vistelberg again.

The gingerbread men use up our entire month’s ration of sugar and butter, and a lot of the flour, but soft-hearted Clara doesn’t mind. I’ve already given both Heidi and Gudrun a kitten. The gingerbread men are my next best idea for cheering them up.

I spend an entire afternoon mixing, rolling, cutting, baking. My gingerbread men are not as fine as Clara’s, but their wobbly arms and legs make them look as though they’re dancing. That has to be a good thing, surely. Especially when everyone needs cheering up.

Clara finds two tins. We line them with tissue paper so the gingerbread men won’t turn to crumbs as they rattle about on my bicycle.

The next day, I ride to Heidi’s house, the tins in the basket that hangs from my handlebars, Frankfurter in my rucksack. Frank pokes his nose out from beneath the flap and licks the back of my ear. It’s very cheering, and I wonder if I should have bought Heidi and Gudrun a sausage dog each, instead of baking gingerbread. Too late now. Besides, I really don’t know where I’d find two sausage dogs at short notice.

I knock on Heidi’s front door. The maid answers and tells me Frau Weber has taken Heidi and Margot to their holiday home in the mountains. They can’t bear to be at home with all those memories of Kurt.

My heart sinks. They’ve gone without even saying goodbye. And now there’ll be no Heidi for the rest of the holidays. And no Margot means no Young Girls’ League. All the other big girls from the League of German Girls are working on farms for the summer holidays, too busy to take over Margot’s job. I’m going to be so lonely!

But then I see tears in the maid’s eyes and realise she’s sad about Kurt, too. I give myself a silent scolding for being selfish.

I open the tin and hold it out. ‘Would you like a gingerbread dancer?’

The maid accepts and sends me on my way with a smile. At least I’ve cheered one person’s day. Anyway, I’m sure all Gudrun’s little brothers and sisters will enjoy the extra gingerbread men that were meant for Heidi.
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Frau Müller looks thin and worn when she answers the door. Her eyes are red, her hair unbrushed, her clothes rumpled. She steps aside to let me in, barely murmuring a greeting.

Frank runs ahead of me into the kitchen. He’s excited to see all the food the little Müllers dropped on the floor at breakfast time.

Gudrun is excited to see the gingerbread men. ‘Real gingerbread!’ she gasps. ‘They look like they’re dancing!’

‘I know!’ I take one from the tin and bounce it around the kitchen table.

Gudrun lifts her kitten, Dandelion, onto the table, and he chases the gingerbread man, pouncing and swiping at it with his front paws.

‘They’re doing that weird folk dance with the clapping,’ I say. ‘The one Fräulein Schmidt taught us last Christmas.’

Gudrun laughs. She steals the gingerbread man from my hand, bites off his arm and murmurs in delight. I’m glad the gingerbread is doing its job.

Ursula, the youngest girl, runs into the kitchen and screams, ‘Gingerbread men!’ In a flash, four little ones have appeared and are climbing onto the chairs, snatching the gingerbread dancers from the tins and stuffing them into their mouths.

Gudrun rolls her eyes. ‘Quick, Sophia, grab some before they all go!’

I rescue two gingerbread men and slip one into each of my skirt pockets. Gudrun does the same, and we run away, out the kitchen door and into the barn. We climb the ladder to the loft and sit with our legs dangling over the edge.

‘You know what’s odd?’ begins Gudrun. ‘I didn’t miss Vati at all when he went off to war. I was proud that he was serving the Führer. But now I know that he’s never coming back . . .’

I link my arm through hers.

Gudrun sniffs. ‘Mutti lies on the lounge, all day, crying. I’ve had to do everything for the little ones. The maid doesn’t seem to know what to do without Mutti bossing her about.’

‘I could come and boss her about,’ I offer.

Gudrun smiles and nibbles at a gingerbread leg.

‘Yip! Yip! Yip!’ Frank runs into the barn, looking for me.

A face appears above the railing of the pig pen. It’s the slave boy, skinny, dirty, with wide blue eyes. He laughs at Frank.

Frank stops, stares, and wags his tail.

The boy climbs out of the pen and squats before the happy sausage, rubbing Frank’s floppy ears between his fingers.

I call down to the boy. ‘He loves ear rubs!’

The boy startles. He hadn’t realised we were there.

‘His name’s Frankfurter,’ I say. ‘Frank for short.’

‘Don’t waste your time, Sophia. He doesn’t understand.’ Gudrun flicks her hand down at the boy. ‘Go on! Get back to work!’

The boy’s cheeks redden, and he returns to the pig pen.

‘Gudrun!’ I gasp. ‘Don’t be mean.’

She stares at me, surprised. ‘He’s a slave, Sophia. He’s here to work.’

‘He’s a boy!’ I cry. ‘Like Fritz and Lothar, and your brother Wilhelm! He should be playing and going to school.’

‘He’s Polish!’ she snaps. ‘The Poles are our enemy. The Poles killed my father!’ She bursts into tears, scuttles down the ladder and runs out of the barn.

My eyes smart with tears of my own. I’ve muddled everything.

I climb down and walk from the barn towards my bicycle, miserable, sniffling. I’m supposed to be helping Gudrun, cheering her up, but all I’ve done is make her cross and sadder than ever.

But the boy needs a friend too, doesn’t he?

I stop and look around the yard. It’s empty. Gudrun must have gone inside the house.

I pat the gingerbread men in my pockets.

I run back into the barn and over to the pig pen. The boy is shovelling soiled straw into a handcart while the pigs snuffle about, grunting and snorting.

I climb over the railing and stand before him. He drops his shovel and stares at me, his blue eyes enormous in his thin face.

I pull a gingerbread man from my pocket and hold it out. ‘For you!’ I say it too loudly, as though shouting the German words will help him understand.

The boy takes it and smiles so widely that a piece of dirt flakes off his cheek and falls to the ground. It’s a beautiful smile. Even surrounded by such a grotty face.

I take the second gingerbread man from my pocket and press it into his free hand. He looks from one to the other, and suddenly tears start to dribble down his cheeks.

Embarrassed, confused, I scuttle back over the railing and run.

I’m halfway across the barn when the boy calls out, ‘Thank you, kind girl!’

I shout back over my shoulder, ‘You’re welcome!’

And then I stop.

Because the words the boy spoke, and those I have used in reply, are not German.

I turn around and stare at the boy. He’s standing up on the railing, grinning from ear to ear.

‘Polish!’ he cries. ‘You’re Polish!’

‘No!’ I gasp. ‘I’m German!’

I spin on my heels and run out of the barn. I sweep Frank into my bike basket and pedal away from the Müller farm as fast as I can go, heart thudding, head spinning.

I am Sophia Engels, a German girl.

So why am I speaking Polish?
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That night, I lie in bed, staring at the ceiling. I can’t sleep.

I think about the slave boy. His bright blue eyes. His dazzling smile. His Polish words. My Polish reply.

But I don’t know how to speak Polish.

I speak German and I know some Italian words that are used in music. But Polish?

No. No. No.

I am a German girl of pure blood. I mix only with other Germans. I have always been surrounded by Germans.

Frank tunnels around beneath the quilt. Even my dog is German and I’m quite certain he yips with a German accent.

I stare at the ceiling.

On and on and on.

If I’m awake, I might as well read. I turn on my lamp, grab my favourite book of princess fairy tales, the one Vati gave me, and jump back into bed. I read ‘Cinderella’ and ‘The Princess and the Pea’. I’m halfway through ‘Snow White’ when Sooty curls up beside me and lulls me to sleep with the sound of his purring.

And now I dream a fairy tale.

But there are no pretty princesses or happy endings in this dream.

Instead, there’s a piper.

Again.

The Pied Piper skips through the streets playing his pipe, dozens of children dancing after him. I too run from my home, laughing, twirling, jumping, excited to follow. But then the piper turns around and I see that he’s wearing an SS uniform, like the one Heidi’s father wears. He smiles at me. It’s a bright and charming smile, yet I am filled with terror. I want to go back home to my mother and father, but the SS piper plays on and I cannot run away. My legs keep dancing, dancing, dancing, and I follow all the other children along the street, out of town and onto the back of a truck. As the truck drives off, I lean out, screaming, ‘I want my mother! I want my father!’

I wake with a start and my bedroom lamp is on. I’m wrapped in Mutti’s arms and Sooty is standing at the end of my bed, back arched, tail fluffed up. Mutti rocks me back and forth, whispering, ‘Hush, my darling. Hush. It was just a bad dream.’

‘It was the Pied Piper,’ I sob. ‘He led me and all the other children away from the town and onto the back of a truck, and I was so scared because I thought I’d never see you again.’

I stare up into Mutti’s beautiful face and shudder and cry even harder. Now I’m both terrified and muddled. Because the mother I was calling for in my dream was not the mother who is here, now, in my bedroom.




Chapter Thirty-Five

I spend the following week helping Vera, Edith and Brigitte with the grape harvest. Mutti tells me I should be making the most of the summer holidays.

‘You’ll be back at school before you know it,’ she says. ‘Have some fun!’

‘I don’t mind picking grapes,’ I reply. ‘Heaps of children from my school are working on farms for the summer. Besides, there’s nothing else to do. Heidi’s away and Ava has her cousins to stay.’

‘What about Gudrun?’ asks Mutti. ‘She needs her friends more than ever right now.’

I blush. ‘We had an argument. I don’t think she likes me any more.’

‘Nonsense!’ cries Mutti. ‘All friends fight. Even Vati and I have a tiff every now and then. It doesn’t mean a thing.’

But it’s not just Gudrun I’m avoiding. It’s also the boy.

So I pick grapes with the farm girls, and we laugh and chatter and sing songs and the days pass happily enough. And it’s good to know I am serving the Führer by helping to feed Germany. When the grape harvest is done, I help Clara with the apples – picking, stewing and storing.

Now, this morning, Frank, Sooty and I are helping Vera in the dairy. We’re making cheese. At least, Vera and I are making cheese. Frank is sitting before a crack in the wall, hoping for a rat to appear. Sooty is rubbing against our legs, purring, hoping for a slurp of cream.

The curds have been cut into small pieces and salted. Now it’s time to fill the round moulds.

‘How can something that smells so bad taste so good?’ I ask.

Vera laughs. ‘You’ll smell just as bad by the time we’re finished here. Your clothes, your hair, your skin will all be scented with cheese.’

‘Cheese perfume!’ I mime spraying scent behind my ears and sniffing the air.

‘Yip! Yip!’ Frank starts scratching at the crack.

‘Rat perfume,’ says Vera, pointing at the crack.

I giggle. ‘Imagine you’re going to a royal ball, Vera, just like the one in “Cinderella”.’

Vera plops a spoonful of curds in a round mould. ‘Ooooh, lovely! What am I wearing?’

‘A sky-blue ballgown with a long skirt and puffy sleeves. A diamond tiara. Glass slippers.’ I smile. ‘And now, it’s time to spray on some perfume. But – uh-oh! – you only have cheese perfume or rat perfume. Make a choice!’

‘Urgh!’ Vera wipes the back of her hand across her forehead. ‘I don’t like my chances of winning the prince’s affections with either!’

‘But you have to choose one or the other,’ I say. ‘You’re not fully dressed until you’re wearing perfume.’

Vera sighs. ‘Cheese perfume. Hopefully the prince would think the smell was coming from the banquet table, not me.’

‘Hmmm, interesting.’ I plop another scoop of curds into the mould. ‘I’d wear the rat perfume.’

‘Nooo!’ cries Vera. ‘You wouldn’t! It’d be vile, Sophia!’

‘But if the prince had a sausage dog,’ I explain, ‘it would be following me around like a faithful friend, sniffing at my toes, scratching at my legs. The prince would think his dog had fallen in love with me and his own heart would surely follow. People think animals are good judges of character, don’t they?’

Vera laughs. ‘Yes, they do. But, of course, if he didn’t have a sausage dog, he’d always think of you as the girl who smelled like a rat.’

‘Rat girl,’ I murmur. ‘I’ve been called worse things than that!’

Have I really? Aren’t I always Mutti and Vati’s princess? So why did I say such a thing?

[image: image]

Clara wails when I walk into the kitchen at lunchtime. ‘Oh, the smell of you!’

‘It’s cheese perfume!’ I sing.

‘Upstairs and into the bath!’ cries Mutti. ‘And use plenty of soap.’

‘But we’re still making cheese,’ I say. ‘I’ll just get stinky once more.’

‘No!’ Mutti glares at me, hands on hips. Mutti never glares at me. She must be serious! ‘Edith will help Vera finish the cheesemaking. This afternoon, I want you to deliver the stewed apple Clara has put aside for Frau Müller, and while you’re there, you can tell Gudrun you’re sorry.’
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I ride slowly, even though Frank is squirming and yipping from my rucksack. He wants me to go faster so he can feel the wind in his face. But my tummy swirls with worry and the pedals seem to stick with every turn. I even stop and have a talk to three cows along the way. Yet somehow, I still manage to arrive at the Müller farm midway through the afternoon.

Gudrun answers the door with Dandelion in her arms.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, and thrust the bowl of stewed apples forward.

‘Me too,’ mutters Gudrun, and we swap – the kitten for the bowl. Frank, Dandelion and I follow her inside. She sits the bowl on the kitchen table, lifts the cloth and smiles. ‘Stewed apples! Yum! Maybe Mutti will be tempted to eat a little.’ She turns to me and says, ‘Want to play with the piglets?’

I blush. The boy looks after the piglets.

‘No!’ I say, too loudly, then bumble on, ‘I’ve just had a bath. Mutti will be cross if I go home dirty again. Can we play in your bedroom?’

We make an obstacle course out of books, blocks, shoes and socks, all over the floor of Gudrun and Ursula’s bedroom, then try to get Dandelion and Frankfurter to complete it. Dandelion arches his back, crab-walks to the first pair of socks, attacks it, then scoots beneath the bed, tail fluffed up in fright. Frank is happy to complete the obstacle course, as long as we lay down a trail of kitchen-floor crumbs for him to follow. But once the crumbs are gone, he loses interest and dashes from the room.

A moment later, we hear him yipping outside. I go to the window and see that he’s found the slave boy and is running around and around his legs. The boy stops, bends down to rub Frank’s floppy ears, then walks on. Frank trots after him, grinning, tail wagging.

Animals are good judges of character, I think.

I watch as the boy shuffles across the yard. He looks so ragged and tired. And yet, as he passes through the gate into the wide, open meadow where the cow is grazing, he lifts his chin and straightens his back. He stretches out his arms, waves them gracefully up and down like wings, then runs – swirling, sweeping, swooping through the long grass, around and around in ever-widening circles. At last, he comes in to land near the cow, and there he folds his wings and stands, one leg tucked beneath him.

A tingle crawls up the back of my neck. ‘He’s pretending to be a stork!’ I say.

But Gudrun doesn’t hear. Ursula has come in crying because Wilhelm has eaten all the stewed apple. He hasn’t saved any for his brothers and sisters.

Gudrun lifts Ursula onto the bed and sits beside her, rubbing her back, droning, ‘There, there,’ while rolling her eyes at me.

I sit on the other side of Ursula, patting her shoulder, echoing Gudrun’s, ‘There, there.’

‘I love stewed apple,’ Ursula whines. ‘Wilhelm knows it’s my favourite!’ She sniffs, loudly, wetly, then starts howling.

I wince. Gudrun grimaces. Then we both burst out laughing, which makes Ursula howl even louder.

‘Would you like me to tell you a story?’ I ask.

Ursula stops. ‘Yes, please. An animal story.’

‘I know one about a stork and a fox,’ I suggest.

Ursula crawls into my lap, plugs her thumb into her mouth and stares up at me.

‘A fox invited a stork to dinner, thinking he’d have some fun.’ I don’t know where the story comes from, but it unfolds in my mind just one step ahead of my telling. ‘The fox served soup in a wide flat bowl. It smelled delicious, but the stork wasn’t able to eat it with her long narrow beak. She just watched, tummy rumbling, while the fox lapped up the entire meal.’

Ursula pulls her thumb out of her mouth and cries, ‘The fox is like Wilhelm! Greedy and mean and a poo-poo head!’ She plugs her thumb back in.

Gudrun snorts, and I carry on.

‘“Oh dear,” said the fox, “I’m so sorry you have gone hungry.” But he wasn’t really sorry at all, and the stork knew it. “Never mind,” said the stork. “I’ve had a lovely evening and I would be delighted if you would come to my house for dinner tomorrow.” The next day, when the greedy fox arrived at the stork’s home, he could smell the delicious soup that had been prepared for their dinner. His tummy rumbled and his mouth watered, and he was looking forward to his second grand meal in two days. But unfortunately for him, the stork served the soup in a tall bottle with a narrow opening. The fox couldn’t get his nose inside, but the stork’s long thin beak fitted easily and she ate all the soup for herself. The fox went home hungry. And grumpy!’

‘Serves the fox right!’ cries Ursula.

‘Yes!’ I agree. ‘That’s the moral of the story, Ursula. You shouldn’t be mean to others because, in the end, the same bad treatment will come your way!’

Ursula slides off my lap and runs from the room, shouting with glee, ‘Wilhelm! Wilhelm! You’re going to get it so badly!’

Gudrun and I laugh. It’s good to be friends again.

But suddenly, unexpectedly, the scared feeling creeps back in. It’s something to do with the fox and the stork.

Or is it just the stork?

Or is it the boy who was pretending to be the stork?




Chapter Thirty-Six

The next time I arrive at the Müller farm, I hear giggling and squealing coming from the barn. I rest my bike against the wall, walk to the door and peer in. The slave boy is sitting on a haystack with Klaus and Dieter, the two smallest Müller children. The boy’s telling them a nursery rhyme about a ladybird who meets five worms. He squeezes one of Dieter’s chubby little fingers each time a new worm is met. Dieter squeals with delight, and Klaus mimics the actions with his own little fingers.

‘More!’ shouts Dieter when the ladybird has flown away and the nursery rhyme is done. The boy starts all over again.

This time, as he says the words, I join in. The rhyme is familiar, and saying it brings a tingle of happiness to my entire body. It’s only once I get to the end and make my hand flutter away into the air like a ladybird that I realise the rhyme is in Polish.

I gasp, and the boy looks over to where I’m standing. He smiles at me, his blue eyes sparkling. ‘You know the nursery rhyme?’ he asks in Polish.

My cheeks burn. ‘No!’ I lie. I say it loudly, in German, and shake my head.

I run back to my bike and ride home without even saying hello to Gudrun.
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That night, when Mutti has kissed me goodnight and turned off the light, I whisper the ladybird rhyme into the dark, in Polish, over and over again.

Sooty jumps up onto my pillow and snuggles into my neck, purring. I rub my chin against his fur and sing another song about a kitten who dreams about a river of milk. It’s also a Polish song. I sing it with Polish words.

Sooty is comforted by the words.

I am comforted by the words.

I am confused by the words.

Where did they come from?




Chapter Thirty-Seven

Late August 1944

The new school year begins. Today’s my first day in fifth grade. I’m squashed onto a bench with Heidi and Ava to my right, Gudrun and Dora to my left. All the benches are squishy, because we have so many evacuees from Munich and Augsburg and Nuremberg and other cities that are being bombed by the enemy. Even more have arrived since the summer holiday. They look skinny and tired. Some look frightened.

‘The boys have a new teacher,’ says Ava. ‘Herr Adelberg went off to war.’

‘Herr Adelberg?’ Gudrun snorts. ‘He’s at least fifty!’

‘The new teacher’s even older,’ says Ava. ‘It’s Herr Huber, the old man who sits in the town square to read his papers each day.’

Gudrun frowns. ‘But he has a walking stick and his false teeth rattle when he talks!’

‘I like rattling teeth,’ I say. ‘Dash’s teeth rattle when he eats carrots.’

‘Herr Huber’s teeth rattle without carrots!’ cries Gudrun.

‘Is he even a teacher?’ asks Heidi.

‘He was,’ says Dora. ‘He taught my father, but he’s been retired for a long time.’

‘They’re bringing all the retired teachers back to work,’ says Ava, ‘so the male teachers can go off to war.’

‘To replace the soldiers who’ve been killed,’ murmurs Heidi.

A heavy silence settles around us.

I reach out and take both Heidi’s and Gudrun’s hands in mine.

Karin and Ruth turn around from the bench in front of us. Karin’s eyes fill with tears and she murmurs, ‘I’m sorry about Kurt, Heidi . . . and your father, Gudrun. My cousins Ernst, Jan and Peter were all killed in France over the summer.’

Ruth whispers, ‘Both of Fräulein Mendorf’s brothers were killed in Ukraine last week. And that little girl, Elisabeth, the one from camp, she’s lost her father and four uncles.’

So many loved ones! Gone. I’m glad Vati is a doctor, not a soldier. He’s so busy we barely see him any more, but at least he’s alive.

A gloom settles over the room, but then Fräulein Schmidt enters. We stand, smiling, as she strides to the front, her strong arms swinging back and forth, her brown shoes clomping on the floor. The world might be changing, but here is our beloved teacher, the same as always.

Fräulein Schmidt steps up onto the raised platform, turns towards us and salutes. ‘Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ we reply, fifty girls as one. The sound is magnificent. Any louder and we’d make the plaster crumble from the ceiling!

‘Welcome to Grade Five!’ sings Fräulein Schmidt. ‘We have many new girls among us. I hope the rest of you will make them very welcome. It’s sad to see our fine cities being destroyed by the enemy, but things always get worse towards the end of a war. The enemy makes one last desperate attempt to get the upper hand, but we shall prevail! Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ we reply.

‘We shall win and then we shall rebuild!’ declares Fräulein Schmidt. ‘Germany will be stronger, bigger, more powerful than ever! Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ we shout.

‘I know many of you have lost men at war this summer,’ Fräulein Schmidt continues. ‘My own dear godson . . .’ She pauses, pursing her lips, blinking. ‘But we can be proud that they have died valiantly, serving our Führer! We must all make sacrifices to build a glorious German Reich. Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’

‘The German Reich is great. The German Reich is strong. We shall win this war. Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler!’
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At playtime, we ask Fritz, Erich, Hugo and Lothar if they want to skip with us.

‘Nah,’ says Lothar. ‘Skipping’s for kids.’

‘So now you’re what?’ asks Gudrun, hands on her hips. ‘Men?’

Erich shrugs. Fritz grins.

Lothar pulls a knife from his pocket and slaps it on his hand. It’s a dagger with a swastika on the handle. ‘There are things that happen on the Hitler Youth camp that turn boys into men.’

Erich nods. ‘You girls wouldn’t understand. It’s different for boys.’

‘What do you think we did at camp?’ I ask, annoyed. ‘Sit around making daisy chains?’ We did sit around making daisy chains one day, but none of the girls is about to admit it right now.

‘We had to pass a bravery test,’ says Heidi. ‘I jumped from a diving tower into the deepest, coldest lake you could imagine. I nearly drowned, and I wasn’t even scared.’

‘I jumped from the loft of a really high barn to the ground below,’ says Gudrun.

‘I did both!’ I shout.

‘Kids’ games,’ says Lothar. ‘We threw grenades and learned how to aim a rifle and had battles that went on for days at a time.’

‘Lothar’s nose was broken,’ says Erich.

‘How?’ asks Heidi. ‘Tripping over his own feet?’

Ava and I giggle.

‘No,’ snaps Lothar, ‘in hand-to-hand combat. It was as rough as the real thing!’

Heidi and Gudrun stare at one another. I know what they’re thinking. The real thing leaves people dead. Brothers. Fathers. Sons.

I roll my eyes. I nod to Heidi and we start turning the skipping rope with exaggerated boredom. Gudrun jumps in and begins to sing loudly so lots of other girls and boys can hear:

‘Lothar the baby, sitting on the loo,

Pushing and grunting, his face turning blue.

How many poops did Lothar do?

One. Two. Three. Four . . .’

Lothar storms away. Erich and Hugo, too. But Fritz stays behind and skips with us, which isn’t very manly or soldierly, but much more likeable.
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‘Gingerbread girls!’ I sing. ‘Clara! They’re even better than gingerbread men.’ I fling my arms around her waist, surprised at how thin she feels. ‘You must love me very much to use up your butter and sugar again.’

Mutti and I sit at the kitchen table. Mutti sips her coffee while I drink a glass of milk and nibble on a gingerbread girl. Clara hovers nearby, kneading bread dough, eager to hear about my first day back at school.

‘We have fifty girls in our class now!’ I cry. ‘Fifty squished into the one little room!’

Mutti clasps her hands together and smiles. ‘That sounds rather jolly. More girls means more friends to play with.’

I frown. ‘It’s not really jolly. They’ve been evacuated from the cities because they’ve lost their homes. Some have lost their families, too.’

Mutti waves her hand as though swishing my words away. She doesn’t like talking about the war. The worse things get, the less she wants to know.

I suppose she won’t want to hear about all the fathers, brothers, uncles, nephews and godsons who’ve fallen in battle, either. Or about the boys spending their time at camp learning how to be soldiers. So instead, I tell her about Gudrun’s naughty skipping song. And then, I sing it for her.

‘Lothar the baby, sitting on the loo,

Pushing and grunting, his face turning blue.

How many poops did Lothar do?

One. Two. Three. Four . . .’

‘Oh, Sophia!’ cries Mutti, pressing her hand to her chest. ‘Perhaps you should run along outside for a while, my darling. Get some fresh air. Shake off some of that silliness. Find Vera, Edith and Brigitte. They’ll be dying to hear about your day. But don’t repeat that skipping song!’

I grab the remaining four gingerbread girls and slip them into my pockets. Mutti raises her eyebrows.

‘Only one is for me,’ I explain. ‘The other three are for the farm girls. They work hard. They deserve something special.’ I kiss Mutti’s beautiful white cheek and run out the kitchen door.

I spot Edith and Brigitte out in the meadow. They’re bringing in the cows, ready for the afternoon milking. I don’t head out to greet them. My feet stay stuck to the spot. Perhaps the workers on all the farms are out in the meadows, rounding up the cows. After all, milking times are the same on every farm – first thing in the morning and last thing in the afternoon.

Which means the Polish slave boy might be out in the Müller meadow right now.

I pat the gingerbread girls in my pockets. The skinny boy needs a treat far more than the well-fed farm girls.

I glance back at the house to make sure Mutti and Clara aren’t watching. Then I grab my bicycle and ride down the driveway, away from the house. Frank runs after me, yipping, horrified at being left behind. I brake, lift him into the basket and zoom on, legs burning, heart racing, not letting up until I reach the Müller farm.

I don’t ride up to the house. Instead, I rest my bicycle against a tree at the start of the drive and lift Frank onto the ground.

‘Yip!’ He tunnels into the long grass, chasing a mouse that might or might not be real.

In the distance, way across the meadow, I see the fat brown milking cow. I creep closer, quietly, until I spot the boy a little to one side. His hands are thrust into his pockets, and he’s staring out over the hills – in the direction Poland lies. Poor boy. I suppose he’s longing for home.

My breath catches.

I press my hand to my chest, because quite unexpectedly, my own heart is aching with longing.

But for what?

I step a little closer, then stop once more, because the boy has taken something from his pocket and laid it on his hand. It’s grey and squarish. A slice of bread? No, it’s too flimsy and floppy, and he doesn’t eat it. Rather, he presses it to his cheek. He tilts his head into his hand, as though drawing comfort from the object.

‘Yip! Yip!’ Frank scoots past my feet.

The boy spins around and his eyes meet mine. He stuffs the floppy object back into his pocket.

I wade through the grass until I’m standing before him. I don’t know what to say. I can’t find the words to explain how I feel.

I’m glad to see him.

I long to talk to him.

I’m scared of him.

I’m scared of my Polish words and my terrifying nightmares and this strange longing that has settled in my chest just now.

I don’t know what to say, so instead, I hand him the gingerbread girls, naming each one as they pass from my hand to his: ‘Katarzyna. Maria. Jadwiga. Ewa.’

The boy giggles, but I feel sick with fear. Where did those names come from?

The boy grins at the gingerbread girls, then smiles at me, his blue eyes sparkling.

Bright blue eyes. Just like mine.

‘Good Polish names!’ the boy sings. ‘These are Polish gingerbread girls!’

‘No!’ I shout. ‘They’re German gingerbread girls! They’re German! Just like me!’ Yet I shout the words in Polish.

Polish!

Again!

Terrified, confused, I sob, ‘Leave me alone!’ Even though it’s me who went looking for him. I push the boy so he stumbles and drops two of the gingerbread girls. He bends down to pick them up and I run. I run back to my bike, calling Frank to my side, then ride home as fast as I can, crying all the way.




Chapter Thirty-Eight

October 1944

It’s Sunday afternoon. I’m at the Young Girls’ League, shivering in the cold hall, making cards for injured soldiers once more. I don’t know how we can possibly win the war with so many of our soldiers lying in the hospitals. Still, Hitler says we are strong and mighty and the end is in sight, and Fraulein Schmidt says it too, every single day.

Today we make such a huge number of cards that my mind wanders. It wanders, as it does so often these days, to the Polish slave boy.

I’ve spied on him for weeks now. Every time I visit Gudrun, I find a reason to loiter in the barn or venture into the meadow. I notice everything about him. I see his kindness towards the little Müller children. Poor Frau Müller has lost all interest in her family, but the slave boy makes sure the little ones are not too much alone. I see the way he cherishes their affection and touch as much as they cherish his. I see his ragged pants and bare feet and develop schemes for getting him new clothes and boots before the winter arrives. I see his loneliness and the way he gazes eastwards with longing in his heart. I see the way he presses the flat grey object to his cheek and loses himself in its magic. I see the way he soars around the meadow like a stork, as though he’s practising, hoping one day to leave the ground and fly away, home to Poland.

He’s a strange boy, and I cannot get enough of him.

Yet I’m scared to get too close.

‘Sophia!’ hisses Heidi. ‘What’s that?!’

I stare at the words I’ve just written: Thank you for serving the German Reich with bravery. I hope you’re feeling well soon. Hitler needs you.

I frown at Heidi. ‘It’s a card for a soldier,’ I say. ‘Just like yours.’

Heidi’s eyes widen. ‘It’s not like mine! It’s nonsense! Some of the letters even have extra bits squiggled on!’

I pick up the card and hold it close to my face. I gasp. I’ve written the words in Polish!

I scrunch the card into a ball and stuff it into my pocket. ‘I . . . I have a headache,’ I mutter. ‘I think my eyes have gone wobbly. I need some fresh air.’

I force myself to walk slowly, calmly, from the hall, but as soon as I’m out the door, I grab my bicycle and ride through the gateway in the town wall, down the hill to the Müller farm. Even though Gudrun is back at the hall with Heidi and all the other girls of the Young Girls’ League.

I need to see the boy.

This time, when I find him, I’ll talk to him. I’ll say lots of things, all in Polish. If I can’t say proper sentences, I’ll sing some nursery rhymes, because rolling the words across my tongue might help me to remember where I learned the words.

I drop my bike at the barn door and run inside to the pig pens. I dash from one pen to the next but the boy’s not there. He’s not in the dairy, or the stall where the cow lives for the winter, or the larder. I climb the ladder to the loft where the boy sleeps at night, wondering if he thinks of me as much as I think of him, spies on me like I spy on him. He’s not there either.

I slump to the loft floor, jittery, exhausted by the secret I’m hiding. The secret I don’t understand. The secret I don’t even remember.

I’m resting my head in my hands, snivelling, when my eyes fall on something sitting amidst the straw. It’s the flat grey thing the boy likes to press against his cheek. The thing that seems to bring him such comfort. It must have fallen from his pocket.

I pick it up. It stinks of mud and mould, but I place it in the palm of my hand. Just like the boy does.

The shape is familiar. I flip it over, then flip it back again. I tilt my head to the side. I close one eye and poke at the turned-under edges. And then I see! It’s a pocket, torn from a coat. It’s caked in mud and grease and grime, but it’s definitely a pocket. There are stripes in the fabric, the raised lines barely visible beneath the grime.

I smile. I’ll wash the treasure, then return it to the boy. It will be a kindness, a sort of gift.

‘What a surprise he’ll get,’ I whisper.
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I’m so very wrong.

It’s me who gets the surprise.

Back at home, I stand at the bathroom sink, washing the pocket in warm soapy water. I’ve barely begun, and the water is black. I pull the plug and start again with clean water and more soap. Again. And again.

At last, the fabric softens, and after three more washes, a little bit of colour appears beneath the grey.

I hold the damp pocket to the window. I think it’s green. I wash it four more times, then peg it on the drying rack above the stove with Clara’s tea towels.

After supper, I grab the pocket from the rack. It’s soft and dry. I lay it in the palm of my hand.

Oh!

I run my fingers along the stripes.

Green stripes.

Soft green velvet stripes.
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A happy traitor or a miserable hero?

Make a choice!




Chapter Thirty-Nine

I don’t sleep a wink.

In the morning, I fill my rucksack with my lunch and schoolbooks, kiss Mutti goodbye, and ride off down the driveway. I wave at Vera, Edith and Brigitte as I pass them in the meadow. But instead of riding up into the village to school, I ride over to the Müller farm. I hide my bike behind a tree and slink around until I see the boy enter the barn. I follow, making sure nobody sees me. Especially not Ursula. I’m sure she’ll tell her mother and Gudrun and possibly everyone in Bavaria if she spots me.

The boy’s in the pig pen, scratching a piglet on the back.

‘Hello,’ I say, in Polish.

He looks up and smiles, his blue eyes sparkling.

‘I have something for you,’ I say, still in Polish. I nod towards a haystack, and we sit side by side. I pass him the tin that holds my lunch and the boiled egg that was meant for my breakfast.

He lifts the lid and grins. ‘Thank you!’ He grabs the egg and stuffs the whole thing into his mouth. He hasn’t even swallowed it when he starts in on the bread and the apple.

He’s still gobbling when I pull the green striped velvet pocket from my rucksack.

The boy lets out a howl of relief. He drops the lunch tin, grabs the pocket and presses it to his cheek.

‘Please,’ I say, ‘will you tell me about the pocket?’

The boy’s face fills with sorrow, and he nods. ‘Once upon a time, in Kraków, this was attached to a very silly suit made from some green striped velvet curtains. The suit belonged to my grandfather, a wonderful, brave, kind man called Marek Wojcik.’

My heart is pounding, like wheels of cheese falling off the shelf onto the dairy floor – THUD! THUD! THUD! THUD!

I swallow hard, then whisper, ‘You are Tomasz.’

‘Yes!’ shouts the boy, his eyes wide. ‘How did you know?’

‘Your grandfather’s suit was made by a tailor called Josef Ulinski.’

‘Yes! Yes!’ cries Tomasz. ‘That’s right!’

‘I . . . I knew Josef Ulinski.’ I frown at him. ‘I don’t know how, but I’m sure I knew him. He was tall and thin with thick round glasses, and he was a very fine tailor. Perhaps he made me a coat some time. Perhaps it was he who taught me Polish.’

‘But when?’ asks Tomasz. ‘Where?’

I shrug. I pick up the lunch tin and hand it back to him. ‘Will you tell me more about the pocket?’

Tomasz nods. ‘Grandfather was in the Polish Resistance,’ he says, stuffing more bread into his mouth. ‘He saved dozens of Jews from the Kraków ghetto. There was always someone hiding in the wardrobe, behind the potatoes in the cellar, in the nook beneath the stairs. Grandmother was forever thinning her soup to make it feed more mouths. But one night, at the end of summer, the Gestapo raided a basement where Grandfather and three other Resistance leaders were meeting in secret. Within the hour, the Germans had rounded up all the families of the men and women they caught. Including Grandmother and me.’

I open my mouth to make an excuse for the Germans, but I can’t find one. Grandmothers and children being punished for someone else’s crime! It’s horrid!

Tomasz sniffs and continues. ‘After we’d spent days crammed into one little prison cell, some SS officers came and chose four of the children – three girls and me. A soldier grabbed me, but of course, I didn’t want to go. I was terrified. I clung to Grandfather’s coat pocket, and it tore off and came along with me! I’ve kept it ever since. It’s my little piece of Grandfather. My little piece of Poland.’

He stops eating and presses the pocket to his face once more. Tears are now flowing down his dirty cheeks.

‘Where did they take you?’ I ask.

‘To a home with lots of other Polish children, all with blond hair and blue eyes.’

I shudder. ‘My orphanage was full of children with blond hair and blue eyes.’ I frown. ‘But I suppose that makes sense, being a German orphanage.’

Tomasz stares at me oddly. ‘Heaps of Germans don’t have blond hair and blue eyes. Hitler, for instance.’

And Heidi and Gudrun and Fräulein Schmidt and lots of others.

Tomasz looks straight into my eyes. ‘The Germans say Poles are stupid, bad, dirty, good for nothing but slave labour. But they’ve been stealing thousands and thousands of blond-haired, blue-eyed Polish children and taking them back to Germany and turning them into Hitler’s children! Imagine! Germans treasuring Polish children. Polish children pretending to be German.’

‘Imagine,’ I whisper. And I shudder again. This time, it’s a deep long shiver that goes from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. I feel queasy, so I close my eyes.

But the moment I shut out Tomasz and the barn, the Pied Piper is there! He dances and plays his pipe . . . and then he stops. He turns around and smiles at me and I see . . . I see that the Pied Piper is Vati.

Oh!

At last, I remember.

I remember everything!

‘Tomasz,’ I say, eyes now wide, ‘Josef Ulinski was not my tailor. He was my father. Once upon a time, I was Zofia Ulinski.’
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Tomasz and I spend the morning telling each other our stories. There are many parts that are the same – being torn from our families, the terrifying truck ride, the cold bunkrooms, the medical examinations, the German lessons, the angry nurses, the lies, the slaps, the loneliness, the oddity of good food and warm clothes amidst such cruelty, the wondering about the children who failed and were sent away. But there are bits I do not tell, memories that are so painful I cannot put them into words. I think it’s the same for Tomasz, because sometimes he starts a story then stops, shaking his head, wiping his eyes.

‘For a long time, I hoped Mama and Tata would rescue me,’ I say. ‘I was sure they’d search and find me and take me home. But of course, that never happened . . . I suppose they didn’t love me enough.’ I frown. ‘I was told they were glad to be rid of me.’

‘Oh, no, Zofia.’ Tomasz’s entire body sags. ‘Of course, you don’t know.’

‘Know what?’ I ask.

‘Your mama and tata couldn’t come looking for you. Your father was so distressed when you were taken that he hit a German officer. A Pole does not hurt a German and go free. A Pole can barely look a German in the eye without going to prison. Your mama and tata were arrested. Grandfather visited the prison and begged for their release, but the German commander told him he was too late.’

‘Too late for what?’ I ask.

Tomasz does not reply.

‘Oh,’ I whisper as my mind fills with understanding. I’ve lost Mama and Tati again!

I sit, frozen, for a long time.

Slowly, I droop forward, bury my head in my hands and sob. Quietly. Breath shaking. Tears flowing through my fingers and dripping onto my skirt.

Being a Polish orphan is nothing like being a German orphan.

Of course it’s not! Because my dead German parents were a lie.

Mama and Tati were real. Warm. Funny. Smart. Showing how much they loved me with every word and look and touch.

I think of taps on the tip of my nose, and my sobs turn into great heaving breaths, ugly with loneliness and fear. And longing.

At last, my sobbing settles. I wipe my face on my sleeve. I sit up straight and say, ‘At least I have my new Mutti and Vati.’

Tomasz shakes his head. ‘I’m sorry for you, Zofia Ulinski. It must be terrible, having to live your life as a German girl.’

I stare at him, eyes wide. ‘But it’s wonderful! I have a good life here, Tomasz.’ I blush. ‘I have a beautiful home and a mutti and vati who love me very much, and I love them. I’m never starving, never scared. Not like I was in Poland. I have warm clothes and proper shoes and books. Lots and lots of books. I attend school, where I learn wonderful new things every day and play with other girls and boys. School, Tomasz! You cannot imagine how brilliant it is! I go on hikes and camps and, this summer, I even learned to ride a bicycle!’ I rest my hand on his arm. ‘I’m sorry for you. You live a horrid life as a slave. Things would have been so much better if you had passed the tests and become a German boy. Poor, poor Tomasz.’

Tomasz jumps off the haystack and pulls himself up to his full height. ‘I did pass, Zofia! They said I had perfect Aryan features, good German blood.’

I examine him from head to toe. Especially his head. It does look like a perfect Aryan head.

‘I am Polish!’ declares Tomasz. ‘I would not pretend to be German! I am a Polish boy with Polish blood running through my veins. I speak only Polish. I refuse to speak German. I rejected the German name they gave me and told everyone I met, “I am Tomasz Wojcik, the proud Polish stork!” They scolded me and hit me and locked me away and starved me, but they couldn’t make me change.’

Now his shoulders slump once more, and his voice softens. ‘So they crammed me into a cattle car with hundreds of other unwanted Polish children and sent me to Germany anyway – but as a slave, not a precious child for Hitler.’

Away, I think.

‘Poor Tomasz,’ I murmur. ‘So, in the end, all your bravery and defiance was for nothing.’

He sits down beside me once more and I slip my hand into his.

At last, I say, ‘I am a happy traitor. You are a miserable hero. Who do you think made the right choice?’

‘We’re just children,’ whispers Tomasz. ‘We shouldn’t have had to choose.’




Chapter Forty

The next day, as I walk into the schoolyard, Heidi, Ava and Gudrun run to greet me.

German girls running to play with the Polish girl.

I freeze.

Will they notice? Will they pull up short, faces filled with horror?

‘Where were you yesterday?’ asks Heidi. ‘Hitler missed you. I mean, Heil Hitler! I missed you.’

I smile at her, relieved. Of course they don’t notice. I look the same today as I did yesterday.

Be normal, I tell myself. Be Sophia Engels.

‘Hitler missed me?’ I ask.

Heidi giggles. ‘You are special.’

Gudrun rolls her eyes. She might be our friend, but she still finds us very silly at times.

‘Were you sick?’ asks Ava.

‘Yes,’ I lie. ‘All day.’

‘What was wrong?’ asks Heidi.

‘Tummy ache.’ My cheeks are burning, so I add, ‘And fever.’

‘Poor Sophia,’ coos Heidi and hugs me.

Lothar, Erich, Hugo and Fritz march up to us looking very pleased with themselves. ‘Heil Hitler!’

‘Heil Hitler!’ we reply.

Lothar sets his feet wide apart and rams his fists onto his hips. ‘We used real guns at our Hitler Youth meeting yesterday,’ he announces.

‘What for?’ asks Heidi. ‘To dig up turnips?’

‘To pick your noses?’ asks Gudrun.

‘To pick each other’s noses?’ I ask.

Fritz grins.

Lothar’s nostrils flare. ‘We fired proper bullets!’ he says. ‘We’re practising for when the enemy comes.’

Heidi’s dimples vanish.

‘But you’re only eleven!’ I cry.

‘I’m twelve,’ says Erich.

‘And it has nothing to do with age,’ says Lothar, lifting his chin into the air. ‘It’s all about skill and bravery.’

Gudrun snorts. ‘Well, you’re in big trouble, then, aren’t you?!’

Lothar glares at her, then marches away. Erich, Hugo and Fritz trail behind.

‘As if they could keep the enemy at bay!’ scoffs Gudrun.

‘As if they would have to!’ shouts Heidi, far too loudly. ‘The enemy will never get this far. We’re winning the war, remember?’

But if Germany’s winning the war, why are the Hitler Youth being trained to use real weapons?
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Today, when Fräulein Schmidt has marched to the front of the room and given the Hitler salute, she pauses for a moment. She pulls down the map of Europe, glances nervously at it, then rolls it back up.

She knots her fingers together and says, ‘Aachen!’

‘Bless you!’ I reply.

Fräulein Schmidt blinks in surprise.

Heidi giggles.

Gudrun hisses, ‘Sophia! She’s not sneezing. She’s talking about the city near the Belgian border.’

‘Aachen has been captured by the Americans,’ says Fräulein Schmidt, her voice quivering. ‘Of course, the Americans suffered enormous losses and our glorious Wehrmacht fought valiantly and will continue to do so, and . . . and . . .’ She blinks at us, lost for words.

‘But Aachen is in Germany!’ cries Dora.

‘Yes, yes,’ mutters Fräulein Schmidt.

The class falls silent as the significance of the news sinks in. The enemy has set foot on German soil.

I think of Lothar’s words just now: We’re practising for when the enemy comes.

‘We’re losing the war,’ I whisper to Heidi and Gudrun.

Heidi starts to cry. Other girls around us do too.

Gudrun’s eyes grow wide with horror.

‘We’re losing the war,’ I say, louder now.

Fraulein’s eyes dart towards me and she snaps, ‘Nonsense! The German Reich is strong. We will stand firm. We will prevail.’ But her words lack their usual fire, her eyes their usual shine. And she forgets to finish with ‘Heil Hitler!’

And now I am sure.

Germany is losing the war.

[image: image]

‘This is it!’ says Vera, as I walk into the barn that afternoon. She points to the stalls, where the cows are chewing contentedly on their feed. ‘They’re inside for the winter. No more meadow time. It’s getting far too cold out there – frosts and icy winds. Snow’s coming early this year.’

‘What about Dash?’ I ask.

Vera nods towards the last stall. I walk over to the chestnut horse and rub his velvety nose. He nibbles on one of my braids and nickers softly.

Rolf appears from nowhere and flies up onto the railing of Dash’s stall. He stretches his neck, flaps his wings and crows, ‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’

I laugh. ‘Jealous bird!’ I sweep him into my arms and sing him a lullaby, rocking him back and forth just the way he likes.

‘What’s that song?’ asks Edith, wandering out of the dairy.

I stare at her, mouth gaping. I’ve been singing a Polish lullaby!

I sit Rolf back on the railing and blurt out, ‘Have you heard about Aachen? It’s been captured by the Americans.’

Edith nods.

Vera joins us. She smooths the braid Dash has nibbled.

‘We’re losing, aren’t we?’ I ask.

Edith and Vera glance at each other.

‘Mutti won’t talk about it,’ I say, ‘but it’s true, isn’t it?’

Brigitte appears with a pitchfork in her hand. ‘As long as I have a weapon, I’ll hold the enemy at bay!’ She lunges forward with the pitchfork and lets out a terrifying battle cry.

We all burst out laughing, but I see the fear that flickers across their faces.
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On Sunday, I ride over to the Müller farm, even though I know Gudrun won’t be home. On Friday she told me the whole family would be visiting their grandmother for the day.

I take my bike into the barn and set Frankfurter free from my rucksack.

‘Hello?’ I call out.

Tomasz’s head appears at the edge of the loft. ‘Zofia!’ he cries, and scuttles down the ladder.

I take the bundle from my bike basket and hand it to him.

‘Oh, wow!’ he cries. ‘Boots and socks and bread and apples!’

‘All wrapped up in a sweater,’ I point out.

He drops to the ground and pulls on the socks and boots straight away. ‘They’re wonderful!’ he cries, fumbling with the laces in his excitement. ‘Where’d you get them?’

‘They belonged to Lotte,’ I say. ‘She used to be one of our farm girls. She moved away when she got married so she doesn’t need them any more. The sweater is mine.’

Tomasz pulls the sweater over his head.

‘It’s far too short!’ I moan.

‘It’s perfect!’ he cries. ‘Clean and warm.’ He throws his arms around me. ‘And it’ll be a constant reminder of you!’

Tomasz hides half the bread and one apple in the loft and eats the rest. While he’s chewing, I say, ‘Bread and apple every day, or a whole cherry cake once a week? Make a choice.’

‘What’s cherry cake?’ asks Tomasz.

Of course, he doesn’t know. I didn’t know what it was either, until I became a German girl.

‘It’s buttery cake filled with cherries and sugar and giggles and it’s the most delicious thing in the whole wide world!’

‘Bread and apples every day,’ says Tomasz.

‘I’d have the cake!’

Tomasz scrunches his nose. ‘Wouldn’t you get hungry on the other six days?’

‘But it’s cake!’ I cry.

Yet as I watch Tomasz gobbling the bread, I know he’s made the right choice. Real hunger hurts.

I wonder, does Gudrun care that Tomasz is hungry? Or that he’s cold and lonely?

Does Frau Müller care?

A worse question pops into my mind. Would Mutti or Vati care?

‘Tomasz,’ I say, ‘I have news that will make you happy.’

He grins. ‘You brought some ribbons for my hair, too!’

‘No, silly. The Americans have taken a city called Aachen. It’s in the west of Germany. They haven’t got any further, but–’

‘The Americans are coming!’ he cries. ‘I’ll be free!’ He springs up and jumps about, whooping. He pulls me to my feet and starts dancing me around the barn.

After three full loops, he says, ‘Let’s go outside. Nobody will see us. Nobody’s home. Not even the maid.’

We run out of the barn across the farmyard and deep into the meadow. A cold gust of wind blows through the valley, chilling our faces, tugging at our clothes and hair.

Tomasz closes his eyes, spreads his arms wide and breathes deeply.

‘What are you doing?’ I ask.

His eyes snap open. ‘Breathing Polish air!’

I laugh. ‘We’re in Bavaria. It’s all German air here.’

‘Feel the wind!’ cries Tomasz. ‘It’s coming from the east, and it’s icy. That means it’s blown all the way from Russia, sweeping across Poland along the way. There’s Polish dust in this wind, Zofia. There could be dust from the street outside Grandfather’s house!’ He closes his eyes and pushes his face into the breeze. ‘Perhaps there’s a Polish prayer on this wind. A Polish blessing. One that will keep us safe until we make it home to Poland once more.’

‘I’m not going back to Poland,’ I say.

Tomasz spins around. ‘But it’s home!’

I frown. ‘This is my home now.’

‘Don’t you miss Poland?’ he asks. ‘Kraków? The people?’

I think about it for a moment, then shake my head. ‘I have no people in Poland. Here, I have a mother and a father.’

‘A pretend mother and father,’ says Tomasz.

‘I don’t care,’ I whisper. ‘They rescued me.’

‘No,’ snaps Tomasz, ‘they stole you!’

I stand there, silent, the Polish breeze in my face, the German soil beneath my feet.

Tomasz is right, but it makes no difference.

Polish or German? Make a choice.

I’ve already made my choice, long, long ago. I chose to be German. There’s no going back now. It’s in the rules. Once you’ve made your choice, you have to stick with it.

It’s a sensible rule, really. Otherwise, you could break your heart worrying you’ve made the wrong choice.




Chapter Forty-One

Winter arrives early and snow begins to fall. I can no longer use my bicycle. Vera cleans and oils it, then stores it away at the back of the barn.

No bicycle means long walks to school. We can’t drive because petrol has become scarce – even for rich people like Mutti, now. We must save what’s left in her car in case of an emergency. But worst of all, no bicycle means no quick, secret trips over to the Müller farm.

I worry about Tomasz. Is he getting enough to eat? Is he warm enough? Have the Müllers given him more blankets? Have they even remembered he’s there, locked up in the barn, looking after the cow and chickens and pigs?

On Sunday, Heidi and Frau Weber come over for the afternoon. They catch a lift on a farm wagon! Bundled into hats, scarves, mittens and coats, Heidi and I go out to the barn to play with the newly hatched ducklings.

Edith runs out of Dash’s stall, shaking her hand. ‘He bit me!’ she cries.

‘Not Dash,’ I say. ‘He’s a darling.’

‘Maybe to you,’ moans Edith, ‘but he’s been cross at me since I made him come in for the winter.’

I wander over to Dash’s stall and pat his soft velvety muzzle. ‘Poor boy. If only you could go for a walk in the snow.’

‘He can,’ says Edith. ‘He’d enjoy a snow shuffle. But I’m not taking him. He’d probably buck me off then stomp on me.’

‘Hey!’ cries Heidi. ‘We should ride over to Gudrun’s and play with their piglets. Gudrun said there were twelve hatched last week.’

I stare at Heidi. Surely she doesn’t think piglets hatch from eggs? Then again, she does live in town, not on a farm. And you never quite know with Heidi.

‘Can we take him out?’ I ask.

Edith shrugs. ‘Sure, but you’ll have to get Vera to put his harness on. I’m not going near him until springtime.’
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Heidi and I trot and giggle all the way to the Müller farm. We ride right up to the door and knock, so that when the maid answers, she finds herself staring into Dash’s big, long face. She squeals and runs away. We screech with laughter.

Gudrun must hear us because, moments later, she answers the door. ‘Hello, Sophia,’ she says, talking right at Dash. ‘You’re uglier every time I see you. Your nostrils are enormous, your chin’s hairy and today you’re looking positively horsey!’

‘Oh, be quiet and come for a ride!’ I cry.

I guide Dash to the fence and Gudrun uses the railings to climb on behind Heidi. We ride around the farmyard, laughing and squealing and singing songs. I steer Dash closer and closer to the barn, hoping Tomasz might hear us and come out. I want to see that he is alright – not starving, not freezing, not withering away from loneliness.

‘This is getting boring,’ says Gudrun. ‘Can’t he go any faster?’

‘Yes,’ I say, ‘but I think this is fast enough with the three of us squashed onto his bare ba–’

‘Yeeha!’ Gudrun digs her heels into Dash’s flanks and he breaks into a trot. We jiggle up and down, giggling and squealing and slipping, sideways, sideways, sideways, until at last we all fall off into the snow. Dash trots on as though he hasn’t even noticed.

We roll around laughing, snow sticking to our hats and coats and cheeks and mittens, when suddenly a face appears above us. It’s Tomasz!

He reaches out, takes Heidi by both hands and helps her to her feet. He does the same for Gudrun, then me. He holds on to my hands a little longer than necessary and gives them a squeeze. He smiles, bright blue eyes sparkling, then runs back into the barn.

He’s alright!

‘Who’s that?’ gasps Heidi.

‘Our slave boy,’ says Gudrun. ‘He looks after the animals and the firewood.’

‘Where’s he from?’ asks Heidi.

‘Poland,’ I say.

‘He touched my hands!’ gasps Heidi.

‘Don’t worry,’ says Gudrun. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve passed too many of your nasty Weber germs on to the poor boy.’

Gudrun and I laugh, but I can see that Heidi is really scared.

What will she do if she discovers I’m Polish?

‘I want to go back to your place now, Sophia,’ she cries.

‘But what about the piglets?’ I ask.

She glances nervously towards the barn. ‘No!’

When we return to my house for afternoon tea, Heidi throws her mittens in the bin, then runs inside and scrubs her hands as though she’s been playing with disease-infested rats.
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That night, before bed, I go outside and rescue Heidi’s mittens from the bin. When I walk back inside, there, standing in the kitchen with Mutti, is Vati! There are deep worry-lines on his forehead, but his smile is still wide and warm and his blue eyes sparkle with love.

‘Vati!’ I cry.

I take three steps towards him and stop.

Vati is the Pied Piper. He stole me. He stole other children, too.

‘Sophia,’ sings Vati. ‘My little princess.’ He opens his arms wide, waiting for me to fill them.

I try to hold back.

I can’t.

Because even though he’s the Pied Piper, he’s also my vati.

I run to him and he wraps me in his arms and I feel safe and loved . . . and happy.

We sit at the kitchen table. Clara fusses and makes steaming hot coffee and feeds us bread with all the butter and jam she’s been hiding away. But Vati barely touches his food.

‘Should we ask Wolfgang in to eat?’ asks Mutti.

‘He’s not here,’ says Vati. ‘He’s been sent away to fight. I have to drive myself these days.’

‘Wolfgang?’ I cry. ‘But he’s so old!’

Vati laughs. ‘Yes, but he has a bad temper so I think he will make a fierce soldier.’

‘Dash has a bad temper, too,’ I say. ‘He’s very cross at being locked up for the winter. He bit Edith this afternoon.’

‘He needs to take a lesson from you, Sophia.’ Vati reaches out and strokes my cheek, softly, lovingly. ‘My sweet-tempered princess. If I searched the entire world, I could never find a daughter as fine as you.’

I smile with pride, but there’s an uncomfortable feeling swirling around inside me, too.

As soon as I’ve finished my bread and jam, Vati tells me to run upstairs to bed. He doesn’t pull a present from his pocket before sending me away. He doesn’t even say he’ll be up to read me a story.

I don’t want to go. He’s only here for the night and will be gone before I wake. So I dawdle.

I’m barely out the door when I hear Vati speak, his voice low and sombre. ‘Elsa, the war is not going so well for Germany.’

‘More tea?’ sings Mutti.

‘Elsa, please listen,’ says Vati. ‘This is serious. I have done fine work for the Führer, and for Himmler. But the rest of the world might not understand. They might even call me a villain.’

‘Fredrik!’ Mutti gasps. ‘What have you done?!’

There’s a long silence.

I peep around the doorjamb. I stare at Vati open-mouthed.

Is he going to tell her the truth? That the important work he does is stealing Polish children and sending them to Germany – some to be raised as fine little Germans, others to be slaves?

What will Mutti think of him?

What will she think of me?

‘What have you done?’ Mutti asks again.

Vati sighs. He leans over and kisses Mutti on the forehead. ‘Nothing, Elsa,’ he murmurs. ‘Nothing.’

And Mutti is more than happy to believe him.
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Before class the next morning, I try to give Heidi her mittens back, but she steps away, shaking her head. ‘They have Polish germs on them,’ she hisses.

Gudrun snatches the mittens from me. ‘If Heidi doesn’t want them, I’ll take them. I’ll give them to the Polish boy.’

‘You won’t!’ gasps Heidi.

Gudrun shrugs. ‘His germs are already all over them.’

Heidi bursts into tears and runs into the classroom.

‘Thank you, Gudrun,’ I whisper. ‘Thank you.’

‘For what?’ she asks. ‘Upsetting Heidi?’

‘No! For being kind to the Polish boy.’

Gudrun snorts. ‘I don’t like to say it, Sophia Engels, but you were right. I always knew you were right. I was just sad, about Vati and this stupid war. It’s not Tomasz’s fault he’s Polish.’

‘You know his name?’ I gasp.

Gudrun nods. ‘Mutti is still unwell. She barely takes any notice of the little ones. Tomasz spends a lot of time looking after them while I’m at school. He’s very kind. Ursula, Otto, Klaus and Dieter talk about him all the time – Tomasz did this, Tomasz said that, Tomasz made us little dolls from straw, Tomasz taught us all about storks . . . They’ve even started speaking Polish when they’re with him!’ Gudrun leans in close and whispers, ‘Just like you do, Zofia.’

I blush.

I panic.

I consider running into the classroom to join Heidi.

Or running home.

But Gudrun puts her hand gently on my arm and says, ‘I’m sorry I’ve been so mean – to you, and to Tomasz. But no more. Your secret is safe with me.’




Chapter Forty-Two

March 1945

Hens cackle and fuss as I walk into our barn. I look up to the loft and see Tomasz’s face peering down at me.

‘Tomasz!’ I squeal with joy. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Hush!’ he hisses.

‘It’s alright,’ I say. ‘There’s no one around but me.’

Tomasz climbs down the ladder and we hug. Tightly. For a long time. He’s bony and he stinks, but it feels good to squeeze him in my arms.

We haven’t seen each other for months. The winter’s been harsh, and even though it’s now March and the snow has melted, life has not returned to normal.

The American and British forces have crossed the Rhine River and are marching into the heart of Germany. Germany is losing the war. Rapidly. Disastrously. There’s no doubt about it any more. Even Mutti can no longer pretend.

Even so, Hitler insists we fight on. We’re to defend our towns and cities until the last man has fallen. The last woman and child, too.

The farm girls have all been sent to Munich to help protect the city. Lothar, Erich, Hugo, Fritz and all the other boys in the Hitler Youth have been training with guns and grenades, and are often missing from school. Lothar and Erich blabber on and on about dying with honour for the Führer. Hundreds of German soldiers have been stationed inside the walls of our town to help our village fight when the Americans arrive. Vati, on the other hand, has vanished. We haven’t seen or heard of him for months and we don’t know if he’s alive or dead. It’s all horrid and scary and the war feels far too close.

Whenever I’m not at school, Mutti keeps me near her. She hugs me more than ever and cries a lot, too. For Vati. For me. For herself. For Germany.

But right now, I’m smiling. I’m grinning at Tomasz. He grins back at me. And we hug, again and again.

‘Thanks for all the food – and the scarf and woollen hat,’ says Tomasz.

‘Gudrun did pass them on!’ I smile. ‘She’s a wonderful friend. And a very good keeper of secrets.’

‘The best,’ says Tomasz.

My heart swells with love for Gudrun. ‘She’s a walnut,’ I say. ‘Hard on the outside, but soft and sweet and a little bit nutty on the inside.’

Tomasz nods, and his bright blue eyes shine.

‘But what are you doing in our barn?’ I ask.

‘The Americans are close.’ His eyes widen. ‘Gudrun says they’ll be here any day, so I’m running away before the Germans take me somewhere else. I’m going to find the American Army! I’m going to be free, Zofia!’

I fling my arms around him once more and even though I want to be glad for him, I start to cry. ‘You came to say goodbye.’

‘No!’ Tomasz pulls away. ‘I came to take you with me!’

‘Oh.’ I step back. My hands fly to my face. My legs wobble and I sink to my knees.

Tomasz drops to the ground beside me. ‘You know you must leave.’

‘I can’t,’ I whimper. ‘Mutti is here. Vati might return at any time. This is my home.’

‘Poland is your home!’ cries Tomasz. ‘Kraków is your home. Josef Ulinski’s tailor shop is your home.’

I shake my head. ‘Josef Ulinski is no more. Halina Ulinski is no more’

Tomasz bites his lip. He knows this is true, and yet he keeps trying. ‘You’re still Polish. You’re a proud Polish stork. It’s your destiny to return to the land of your birth, just as all the other storks return each spring. Imagine, Zofia, you and me, flying into Kraków together. Grandfather and Grandmother will be waiting for me. They’ll be overjoyed to see you, I know they will! Everyone in Kraków will be waiting for the return of their stolen children. We are the storks. They will be waiting for our return.’

He jumps to his feet, stretches his arms wide, flaps them up and down and soars around the barn. At last, he lands before me, tucks in his wings, balances on one leg and looks at me with such hope.

Tears stream down my cheeks.

‘I am Sophia Engels,’ I say. ‘I am German. This is my home.’

‘You are Zofia Ulinski!’ shouts Tomasz, now planting both feet on the ground. ‘Zofia Ulinski is Polish!’

‘I am Sophia Engels,’ I sob. ‘Sophia Engels!’
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Tomasz leaves and I cry for three days.

Mutti thinks I’m ill and sends me to bed with Frank and Sooty.

On the fourth day, I wake before dawn to a strange rumbling sound. It’s like thunder, but goes on and on without pause, and there are no flashes of lightning to go with it.

Mutti and Clara fly into my room, fully dressed. They turn on the light and I see that Sooty is standing on the windowsill, back arched, tail fluffed up.

‘Is it thunder?’ I ask, sitting up in bed.

‘It’s the Americans,’ says Clara, wringing her hands. ‘That sound is artillery. Oh, I never thought I’d hear such a sound in my beloved Bavarian meadows!’

‘Quickly!’ cries Mutti. ‘Clara will help you dress while I fetch the car. We’ll go to the village. We’ll stay with the Webers. We’ll be safe inside the town walls with our own soldiers to protect us.’

As I dress, I think of another time, long ago, when a mother flew into my bedroom and told me to dress. Not this mother. A different mother.

I shiver. I hope what lies ahead this time is not so bad.
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Heidi and I play in her room, dressing Frank, Sooty and Bibbensocks in doll clothes. We chatter and paste smiles on our faces as though this day is the same as any other. But nothing can drown out the sounds of the approaching army.

An explosion nearby sends Sooty and Bibbensocks scuttling beneath the bed.

‘Do you think Gudrun and her family are alright?’ asks Heidi. ‘Their farm is over that way, where . . .’ She cringes and points in the direction from which the thunderous sounds are coming.

‘Mutti checked on Frau Müller,’ I say. ‘She’s taken Gudrun and all the little ones to their grandmother’s house over near the church.’

Heidi pulls Bibbensocks into her arms. ‘I wish she was here. I always feel safer with Gudrun nearby.’

‘I know what you mean.’ I smile properly for the first time today. ‘She could send the entire American Army running with one of her withering stares. They’d cry like babies as they fled, too!’

We giggle, but suddenly Heidi stops and throws her arms around me. ‘Whatever happens, Sophia, I want you to know that you’re the best friend I’ve ever had!’

‘You too,’ I whisper.

There’s gunfire and shouting in the street below. Heidi and I run to the window. The big boys from Hitler Youth are running towards the gateway in the town wall, each carrying a submachine gun. Some smaller boys tag along at the back, struggling to hold up their heavy guns. They look familiar.

‘Look!’ I cry. ‘It’s Lothar and Fritz!’

‘It’s true!’ gasps Heidi. ‘They really were training to fight for Hitler.’

‘I hate Hitler!’ I shout.

‘Me too,’ whimpers Heidi.

Her words fill me with hope. If Heidi can learn to hate Hitler, maybe one day she’ll learn to love Poles. Maybe she’ll keep loving me if she finds out the truth.

There’s a whistling sound, high-pitched and deafening. A building further down the street explodes. Bricks and dust fly everywhere.

Lothar trips and falls. Fritz too.

I open the window and shout down at them. ‘Clumsy, stupid boys! Get up! Take shelter!’

Oh.

No.

Not clumsy.

Not stupid.

Heidi realises at the same moment as I do. She screams and buries her head in the curtains, but then another bomb falls even closer to the Weber house, and we drop to the floor and huddle together.

The bedroom door flies open and Frau Weber races in. She grabs us each by the hand and drags us down the stairs. ‘The Americans are bombing the town. Beasts! How could they? There are women and children here and they know it! The Germans would never do such a monstrous thing.’

A picture of a truck full of stolen Polish babies and children flashes through my mind.

Mutti and Clara meet us in the hallway, and together we scramble down into the basement. We fumble our way through the dark to where Margot is waiting in the larder with a torch.

We’re going to escape through the secret passage in the town wall! This time it’s not a game. It’s for real.

Clara lies on the floor, grunting and groaning as she wriggles her stiff old body beneath the shelf and through the hole in the wall. Frau Weber follows, then Heidi, then Margot with the torch.

Now it’s just Mutti and me, alone in the cold and dark.

Mutti guides me forward. ‘You first, Sophia. I’ll follow. Quickly! Quickly!’

Quickly! Quickly!

Again, the memory of another mother, another night.

My legs shake. My heart thuds.

‘Sophia, we need to go!’ urges Mutti.

I remain standing. I feel the same raw terror of the night I was stolen.

I don’t know where we are going. I don’t know what lies ahead.

What if Mutti finds out who I am? Will she still love me? Will she still want to be my mutti?

Or will she be disgusted and tell me I’m unwanted?

Should I have run away with Tomasz after all?

Another bomb lands somewhere in the village. The whole house shakes and plaster crumbles from the larder ceiling.

‘Sophia, go!’ screams Mutti. ‘Go now or we’ll die!’

I drop to the floor and crawl through the hole, into the passageway where the Webers and Clara are waiting. Mutti follows, grabs my hand and runs.

We’ve only gone a short way, when I stop.

‘Mutti!’ I cry. ‘There’s something you need to know.’

Another bomb falls and small bits of rock and mortar shower down on our heads.

Mutti tugs at my hand. ‘Not now, Sophia!’

But I can’t go with her. Not until she knows who I really am. Not until I know that she loves me, no matter where I’ve come from, no matter which blood runs in my veins, no matter who I am.

‘Mutti!’ I wrench my hand free and shout, ‘I am Polish!’

‘No, no!’ she cries. ‘You’re German. Vati rescued you from a German orphanage. He told me!’

‘I’m Polish!’ I insist.

‘It’s the shock talking,’ sobs Mutti. ‘Come now. We’re not safe here.’

She grabs for my hand again but I spring back.

‘Mutti,’ I shout, ‘I’m telling you the truth! I’m not German. I am Polish. My name is Zofia Ulinski!’ And to prove it, I repeat the words in Polish.

I can’t see Mutti’s face in the dark.

But I hear her gasp.

And I know she does not move.

She does not reach for me again.

I feel a pain as though I’ve been shot through the heart.

I wait a moment longer.

Reach for me, Mutti. Please! I love you. Please love me too!

But there is nothing.

I turn on my heels and run back to the hole in the wall. I wriggle through into the larder, feel my way between the shelves, and run upstairs, along the hallway and out into the street.

Shells are exploding. People are running in every direction. Soldiers are shooting from the town wall down into the forest and vineyards and meadows.

I keep running. I don’t know where I’m going. I just know that I need to get away from the woman who could not love me enough.

How could I have been so stupid?

How could I ever have believed that the fairy tale was real?

I run and cry and stumble and run some more, until at last I hear a voice behind me. ‘Zofia!’

I stop and turn around. It’s Mutti, running, crying, holding out her arms.

‘Zofia Ulinski!’ She runs to me and wraps me in her arms and smothers my head with kisses and tears. ‘Zofia. Zofia. I love you! You’re my precious daughter and I will always, always love you!’

An almighty blast fills the air with rocks and splinters of wood and sand and dust and smoke and ashes. Mutti drops to the ground and drags me down with her.

When at last the dust settles, I peer out past Mutti’s tousled blonde hair and see that the town wall has been bombed. The section above the secret passage is gone.

Heidi, Margot, Frau Weber and Clara are gone.

‘Mutti,’ I wail. ‘Look!’

But Mutti can’t look. Mutti will never see anything with her beautiful blue eyes again.
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A crimson spotted velvet skirt or a green striped velvet coat?

Make a choice!




Chapter Forty-Three

February 1946

‘Hitler Girl!’ Someone sneers and shoves me from behind.

I bump into Weronica and she drops her toothbrush into the sink. Slowly, she turns around. There’s water dribbling down her chin and a wet patch at the front of her smock. Nostrils flaring, she shoves me backwards across the bathroom. ‘Don’t go pushing me around, Hitler Girl.’

I stumble into another girl and she pushes me away into the waiting hands of another. I’m shoved back and forth across the bathroom, from one girl to the next.

‘Hitler Girl! Hitler Girl! Hitler Girl!’ They sneer and jeer and bare their teeth. One girl even spits.

It’s been like this ever since I arrived at the Catholic orphanage in Kraków. I thought it would get better. That the girls would see that I’m just the same as them. But after three months, nothing has changed.

‘I’m not a Hitler girl!’ I cry. ‘I’m Zofia Ulinski. I’m Polish.’

‘I’m not a Hitler girl!’ mimics Weronica, her German accent crude and ugly.

‘I can’t help my accent,’ I say. ‘I was stolen! Stolen and raised by a German family and sent to a German school.’

‘Traitor!’ shouts Julia, a bony girl with sores all over her face and neck. ‘You had a fat and happy time during the war, pretending to be a German! You ate potatoes and meat and cabbage and bread and butter.’

I whimper, ‘Yes but–’

Julia presses her face close to mine. ‘Do you know what the war was like for me?’

I can guess. Most of the girls in the orphanage have been lucky to survive. Some lived on the streets of Kraków, stealing, begging, always hungry. Many were stolen and sent to Germany as slaves – in factories, on farms, in the homes of wealthy Germans. These girls were yelled at, hit, starved, worked to exhaustion.

I’m the only one who spent the war living as a German princess. But that fairy-tale life ended almost a year ago, the day Mutti died.

Julia pokes me in the chest. Her finger is so bony it feels like a knife. ‘I asked you a question,’ she hisses. ‘Do you know what the war was like for me?’

I’m terrified. My mouth is so dry I can’t speak. I shake my head.

‘I spent the war working on a farm in Germany. They didn’t have horses, so they used me and three other girls to pull their ploughs. They made us sleep in the woodshed and we had to fight the pigs for our food.’ She glares at me. ‘Pig slops! That’s what we ate. But only if the pigs didn’t eat it all first!’

Tears run down my cheeks. For Julia. For me. For Tomasz. For Jadwiga and Kat. For Ewa and Maria.

For all the Polish children who suffered during the war.

For all of us who are still hurting, aching, longing for something better that has never arrived.

‘What are you crying for?’ Julia snarls. ‘It happened to me, not you, Hitler Girl.’ She pushes me again, and the shoving and jeering are about to start once more, when Sister Teresa bustles in, clapping her hands. ‘Come along. Time for bed.’

Sister wraps her arm around my shoulder and walks me to my bunk. I lean into the nun’s bony body, grateful for her kindness and protection.
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That night, the Pied Piper dances back into my dreams. He skips through the streets of Kraków, playing his pipe. The tune is beautiful, a German folk song, light and lilting. I run from my house and follow him.

Mama and Tata run after me, calling me home. ‘Zofia Ulinski! Zofia Ulinski!’ they cry. ‘Come back! We love you!’

I want to go back, but I also want to dance with the piper. I skip and hop, twirl and run, on and on, until suddenly I realise how far I am from home.

I stop. The piper turns around and smiles at me. ‘Sophia Engels!’ he sings. ‘Come along with me. I will lead you to a fairy-tale kingdom of gingerbread houses and sausage dogs and blue satin hair ribbons. It will be wonderful!’

But something about the piper’s smile scares me and I want to return to Mama and Tata. The piper shrugs and dances on, over the hill and out of sight.

I turn around and try to find my way home, but I’ve danced too far and I don’t know where it is. I turn back and look for the piper, but he’s gone too. I spin around and around, but all I can see are the hills, rolling on and on forever, each one the same as the last. Nothing is familiar.

I drop to the ground and cry, ‘I’m lost! I’m lost! I’m lost!’

I wake, curled up on the cold hard floor beside my bed, my face drenched in tears. I climb back into bed, and now I start sobbing once more. Because my dream is true. I am lost.

I’m lost in a strange and terrifying place between worlds.

After the war, I was sent back to Poland, because I am Zofia Ulinski, a Polish girl. And yet I don’t belong here any more. I have no family, no home, no friends. Worst of all, I’m despised because of the years I spent in Germany. I am the Hitler girl.

But I don’t belong in Germany any more, either. Mutti is lost. The Webers and Clara too. Gudrun’s family all survived the bombing of our village, but Frau Müller has so many children already, and no husband to help her look after them. She cannot possibly care for me, too. Frank, Sooty, Rolf and Dash are still there, but the Americans wouldn’t let me stay on the farm all alone.

Not that the Americans were cruel. They were friendly and kind. They took me to a displaced persons’ camp, where I had a warm bed and plenty to eat.

I waited and waited for Vati to come and find me. But at last I was told the bad news. Doctor Fredrik Engels was wanted as a Nazi war criminal for the part he played in kidnapping thousands of children from Poland and claiming them for Hitler. He was thought to have fled the country before the end of the war. Without Mutti. Without me. A coward, looking after himself only.

Not that it should have bothered me – he wasn’t really my father anyway. I should have been relieved. I was going home to Poland.

I wasn’t relieved. It did bother me. All of it.

I know Vati stole me. A little part of me wonders if I was just another experiment in imprinting to him, like Rolf. If you steal an egg from a hen and make sure it hatches in your hand, you’ll get a rooster who believes he’s your son. If you steal a Polish girl from her family, make her suffer, then transform her life by giving her everything she could ever hope for, she’ll bury the memories of her past and believe she’s your daughter.

Vati did wicked things. Yet Vati was kind and funny, the most loving father a girl could ever have.

I want to despise him.

I cannot help but love and adore him.

Dear sweet Mutti had her faults too. She had a heart of gold and yet she never used it for anything beyond her own small world of friends and village. Because she didn’t see anything outside that world. She buried her head and pretended that we were not losing the war. That soldiers and civilians were not dying by the millions. That Germany had not caused suffering and misery across Europe and beyond. That children were not being stolen from the east and turned into little Germans or, worse, used as slaves.

Which makes me realise something important. People are a jumble – good and bad, kind and mean, brave and cowardly, happy and sad. Nobody’s perfect. And nobody is entirely bad.

Like Gudrun. Such a strange mix of spiteful and kind. She was so very mean to me when I first arrived at my Vistelberg school, but she became one of my best friends. Her tongue was still sharp, her temper still bad, but she was a loyal friend. Once her love was given, she never took it away. Not even if she learned that you were Polish and a liar.

And Heidi! Dimpled and pretty. She was my dearest friend and so very kind and funny. I know she loved me as much as I loved her. But what if she’d known the truth? What if she’d found out that I don’t have pure German blood, that my veins are full of Polish blood? Would she have run away screaming, scared of catching my dirty Polish germs?

A little ache in my chest tells me it’s possible. Yet I love Heidi just the same. I will always love Heidi.

When the Americans told me I was going back to Poland, I shouted, ‘I’m German! This is my home. This is where I belong. Please! Please! Don’t take me away!’

‘You’re lucky!’ they said. ‘You’ve been rescued. You’re going home.’

But this is not home. This orphanage is a nightmare, the lost place between worlds.

I don’t belong in Poland.

I don’t belong in Germany.

Where do I belong?
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Three days later, Mother Magdalena, the head of the orphanage, calls me into her office. There’s a small fire crackling in the grate, but the room is still icy-cold and everything looks dull and dusty.

‘Zofia.’ Mother Magdalena points to a chair in front of her desk.

I shuffle across the room in my too-large clogs and sit.

She lifts a piece of paper from her desk and peers at it. ‘I have a letter here.’ She frowns.

A heaviness settles in my chest. I can imagine what it says.

Dear Mother Magdalena,

You have a Nazi in your midst. Her name is Sophia Engels. She is wicked and we don’t want her here in Poland. Send her back to Germany where she belongs.

Yours sincerely,

An angry Polish citizen

My heart gives a little skip at the thought of returning to Germany. But it grows heavy once more as I remember, yet again, that Mutti is dead and Vati has vanished and I have no home. Everything is ruined. The best I can hope for is to fit into the sad, grey world of the orphanage.

Mother Magdalena looks up from the letter, but before she can speak, I shout, ‘I’m not a Nazi! Truly! I hate Hitler! I really do!’

It’s the truth. Hitler was a liar. Hitler was a wicked man. Hitler started the war that ruined Europe and robbed millions of people of their lives! Hitler destroyed my family – first my Polish one, then my German one. I hate Hitler!

Mother Magdalena nods. ‘I know, my dear. I was never fond of Hitler either.’ She places the letter back on her desk, smooths it out and leans forward. ‘Shall I read this aloud?’

‘No, thank you.’

‘I think you’ll like what it says,’ she offers.

I shake my head.

She reads it anyway.

‘Dear Mother Magdalena,

‘I am an old man, a widower, and would not normally be the ideal father for a young girl. But I would very much like to adopt the orphan Zofia Ulinski. Her parents, Josef and Halina Ulinski, were my dear friends. I know they would wish for me to do what I can for their daughter. I have a comfortable home, which I share with my grandson, who is just one year older than Zofia and also an orphan. His name is Tomasz and–’

‘Tomasz!’ I cry, jumping up from my chair. ‘Tomasz, the stork! He made it home!’ I clasp my hands together. ‘All that flying practice worked! He flew back home to Poland and his grandfather. Oh, Tomasz! I am so glad for you!’

Mother Magdalena smiles. ‘Shall I finish?’

She doesn’t get the chance. I know it’s rude, but I snatch the letter from her desk and finish it for her.

‘His name is Tomasz and he has great affection for Zofia. We both do. After all, her love and kindness when Tomasz was enslaved in Germany gave him the strength and hope he needed to survive. I do hope you will consider my request favourably.

‘Yours sincerely,

‘Mr Marek Wojcik.’

I press the letter to my chest, and the room that seemed so cold and dull just moments ago seems bright and warm, full of colour and life.




Chapter Forty-Four

My tummy is alive with butterflies. Hundreds of them.

My face is washed, my hair brushed and braided, my smock newly washed and ironed, my clogs padded with clean newspaper. I even have new stockings – or as new as can be found in an orphanage. These ones have only been darned in three places. Mother Magdalena insisted I be sent away with the best she could provide.

Sister Teresa smiles at me. ‘Ready?’

‘Yes!’

She takes me by the hand, and together we walk across the orphanage courtyard.

I carry nothing. I have said goodbye to no one. I have never belonged here. There is nothing and no one I will miss.

We reach the heavy wooden door in the stone wall. Sister Teresa takes a large metal key from her belt. As she turns it in the lock, it makes a clunk. This simple sound fills me with hope. It’s the sound of a new beginning.

Suddenly, I’m in a flower-filled meadow in Bavaria with another sound in my ears. It’s a cowbell, making music with its gentle donkle-clonking. Once upon a time, that was the sound of hope and a new beginning.

How many new beginnings must there be before I find my place in the world?

‘Zofia?’ Sister Teresa is holding the door ajar.

I take a deep breath and step through.

There, waiting in the street, is Mr Wojcik. His hair is whiter, his face thinner, his body more stooped than the last time I saw him, but his eyes sparkle as brightly as ever.

My heart is bursting, and there are so many things I would like to say, but the only words that spring forth are: ‘What a marvellous suit!’

The old man chuckles. ‘You like it?’

The suit is astonishing – made from crimson velvet with large dots all over. It’s comical. It’s splendid. It’s a reminder that some things and some people cannot be changed by war.

‘It’s the most wonderful suit I have ever seen!’ I cry.

‘I’ve just had it made,’ says Mr Wojcik. ‘The tailor is not quite so talented as our dear Josef Ulinski.’ A cloud passes across his brow. ‘But he is very clever.’ Mr Wojcik spins in a tottering little circle. ‘The fabric is from a fine set of curtains that used to hang in my bedroom.’

I burst out laughing. It’s the first time I’ve made such a sound since Mutti died.

‘Tomasz has a coat tailored from the same fabric,’ says Mr Wojcik. ‘And we saved the last piece to have a skirt made for you!’ He stops and frowns. ‘But where is Tomasz?’ He shuffles around. ‘Tomasz?’

A pale thin face peers around the corner of the stone wall. It’s a beautiful face, the skin clean, the smile wide, the bright blue eyes dancing with happiness and fun.

‘Tomasz,’ I whisper. I want to run to him, but my legs have turned to custard and my feet are stuck to the cobblestones.

It doesn’t matter, because Tomasz leaps out from his hiding place, splendid in his own crimson velvet coat. He laughs, then he flaps his arms, flies along the street, soars in a large circle, lands before me and wraps me in his wings.

‘Come,’ says Mr Wojcik, resting a bony old hand on each of our heads. ‘Come, my precious storks. Let’s go home.’
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That night, we sit at the table in Mr Wojcik’s kitchen, eating watery turnip soup.

‘I’m sorry about my cooking,’ says the old man. ‘My dear wife would have made it taste so much better. Even with so little to throw into the pot. She loved to cook for others. I think even now she must be making soup for all our precious ones in Heaven.’

I freeze, my spoon halfway to my mouth. ‘Do you think . . . would she make soup for both my mothers?’ I ask.

Mr Wojcik smiles. ‘Of course she would! She’s probably serving them each a bowl of steaming hot chicken soup right now, and the three of them will sit together, gossiping and sharing their favourite Zofia stories.’

I lift my spoon to my mouth and slurp the watery soup. ‘This is delicious,’ I say. ‘There’s nothing wrong with this soup. In fact, it’s the best soup I’ve tasted for a long time. Truly, Mr Wojcik.’

‘Please, Zofia,’ the old man says, ‘from now on, call me Grandfather.’

I beam at him. ‘Grandfather.’
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Tomasz and I share a bedroom. Because we’re so excited to be together once more. Because we’re too scared to be alone.

Tomasz has nightmares. He wakes up screaming and I run to his side and stroke his brow and say, ‘There, there. I understand.’

I really do, because I also have nightmares. The Pied Piper is never far from my dreams. Others creep in, too. The SS officer who threw me onto the back of the truck. Herr Lehrer with his Aesop-fox smile. The tall wide nurses with their slappy hands and sharp tongues. A rat called Tomasz.

‘Did you know,’ I ask Tomasz, ‘I once named a rat after you?’

Tomasz grimaces.

‘He was a lovely rat,’ I say, and I tell him all about being locked in the cellar for three days.

Tomasz listens, and when I’m done he hugs me and we cry together and the memory loses some of its sting.

Grandfather sits beside us and wraps his bony old arms around us both. ‘Zofia, I am so sorry. No child should have such a tale to tell.’

Yet I do.

And Tomasz has his own terrible stories.

Once we start telling, we cannot stop. Even the worst of stories come out. It hurts to remember, but it helps too. Sharing the pain somehow makes it lighter. Speaking the words is like pulling all the bad things free from our hearts and throwing them out into the street, where the Polish breeze can catch at them and blow them away.

Little by little, we heal and grow strong and sometimes even happy.

And when we are happy, there’s room to remember the good things. I tell Tomasz and Grandfather about Kat, Jadwiga, Maria and Ewa – cheeky, smart, defiant, strong. Tomasz speaks of boys named Piotr, Krzysztof and Roman. We wonder where these children are now. We hope for the best but acknowledge that things might have ended badly.

We talk and cry and laugh and hug and the nightmares start to fade.
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I go to a new school with Tomasz. It’s both a joy and a trauma. I have always loved to learn. I still do. But my new Polish school scares me. I barely talk because my German accent lingers. Girls, boys and teachers all stare at me when I speak. Their faces fill with confusion . . . disgust . . . hate.

Hitler Girl, they think. I can see it in their eyes.

I put my head down and work.

But I don’t make friends.

I long for Heidi and find myself weeping for her at strange moments. I long for Gudrun and Ava. I want to see Fritz skipping. I’d even be glad to see Lothar standing before me, bragging about being a man. But he will never grow to be a man.

In the playground, Tomasz and I seek out each other. We sit side by side, shoulders touching.

‘Thank you,’ I whisper.

‘For what?’ he asks.

‘For making me feel safe.’

‘Thank you,’ he whispers.

‘For what?’ I ask.

‘Same,’ he replies.
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Winter melts away. Grandfather starts opening the windows to air the house. This morning, the breeze that flutters the last remaining curtains has a different feel to it – almost warm.

‘Soon,’ says Grandfather, ‘the storks will return.’

Tomasz’s face lights up. ‘Perhaps they’ll nest on the Drabeks’ house once more.’

‘Yes!’ cries Grandfather. ‘Jan Drabek and his family have returned. Why not the storks?!’

Tomasz flaps his arms and soars around the parlour. ‘Storks are a sign of good fortune, aren’t they, Grandfather?’

‘Indeed! Indeed!’ The old man chuckles. ‘Shall we go for a walk and see if they’re on their way home?’

Tomasz and Grandfather wriggle into their crimson velvet coats. I wrap myself in a brown woollen shawl that once belonged to Mrs Wojcik. We open the door to a sunny, blue-sky day.

Grandfather sticks out his elbows and Tomasz and I weave our arms into his. We march down the stairs together, a spring in our steps, a butterfly-flutter in our tummies.

Before the end of the street, we stop and peer through the trees to the Drabek house. The windows are open, the curtains flapping in the breeze. The swastika is gone. But the top of the highest chimney where the storks once nested is still bare.

We stand together in silence, the cheerful mood draining away.

‘Aaah!’ Grandfather swipes his hand through the air. ‘What was I thinking? It’s only the thirtieth of March. Sometimes the storks don’t return until the middle of April.’

I stare hopefully up at him.

‘I think,’ he says, ‘you must do as I did when I was a small boy. Every day, from the middle of March onwards, I’d walk down the street to this spot and stare across at the Drabek house. Every day, I’d watch and wait for the storks. Sometimes they came early. Sometimes they came late. But always, they arrived.’ He grabs us each by the hand and squeezes tightly. ‘This is your job, children. Every day I want to see you out here in the fresh Polish air, waiting for the storks.’

‘Yes, Grandfather,’ we say.

And we do. Because the storks are something to look forward to. Something to hope for.

Day after day, on returning from school, Tomasz and I wander down the street and find a soft, grassy spot. We sit and stare out between the trees towards the Drabek house, or lie on our backs gazing up at the sky, waiting for the storks.

As we wait, we start to speak of things beyond the days when we were stolen, beyond the time of hurting.

‘A mansion in the city or a cottage in a flower-filled meadow?’ I ask. ‘Make a choice.’

‘The cottage in the meadow,’ says Tomasz. ‘Because the storks might nest on the roof. I’d feed them fish and frogs every day so they’d feel truly welcome and would return, year after year. And they’d tell all their friends what a good place it was to nest, and soon I’d have dozens of storks nesting on my roof. They’d shower my home with blessings and nothing bad would ever happen to me or my dear ones again.’

The loveliness of Tomasz’s picture makes me feel warm and wobbly inside.

‘I’d like to live in that cottage, too,’ I whisper.

Tomasz slips his hand into mine. ‘But of course you’ll be there! We’ll always be together, you and me.’




Chapter Forty-Five

We continue to wait for the storks, jittery with impatience, teary with hope. With every day that passes, their return seems more and more important.

Before I know it, it’s the thirteenth of April, and still the storks haven’t arrived.

Tomasz and I lie awake in our beds.

‘What if they don’t come back?’ I ask.

‘They will,’ says Tomasz.

‘But what if they don’t?’ I nag.

I can almost hear Tomasz rolling his eyes.

‘They’re awfully late,’ I say. ‘Perhaps they’ve chosen somewhere else to nest. The other side of Kraków. Or one of the villages – on a barn or church roof.’

‘The storks will return,’ insists Tomasz. ‘I know they will. I’m a stork, and I made it home. I told you I would, and I did! It wasn’t easy, but I found my way. And so did you, without even meaning to. Home pulls at you with an invisible force you cannot resist. The storks will return!’
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The next morning, Grandfather drapes the remaining length of crimson spotted velvet across the back of the sofa. ‘Today you are being fitted for a new skirt, Zofia!’

‘On a Sunday?’ I ask.

Grandfather nods. ‘Mr Lesko is very busy because he’s such a fine tailor. He’ll make something truly beautiful for you.’ He rests his hand on my head. ‘Of course, there was never so fine a tailor as your tata, Zofia.’

Tata! A pain stabs at my heart. I think of him often these days. Bright blue eyes so like my own. Thick round glasses. The special way he had of tapping the tip of my nose.

But even more, I think of Mama. It’s so good to remember her – the word games, the bath-time cocoon cuddles, the how-to-draw-a-cat lessons, the bedtime fables, the kisses. And yet it hurts, because now I ache for two lost mothers, Halina Ulinski and Elsa Engels. Other parts of me have healed, but the longing for a mother seems to grow. Will I ever be truly happy again?

As though sensing my pain, Tomasz says, ‘We’ll match! Me in my coat, you in your skirt. We’ll be two peas in a pod.’

I wipe my burning eyes and smile. ‘We’ll be two halves of a walnut!’

‘Why don’t you two peas roll out of your pod and along the street?’ Grandfather suggests. ‘See if those dawdling storks are on their way. Mr Lesko will be here at midday, so there’s plenty of time.’

Tomasz grins at me. ‘The fourteenth of April!’ he sings. ‘This is it. The day they arrive. I can feel it in my wings.’ He flaps his arms and soars out of the parlour, along the hallway to the front door. His hope is contagious, and I fly after him.

We run down the street, clogs clomping, hearts racing, breath catching.

Tomasz barrels ahead. His legs are longer than mine. ‘Come on, tortoise!’ he cries over his shoulder.

I’ve barely caught up and flopped to the grass beside him when a black speck appears in the sky. Then another, and another.

‘Look!’ I point.

‘Told you so,’ whispers Tomasz.

The specks grow bigger and are joined by more.

‘There are ten of them.’ I turn to Tomasz. ‘Ten storks! All coming home to Kraków! That has to mean something good!’

We sit, shoulder to shoulder, gazing into the bright blue sky, our spirits soaring with the storks. As we watch, two of them break free from the flock and fly over the Drabek house. They circle – once, twice, three times – then land on the roof where the nest used to be.

‘Tomasz,’ I whisper, ‘they’re going to nest right here in our street.’

‘I told you so!’ he shouts. And even though he’s said it before, I don’t care. He can say it a hundred times. I’m glad he was right!

I spring to my feet, pull Tomasz up by the hands and dance him around, laughing. At last we hug and my heart fills with a hope so big it feels like it will burst from my chest.

Over Tomasz’s shoulder, I see a man arrive at the front door of Grandfather’s house.

‘Oh no,’ I moan. ‘Mr Lesko the tailor is here. He’s early.’

I gaze longingly at the storks. I don’t want to let them out of my sight.

‘They’ll still be here later,’ says Tomasz. He grins. ‘They’ll stay right through the summer and soon there’ll be babies, and they’ll bring so much good fortune and happiness that our faces will grow sore from smiling!’

‘Imagine!’ I sigh. ‘A summer full of storks and joy!’

I grab Tomasz’s hand and we run back towards the house, arguing over who will tell Grandfather that the storks have come home.

As we approach, Mr Lesko steps away from the front door and stares at us.

We slow to a walk and lower our voices, but still we argue.

‘I saw the storks first,’ I say, ‘so I should be the one to tell Grandfather.’

Tomasz elbows me. ‘That’s exactly why I should get to tell him. You spotted them. Save something good for me.’

Mr Lesko walks towards us. He’s tall and thin with grey hair and small round glasses. His clothes are old and tattered, not at all what you’d expect a tailor to wear.

I stop and frown.

Mr Lesko stops, too. He pulls off his glasses, polishes them on his threadbare shirt, then puts them back on again. He gives a little start then lunges forward.

And then he runs. And before I know what has happened, he’s swept me into his arms and is spinning me around.

I’m astonished! Is this the way a tailor measures a girl to make a skirt? Does he lift her up so he can feel the size of her waist, spin her round to feel the dangle of her legs so he knows how long the skirt should be?

‘Mr Lesko!’ I gasp.

‘Zofia! Zofia! Zofia!’ the tailor cries.

I must be dizzy from all that spinning, because the voice sounds so familiar, so beloved, that I start to cry. ‘No, no, no, no,’ I whimper. ‘Put me down.’

The tailor puts me down. He steps back and I see his face properly for the first time.

It most certainly is the tailor.

But not the one we were expecting.

‘Josef Ulinski,’ I whisper, the words barely a breath.

The tailor’s face breaks into a smile so wide it swallows all the sorrow that has lingered in my heart. A lightness fills my body and, like a stork, I rise from the ground and fly into my tata’s arms.




Chapter Forty-Six

I sit on Tata’s lap, even though my legs are far too long and dangle to the floor. The leg-dangling is as familiar and as wonderful as Tata’s voice and hug.

Tomasz beams across the kitchen table at us.

Grandfather pours boiling water into the teapot, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘Josef Ulinski, you are not the tailor we were expecting today.’

‘I’m only just home,’ explains Tata. ‘I didn’t know if you had survived the camps, Marek, my dear old friend. I had to come to your house and see.’ He wraps his arms around me. ‘I never dreamed I would find such treasure on your doorstep!’

‘We thought you were dead,’ I say.

Tata rubs his cheek across the top of my head. ‘Alive. And now the happiest man on Earth!’

We sip tea, and bit by bit, between cuddles and tears and sighs of wonder, Tata tells his story. ‘Halina, Barbara and I were all sent to a concentration camp in Germany. There, the women were separated from the men. I kissed Halina goodbye and she was gone!’ He tightens his hold on me. ‘I was lucky. As a tailor, my skills were in demand. I worked indoors, rather than slaving in a quarry or on building sites through the cold harsh winters, so I survived. Many . . . many were not so lucky.’

I press my ear to Tata’s chest and listen to his heartbeat.

‘When the camp was liberated by the Russians,’ Tata continues, ‘I learned that Barbara had not survived beyond the first week, while Halina had been sent further west.’ He sighs. ‘I didn’t know who to look for first, my daughter or my wife. Before I could decide, the Russians took me to a displaced persons’ camp, where I was to remain until a train could take me home to Poland. But I thought my family was still in Germany. Poland without them would be no home, so I slipped away at night and – aaah!’ He sits his glasses on the table and rubs his eyes with the heels of his hands. ‘It is too much to tell now. Zofia, just know that I have been searching for you all this time – almost a year! It was only when the trail ran cold that I decided it was time to return to Kraków.’

‘You’re a stork, Tata,’ I say. ‘Just like Tomasz. Just like me. You had to come home. It was your destiny.’

There’s a knock at the door. Grandfather chuckles. ‘Ha! That will be the tailor. The other tailor. He’s here to make Zofia a crimson spotted velvet skirt.’

Tata stands, setting me on the ground beside him as he does. ‘Let’s go home, Zofia. I have something even better waiting for you there.’

I know what it is! It’s a bolt of green striped velvet, just waiting to be sewn into a fine new coat. It’s been waiting for a long time. I’ve been waiting for a long time. But at last the day is here!

A crimson spotted velvet skirt or a green striped velvet coat? Make a choice.

I choose the green striped velvet coat.
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Tata and I stand before our old shop. The window that once sparkled with gold lettering, Josef Ulinski, Tailor, is now boarded up.

I wrinkle my nose.

‘So, it needs a little work,’ says Tata, squeezing my hand. ‘But we have all the time in the world, you and me.’

You and me. The words send me dizzy with joy.

Tata shoves the door open. We walk through the dusty shopfront into the workshop.

‘What a mess!’ I cry. ‘It’s like a sleuth of bears has lived here since we left.’

I pick my way through shards of glass and scattered paper and broken furniture, to the shelf where the green striped velvet was stored.

It’s empty.

All the shelves are empty.

I turn to Tata. ‘It’s gone!’

I’m confused. How could he offer me something better than the crimson spotted velvet skirt if the green striped velvet is gone?

Tata smiles. He starts up the staircase, beckoning for me to follow.

I walk up the stairs, slowly, my hand feeling every familiar crack and curve of the banister. Tata leads me along the hallway to the door of my old bedroom. He stops and smiles. ‘In there,’ he whispers, ‘is something better than a crimson spotted velvet skirt.’

I grin back. He does have the green striped velvet! I’ll get my coat after all!

I push past Tata, and suddenly I think that a hundred storks must have nested on our roof because there, lying on my bed, is something far better than the green striped velvet.

I creep over, slowly, savouring every step, keeping my eyes on the treasure.

I pause.

I say a prayer of thanks to God, not Hitler.

I climb onto the bed and wriggle into the arms of the sleeping woman. They’re fragile arms. Skin and bones and nothing more. But lovely. Beautiful.

The woman mumbles and yawns, then frowns as she wakes. She stares at me, her eyes filled with wonder that melts into love. The deepest, purest love I have ever known.

‘Is it true?’ she whispers.

‘It’s true, Mama,’ I reply. ‘It’s me, Zofia Ulinski.’




Author’s Note

This story is fiction but was inspired by real events.

The Lebensborn Program was established in 1935 by SS commander Heinrich Himmler for the purpose of fulfilling Hitler’s plan of growing a strong, pure German population. It aimed to achieve this by encouraging German couples to have many children, by providing maternity homes where German babies could be born in safety, and by stealing children.

During the Second World War, hundreds of thousands of children were kidnapped from Eastern Europe under the supervision of the Lebensborn Program. These children were put through a series of assessments to determine whether they were racially valuable or undesirable.

Such terms are, of course, despicable. All people are valuable. All people are equal. No one race or group is superior to another. But racism stood at the core of Nazi ideals.

To be considered racially valuable, a child had to be of Aryan appearance, which included having blond hair, blue eyes and fair skin. There were many other physical, intellectual and personality traits assessed as well. None of these assessments was founded on real science or medicine. The entire process was ridiculous, immoral and disastrous for the children involved.

The children deemed racially valuable went through a process called Germanisation. This involved changing a child’s name and date of birth. A new birth certificate was issued, wiping out any true record of the child’s past. The child was often told their parents were dead, had abandoned them or were in prison for committing horrible crimes. They were forced to speak only German and taught Nazi propaganda. Everything possible was done to make the child forget their true heritage.

Once Germanised, children up to six years of age were adopted by German families to be raised as obedient German citizens. The families who adopted these children were usually told they were orphans whose parents had been German. Children from six to twelve years of age were sent to a variety of schools and institutions in Germany where they were raised, and indoctrinated, with a view to becoming future mothers and soldiers for the German Reich. Sometimes, particularly towards the end of the war, older children were also adopted or fostered by German families.

Children who did not pass the racial assessment, those deemed undesirable, met a terrible fate. They were sent to concentration camps, used as slave labour in Germany, or killed. A few lucky ones were sent back home to their families.

At the end of the war, attempts were made to discover and rescue these stolen children. But many had simply disappeared into German society, their true identities lost when Lebensborn records were destroyed as the Allies swept into Germany. The young age at which the children were stolen, their trauma, and the thoroughness of the Germanisation process meant that many of these children had forgotten their heritage. Some who did remember were settled and happy living with their adopted families and didn’t want to leave.

A relatively small number of stolen children were found and returned to their homelands after the war. But this was not always a happy or successful transition. These children had often lost their language, their memories, and any sense of identity or connection with their original family or home. Sometimes there was no surviving family, in which case the child would be taken from a German family to be placed in an orphanage. These children were caught between worlds and experienced loss and tragedy twice.
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We Are Wolves
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Sometimes it’s good to be wild.

Sometimes you have to be wild.

When the Russian Army marches into East Prussia at the end of the war, the Wolf family must flee. Liesl, Otto and their baby sister, Mia, find themselves lost and alone, in a blizzard, in the middle of a war zone. Liesl has promised Mama that she will keep her brother and sister safe.

But sometimes, to survive, you have to do bad things. Dangerous things. Wild things.

Sometimes to survive, you must become a wolf.




Rabbit, Soldier, Angel, Thief
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Wood splinters and Mama screams and the nearest soldier seizes her roughly by the arms. My sister pokes her bruised face out from beneath the table and shouts, ‘Run, Sasha! Run!’

So I run. I run like a rabbit.

It’s spring, 1942. The sky is blue, the air is warm and sweet with the scent of flowers.

And then everything is gone.

The flowers, the proud geese, the pretty wooden houses, the friendly neighbours. Only Sasha remains.

But one small boy, alone in war-torn Russia, cannot survive.

One small boy without a family cannot survive.

One small boy without his home cannot survive.

What that small boy needs is an army.

From the award-winning author of We Are Wolves comes the story of a young boy who becomes a soldier at six, fighting in the only way he can – with love. But is love ever enough when the world is at war?
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