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Dedication

For Charlie,

who was annoyed he had to share the last book dedication

with my friend.

This one’s all yours, kid! Keep spinning x
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Prologue


MAY 1945, MAUTHAUSEN CONCENTRATION CAMP, AUSTRIA

The boy tiptoed past the guard slumped in the sentry box. He quietly tugged on the giant gates. Mateo, Nico and Jakub had promised they would be unlocked and the guards drunk on liquor the cook had fermented from rotten apples in old oak barrels.

The boy wished the kitchen men had allowed him a swig—or three. He could have done with some Dutch courage. Rumors swirled that the Allies were getting closer. The camp was in chaos, so no one would be missing him yet. The remaining SS guards were busy swigging from hip flasks and loading the last of their documents and supplies—those that hadn’t been destroyed—into the back of giant trucks. The rest of the Nazi soldiers had run away; no one knew where. Tonight, prisoners lay like pickled herrings stacked up against each other in their bunks, just in case a departing soldier decided to check one last time and casually shoot anyone not in their bed.

With his calloused palm on the wooden gate, the boy eyed the fresh mound of soil just beyond the barbed electric fence. He hesitated.

A deep breath. Another.

The gate creaked as he opened it a fraction and began to squeeze through. He’d been given this job because he was the skinniest prisoner in Mauthausen—also, the fastest.

He’d managed to get most of his torso and one leg out when a light flicked on at the far end of the camp’s grounds. The boy held his breath, waiting for the shot.

When it didn’t eventuate, he wriggled the rest of his body through the gate, making sure the parcel under his ragged top didn’t get squashed. He snapped the gate closed and ran for the cover of the woods as he made his way to the village.

He’d promised the men he would see this through. Whatever it took.

Leaning against a tree, he tapped his parcel and started to make the sign of the cross, just like his abuela and abuelo had taught him back in Spain. But then he stopped. God had forgotten them.

He kept running until he reached the stone wall and scrambled over into the garden, where he lay on his stomach as a line of Nazi trucks rumbled across the cobblestones and away from the village. The SS were leaving—but who was coming?

Dew soaked his clothes, but he didn’t mind. It was a comfort to rest his cheek against soft grass and smell the soil.

When the last of the trucks had passed, he got to his knees and counted the stones in the wall from the corner—just as Nico had told him to. Reaching the fourth, he put his parcel down and wobbled the stone to test it was the right one before he heaved it out. He took the parcel in his hands one last time, ran his fingers over the rough threads of the old flour sack, and kissed it for good measure. Then he gently placed it into the darkness before covering the cavity with the stone.





Chapter 1

HANNAH

FEBRUARY 1987, THE OLD FARM, LIVERPOOL PLAINS, NEW SOUTH WALES, AUSTRALIA

Hannah Campbell stood with bare feet in the kitchen of the sprawling homestead. The hardwood floorboards were wide and old, smoothed by generations of feet. Outside the window, beyond the bullnose verandah, paddocks of sorghum and sunflowers stretched across the plains in alternating patches of green, yellow and brown. The summer air was still and hot. Flies buzzed against screen doors, while a lopsided fan whirred overhead.

Hannah’s grandfather Nico was being collected from the town train station by her mother, Roza. Deda had traveled for almost two days in a giant airplane from the other side of the world—from Mostar, Yugoslavia, where Roza had grown up. She had met Hannah’s father on a plane and moved to Australia six months later to marry him.

Hannah had never been to Yugoslavia, but she knew from her grandparents’ postcards and photos that Mostar was surrounded by wooded mountains, had a deep blue river that was always flowing, adorable houses with terra-cotta roof tiles, castles with turrets, and a stone bridge shaped a bit like a diamond.

Roza often talked fondly of her homeland. She had grown up in her grandparents’ sprawling house overlooking the bridge and river. At family dinners, the table had heaved with herbed mince patties called ćevapi and mint yogurt, delicate pastry börek fingers, and vine leaves and peppers stuffed with meat, thyme, rosemary, garlic and vegetables. She’d played noisy soccer matches in the streets with the neighborhood kids.

There was the sound of a car approaching. Hannah watched as the old Kingswood station wagon pulled up in front of the house. Roza got out, red-faced and sweaty, and hauled Nico’s suitcase from the boot as he eased out of the passenger side. Hannah let the front door slam behind her as she ran out and threw her arms around her deda.

“Hannah! You’re almost as tall as me.” He wrapped his skinny arms around her shoulders and allowed her to rest her head in the divot of his neck.

“Almost.” As Hannah breathed in his familiar spicy scent, she noticed how frail he was. Last visit, he had been tanned and had towered over her; now his skin was as folded and gray as the paperbark trees dotted along the driveway. “I missed you, Deda,” she whispered.

“Not as much as I missed you. Careful—if you squeeze me too tight, my heart might pop out,” he wheezed.

Roza and Nico were medium height with brown hair, a notch darker than Hannah’s mouse-brown. But she noted with a happy ripple in her tummy that they all had eyes the color of honey.

“Shoo, Hannah!” said Roza. “Poor Deda has come a long way and isn’t used to this heat. Make yourself useful inside, girl.” She reached for the suitcase.

“I can carry my bag.” Nico released Hannah from the hug, before covering his mouth and starting to cough. His whole body shuddered.

“Zaustaviti.” With a flick of her wrist, Roza smacked her father’s hand away and took the handle. She glared at Hannah and pointed at the door, never one to be distracted by hugs or laughter. Roza’s smile only appeared at the end of a job satisfactorily completed.

“Very well,” said Nico. “I have some things to show you.”

Hannah looked between her mother and grandfather. Roza’s eyes were half-closed and exasperated; her deda’s were warm and curious, although much deeper set and with shadows underneath. A wrinkled hand covered his mouth, and his chest spasmed in and out as he tried to suppress his coughs.

Roza ushered him inside and into a wicker rocking chair, putting the suitcase down beside him, while Hannah hurried over to where she’d set the old oak dining table with a silver jug of lemon cordial and two tall glasses, just as she’d been instructed. Ice clinked in the glasses as her wrist wobbled, struggling with the weight of the overfull jug.

“No need for you to wait on me.” Nico tried to haul himself out of the rocking chair.

“Stay there, Papa,” said Roza. “Bring the drink, Hannah.” Roza tutted and shook her head, exasperated, as always, with her daughter’s clumsiness. She wandered into the kitchen and brought out a bottle of gin, then poured some into both glasses and passed one to her father. “I know you just arrived, but it’s good for the blowflies. They’ll kill you.”

“I thought that was mosquitoes.” Nico took a sip and winked at Hannah. “Besides, it’s the tonic, not the gin, that has quinine.” His English was as good as Roza’s. That must be from being a translator, thought Hannah. Her deda spoke three languages in addition to his native Slavic tongue and English: German, Polish and Spanish. Hannah knew this because she’d once listed it as the main fact under his name when she’d done her family tree for a school project. Being a translator sounded important, with lots of travel. Her mum had also traveled widely—Roza had been a flight attendant when she’d met Hannah’s dad.

Hannah wandered over to sit on the floor by her deda’s knee. She crossed her tanned legs and placed a hand on the arm of the chair, comforted by the faint squeak of the rocker against the floorboards.

His wiry fingers pinched her cheek, then stroked her hair. “Thirteen! So big.”

Hannah thought of how her dad used to stroke her hair like that.

Two years ago, Gus Campbell had crashed his small crop duster into a paddock just a few kilometers from home. He’d taken that flight hundreds of times at various altitudes; this time he hit an air pocket and was forced into a spin he couldn’t correct before the nose plunged into the ground. The crash had left divots over at the Fishers’ place, or so her classmate Harry Fisher had proudly told her when they’d started back at school.

It had been the occasion of Nico’s last visit. He’d arrived as soon as he’d heard the terrible news and stayed for three months, helping Hannah get ready for school, with her homework, and doing all the farm work Roza needed during the day. He’d supported Roza and Hannah while they worked out what life looked like without Gus, and stayed until they could manage on their own. He’d promised on his departure that he would start saving for the next visit.

At eleven years old, Hannah had still been small enough to curl up on his lap for a hug—just like she did with her dad. He said it was okay to be sad. On earlier visits, Nico had spent time on the farm with Gus, repairing fences and digging holes even though his hands sometimes ached in the morning frost. Hannah would come with them, squeezed between their shoulders and jokes in the ute as it bumped through the paddocks. Occasionally, Nico would slip his hand into hers, and she had always been surprised at how bony it was, how the fingers jutted at odd angles. There were hard lumps and lines she’d never seen on anyone else’s hands. Hannah had studied her own hands, which were soft and pink. Roza’s were more like her father’s—hard and calloused. In the intervening years, Roza had wanted to make the trip to see her father and her homeland, of course, but who would have looked after the farm while she was away? There were long-time workers as well as locals who would have been happy to help out, but Roza didn’t trust anyone to run the place in her absence.

Father and daughter chatted at lightning pace in their own language as Roza hoisted his suitcase onto the dining table. Buckles snapped, and the lid was flipped open. On top were delicate embroidered cloths. Roza lifted each one and held it up to the light before hugging it to her chest.

“Mama’s tablecloths,” she sobbed.

“What’s sad about those?” asked Hannah, screwing up her nose. She’d never met her grandmother, as she’d died when Roza was pregnant, but she knew they shared the same hair and laugh.

“My mother never let me use them. And her mother never let her use them, because her sister made them.” Roza pressed the final piece of linen to her heart. “I’ll treasure these,” she said, and as she narrowed her eyes, “I’ll never let you near them.”

Hannah sighed and mentally added “ugly tablecloths” to Roza’s endless list of Things Hannah Must Not Touch.

Roza placed the pile reverentially on the sideboard. She took the suitcase off the table and clicked her fingers for Hannah to move the jug and cordial glasses, then Roza unfurled the largest tablecloth. It looked as though a fancy wedding dress had been rolled across the table, a magical sight in this simple kitchen with peach linoleum benchtops.

“Don’t touch!” Roza snapped at Hannah.

“I’m not.” Under the table, she surreptitiously tugged the corner to see the full pattern.

“Your beautiful mother always hoped you’d have a daughter,” Nico said to Roza with a chuckle.

“My mother wouldn’t have known how to cope with this one,” said Roza, tilting her head at Hannah, who tried not to bite her lip. Sometimes her mother made her feel like something stinky on the bottom of her shoe.

“Ah, but she would have, wouldn’t she?” Nico gave Roza a pointed look before he beamed at Hannah. This look of love made Hannah feel special. The only other person to look at her like she could do no wrong had been her dad.

Hannah basked in her grandfather’s smile as the wind clattered the flyscreen door. Her dad had promised he’d eventually fix it and spare them the relentless banging when the breeze picked up. Since his death, Roza hadn’t found the time—she’d been battling to make ends meet. Clothes were bought at end-of-year sales, generally two sizes too big. Roza had started a vegetable patch that Hannah was unfortunately required to weed weekly and to water daily in summer. They ate fresh veggies every day; whatever was left over, along with the fruit from the old orchard, was pickled or stewed and shoved into the jars that lined their pantry.

Roza never stopped moving. She said it was now her turn to be stoički, just like Nico had been when he’d returned to Yugoslavia after the war. He’d been in some kind of camp. Hannah had once asked her mother if it had been like the American summer camps she’d heard about, but Roza had just pursed her lips and shaken her head.

Despite her outward stoicism, Roza was sad—Hannah could tell by the lines at her mother’s eyes and the way her lips tightened at the edges. But Roza kept busy all day every day, and apart from when the local policeman had come to tell them about the accident, Hannah hadn’t seen her cry, not once. Hannah tried to save her own tears for behind the chook shed, but sometimes they just flowed out of her at the tiniest things, like seeing other dads on the sidelines at her netball matches or at friends’ family dinners. Or when a schoolfriend shared a chocolate bar just like the ones her dad had used to buy her as a treat.

Before Gus died, Roza had been quick to laugh and snuggle Hannah at her hips. The past two years had seen her humor whittled away, and with it her soft flesh and flushed cheeks. Now her face was sunken and tanned, her arms lean from working outside, baling hay, fixing fences—whatever needed doing. Local families were quick to help, driving Hannah to sports and helping with harvest equipment and labor. They were kind and efficient, but Roza didn’t like to lean on others too much. She expected Hannah to do the washing and dishes, and to make her own breakfast and pack her lunch before she trundled off to the school bus. After school, she would scoff down the biscuits or cake left out for her while Roza worked on the farm until sunset. Hannah always made sure to feed the pickled cabbage her mother insisted on stuffing into her lunch box to their fat chickens and then carefully rinsed away the evidence before Roza came home to start supper.

Hannah missed her father’s cheesy jokes and belly laughs, but she also missed her mother’s. Roza’s face now softened in Nico’s presence, which made Hannah both glad and sad. How could she make her mum’s beautiful smile stay when Nico left?

As he dived back into the suitcase for a box of chocolates that Roza placed proudly at the center of the table, Hannah wondered if her mother also lay awake late into the evenings, looking out the window at the endless stars and wondering if Gus Campbell was one of them. Hannah badly wanted to believe her father was up there, especially because he’d loved flying. But as the screen door slammed again, she clenched her jaw and told herself that her loud, funny, tall dad wasn’t watching over his family. If he was, then surely he would have magicked someone to fix that bloody door.

She went to the kitchen, grabbed a tea towel, and jammed it between the door and its frame to stop the racket from making her head thud. Roza shot her a grateful glance. She made tea in the old silver pot that looked out of place with the chipped, mismatched mugs, then she set down a wide cork mat to protect the tablecloth.

As the adults chatted over tea, Roza kept leaning forward to gingerly stroke the cloth. She and her father were lost in their own language, and Hannah wondered why Roza hadn’t taught her native tongue to her own child. When they were alone, Roza only spoke English—well, except the staccato words she hissed when she stubbed her toe or forgot the pasta sauce on the stovetop.

Their voices were rising, and Roza was tugging at the curl that always escaped from her ponytail. Whatever they were saying, Hannah knew that her mother was getting cross.

Eager to stay out of Roza’s line of sight, Hannah craned her neck over Nico’s suitcase, open on the floor beside the table. She saw a rectangular package on top of her deda’s things. Hoping for a second box of chocolates, perhaps with the soft centers she’d had at her best friend Tabitha’s house, she stood to get a better look. The package was wrapped in a flour sack. Hannah put down her tea—careful not to spill a drop—and went to lift the parcel out of the bag.

Nico took hold of her forearm. “Stati! That is not for your little eyes, my draga.” His smile was sad. His voice had cracked, and his scarred hands looked like claws around her skinny arm.

“But, Papa, what could it be?” said Roza, sounding concerned.

Something had shifted in him. He looked almost crumpled, his eyes welling with tears.

Roza froze. “Papa?”

Hannah stood still, quietly counting to ten like she did every time her mother was about to shout at her.

Nico’s shoulders slumped and shuddered as he fired words at his daughter. Hannah hadn’t expected this from her deda—she’d never heard him raise his voice before. As he finished talking, he spat a word so emphatically that Roza repeated it, bringing her hands to her cheeks in distress.

Mauthausen.





Chapter 2

“Enough!” Roza put her hands on her hips and pointed to the parcel. “Why would you bring this . . . this . . . ?” She looked at her daughter and stopped.

Hannah knew better than to push her mother to finish the question.

Deda dropped his head into his hands and groaned. “You’re the only family I have left. There’s no one at home to . . . take it. Who knows when I’ll—?”

“Enough, Papa! Enough of this nonsense talk.” Roza glanced again at Hannah, who tried not to show the uneasy flip-flopping in her tummy.

Something bad was wrapped up in that calico sack. Whatever it was couldn’t be unwrapped by Hannah, but it also couldn’t be left behind in Yugoslavia with strangers. She knew she shouldn’t pry . . . but as soon as the adults were out of sight she was going to unwrap that cloth and see what was causing her mother to be extra cross.

She watched Roza whip the parcel out of the suitcase and disappear down the corridor, slamming the door behind her so Hannah couldn’t see where she was going.

Nico patted Hannah on the head. “I’m sorry, dear Hannah. Some things are not for little eyes or ears.”

Frustrated at being considered a “little” kid—she was thirteen—Hannah stiffened and said, “When will I be big enough?” After a beat, she added, “What’s Mauthausen?”

“Mauthausen . . .” he muttered, “was a bad place from long ago when I was young. And as for when you are old enough . . . we shall see. Now is not the time—you’ll upset your mother if you mention it again, and we both know that is not a good idea. That temper!” He chuckled and shook his head. “One day when I’m long gone, it will be something for you to make sense of.” His voice quavered, his eyes shiny with tears. Deda didn’t fool Hannah—he was sad about whatever was in that parcel.

He was so gray and frail, she worried that if he went back on the plane he might never return. He might never again tell her jokes or stories of long summers in Mostar, or fix her bicycle brakes.

“Deda, I don’t want you to go back to Mostar,” said Hannah, panicking. They shared more than eye color and blood: they shared a sense of humor and a fear of Roza’s wrath. They were a silent, winking team. “Please stay.” She gently squeezed the old man’s gnarled hand.

“Oh, Hannah, I’m always with you. I carry you here.” He tapped his chest, then took her hand. “Always I have you in my heart. I fought for you before I even knew the wonder you would bring to this world. It was all worth it!”

Hannah squeezed his hand again and gave him her biggest smile. But she knew she wasn’t a wonder. Her grades were average. Her teachers said she daydreamed too much in class, which she imagined caused Roza to violently tug at her stray curl during parent–teacher interviews. But Hannah did pay attention to some things. She liked stories of people from long ago and far away: stories of Aboriginal people; stories of people who crossed oceans. Her deda’s stories of Mostar were best of all. She wanted to make him smile by asking again about the deep blue river in Mostar, where he’d made paper boats in the sun.

But then Roza walked back down the corridor into the room. She surveyed the table, clapped her hands together and said, “Time for more tea, Hannah.”

* * *

Roza and Nico spent the rest of the morning in the kitchen, chatting, drinking strong black tea and eating the homemade rosemary shortbread biscuits kept in a tin on the top shelf. Hannah listened to the music of their language in a half dream state, propping up her head on one elbow and nibbling on a biscuit.

“Hannah, go play outside.” Roza didn’t even look up from the table.

Hannah did as instructed, after changing into shorts, a light T-shirt and sneakers.

But after two hours of kicking a soccer ball against the wall and running around on the lawn in the high afternoon heat, she was fed up. Sticky and sweaty, she tore through the back door and let it slam behind her as she strode into the kitchen.

“Hannah?” Deda looked concerned.

“I’m too hot! The grass is too long, and it makes me itch.” She pointed to the red scratch marks on her shins.

“Tomorrow you mow,” snapped Roza with a pointed look. She always found a job in the simplest complaint. “Have some cordial. Cool down and sit with us.”

“I don’t want to. I’m hot, and I can’t understand what you’re saying.”

“Hannah, don’t be so rude!”

“It’s okay—she’s upset,” crooned Deda. “Let her go. Reminds me of someone else as a child.” He winked at Hannah as she left the kitchen and stomped down the corridor.

Not wanting to go into her bedroom—on the northern side of the house, it was a hotbox in the late afternoon sun—Hannah stormed into the bathroom to splash some water on her face and cool down.

She stood staring at herself in the mirror in mottled half-light. Slowly, she turned sideways and gazed at the two chubby peaks poking out from her T-shirt. They weren’t breasts, exactly—not yet anyway. She couldn’t work out whether she was pleased or dismayed that she was finally catching up with the rest of her classmates. Last week her best friend Tabitha had proudly whipped off her T-shirt in the change rooms, sticking her chest out while pretending she didn’t care who noticed her bra: tiny triangles held together with thin brown straps of elastic over the shoulders and across the back. Tabitha had long blond hair, green eyes and muscly legs; she was the younger version of every girl on the cover of Dolly magazine.

Hannah ran her hands over her chest, noting the pain when she brushed the two little hard balls under her nipples. “Buds,” her mother had explained kindly before handing over a brown paper bag that contained an embarrassing cartoon-style book, What’s Happening to Me? It had been more than awkward: it had been excruciating. Then again, everything Roza did was excruciating. From the way she laughed—snorted—at the school gate with the other mums, to her noisy breathing, to the cheese, pickles and sausage she packed in Hannah’s lunch box. She spent weekend evenings making tomato sauce instead of using the bottled stuff from the supermarket like everyone else did. She wore ugly T-shirts and daggy jeans every day, even though she had plenty of pretty dresses.

As Hannah left the bathroom, she heard Roza’s snorting laughter from the kitchen, a positive sign: her mother might leave her alone if she was in a good mood.

Hannah tiptoed straight to the sewing room at the end of the hallway and shut the door slowly so it didn’t make a sound. Her parents had bought the farm and homestead when they had her, using Gus’s savings from his decade of being a pilot. He’d fashioned the sewing room for his young bride by enclosing part of the verandah. It was so like her dad, always doing something around the house for his family when he wasn’t flying or working on the farm. Roza said she went to the sewing room for “peace and quiet,” and now Hannah did the same. She also strongly suspected the package was hidden there.

Walking past the dusty sewing machine perched on an old wooden desk and the faded floral curtains billowing in the breeze, she rubbed her shins and glanced around. Where could it be? She just needed a moment to cool down and catch her breath.

In the corner furthest from the door, she dropped onto a cushioned chair between two sets of shelves. To her right was an assortment of fabrics neatly piled in yellows, oranges and blues; to her left was a collection of books. She picked one up and read out the curious title—The Joy of Sex—before opening the book, scanning the first few pages with a yawn, then flipping to the pictures. It took her an instant to register what her eyes were seeing.

She closed the book silently as she listened for footsteps down the hallway. Nothing.

Father and daughter weren’t going to take a break for some time, Hannah figured. She still shivered as she slid the book back between the fat paperback romances Roza loved to read, carefully aligning the spines.

Hannah patted her top lip with her finger while she scanned the shelves. Finding nothing unusual, she yanked open the desk drawers to discover them full of sewing equipment. In the opposite corner of the room, she opened the doors of the antique wardrobe and spotted an old flour sack sitting out of place at the bottom.

Bingo!

Hannah reached down and probed around until she found the opening to the calico sack. She sucked in a breath and pulled out . . . a book.

It was a leather-bound photo album. Excited and curious, she opened the cover and ran her hand over a piece of material stuck inside. The fabric was printed with a number and a red inverted triangle with a white “J” sewn in the middle. What did “J” stand for?

On the first page were photos of tiny stone houses with pointy roofs set into fields of long grasses, shadowy forests, winding roads and rolling hills. These were black-and-white pictures, so Hannah was pretty sure they’d been taken before her mother was born. She bit her lip. The houses looked very different from the ones in Mostar.

The next few pages showed men in what she assumed were army uniforms. Each of them was holding one hand up in a strange salute. Behind them were castle turrets and wire fences. Then there were other photos of soldiers, but she didn’t pause to read the annotations beneath them.

The next couple of pages scared her. Lines of hunched-over men in striped pajamas climbed up a huge flight of stairs out of a valley, carrying rocks on their shoulders. A man had his bare toes curled up in the snow.

Hannah kept looking only because she badly wanted to find out what Mauthausen was. The more pages she turned, the more horrible the images became: little boys with dirty faces, clinging to a wire fence; naked men in rows. She had never seen a photo of a naked man before. No one was smiling.

Her fingers turned another page, even though her heart didn’t want her to. A bald young man with familiar dark eyes and a square jaw stared directly at the camera.

Her grandfather was in this awful book. Why?

She remembered his words from earlier that day: One day when I’m long gone, it will be something for you to make sense of.

She covered her mouth, feeling like she might vomit, and flipped back to the nice houses and pretty fields. No wonder Nico and her mother had hidden this book.

Tears sprang to her eyes. She couldn’t understand what she had just seen. Who were those people, and why were their pictures in a photo album? What was Mauthausen?

She took a deep breath and turned to the images of the soldiers in the early pages. There was an annotation beneath the portrait of a cold-eyed man with more badges and a bigger gun than the others: SS Kommandant Paul Weber.

Hannah felt queasy again. She slammed the album shut and wrapped it back up in the calico bag, tucking the corners neatly like her mother did when she wrapped presents. As Hannah closed the wardrobe door and slipped out of the room, she considered her deda’s clawed hands, and his eyes that managed to laugh and be sad all at once.

What was this hidden book?





Chapter 3

SANTIAGO

MAY 1944, MAUTHAUSEN CONCENTRATION CAMP

Santiago wiggled his toes inside the regulation wooden clogs. He and all the other prisoners were lined up outside their barracks in neat rows for morning roll call, led by SS Kommandant Paul Weber. At thirteen, Santiago was the youngest—and smallest—prisoner at Mauthausen, and nobody seemed to know what to do with him. He tried to keep himself both invisible and helpful. It was a tricky balance.

His stomach gnawed on itself as roll call continued. Breakfast had been black tea and a mug of hot water with a piece of floating turnip. The men either side of Santiago had made sure he got the biggest piece, and he hadn’t the heart to tell them it felt like swallowing a glob of snot. Still, it would keep him going until dinner and a glob of something else—maybe carrot, or half a potato if he were lucky. He would spend the next few hours imagining steaming bowls of lentil soup, goulash loaded with sour cream and chives, and roast chicken. He longed for his abuela’s kitchen back in San Sebastián, chickens clucking at the back door and promising fresh eggs. This was his favorite thing to do during roll call: imagine the dinners he would have when he was home with his family—that, and how he would beat his papa at chess.

Santiago looked at his feet as the guards walked past counting prisoners. Eye contact meant a smack to the head with a whip and sometimes reduced rations as well. He didn’t see how rations could be further reduced, but the smack to the head was guaranteed.

The prisoners hardly dared to breathe. Behind them the blue sky was interrupted by electrified barbed wire. Square turrets studded every corner, but this was no castle.

“You can follow instructions to the letter?” SS Kommandant Weber snapped at Santiago.

“Yes, sir.” He’d learned German in the first of the three years he’d been there—following instructions had kept him alive.

“What about you?” Weber asked the handsome Yugoslav, Nico, beside him.

“Yes, sir.” The young man nodded politely, avoiding eye contact.

“Over there, then.” He pointed to where the Mauthausen photographer, Mateo, stood with his camera in hand. “You can help. Take the idiot boy with you.” He clipped Santiago on the back of the head, nearly knocking him off his feet.

Nico and Santiago walked over. Everybody knew of Mateo at Mauthausen: the fresh-faced and good-humored Spanish photographer had earned a pittance of goodwill in the Erkennungsdienst—the photography department of the camp—by tirelessly processing the identification photos of every prisoner, soldier and visitor. He’d proven himself early as a volunteer; since then, with thousands of prisoners coming through the camp, his skills had become necessary to the Nazis. He was spared the back-breaking work of carrying stones in the quarry and relegated to carrying cameras.

Even though the boy knew exactly who the photographer was, introductions were made, and Santiago shook the Spaniard’s hand. When Mateo winced, Santiago saw that his hands were calloused and red-raw.

Before the boy had a chance to apologize, Mateo rubbed his hand against his striped pants and asked, “You’re Spanish also? And political?” He eyed the patch on Santiago’s shoulder. “You don’t look old enough to be political.”

“Wrong place, wrong time.” Santiago didn’t want to admit he had been driving a getaway car for his older brother—he’d rather be mistaken for a republican than an idiot.

“You two can carry the film and boxes,” Mateo said to Santiago and Nico. “I’m going to take photos as we walk with the Kommandant and other officials on an inspection of the camp.”

Weber turned so Santiago could see the rank and medals on his sleeve and pocket. “Make sure you get my best side.” He winked.

Mateo looked like he had swallowed a coin. “Yes, sir.”

“Heil Hitler.” The Kommandant raised his arm in a Sieg Heil.

Santiago, Mateo and Nico raised their arms and mumbled the required reply.

The Kommandant went to join a party of fellow SS officials, while the other prisoners began their long walk out of the gates to the quarry. It would be twelve hours before they staggered back in. As the last of the men in stripes marched out, the SS officials started to walk through Mauthausen. Weber was in front, proudly pointing out the barracks and shower blocks
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