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      ‘Atmospheric, readable, beautifully evoked’ Sunday Mirror
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        Our nightmare of total transparency conflicts with our dream of being entirely known.
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      I have no experience of killing anything. I take extra-long strides or sudden little hops to avoid stepping on insects that cross my path. When there’s a wasp in the house, I cup it inside a mug so I can set it free out of the window. Feathered remains left in our garden after a cat has slunk away make me cry. I’m practically Buddhist. So how am I going to kill him?

      Murder used to be a word that belonged to cloak-and-dagger plays or police dramas on TV. It had nothing to do with me. Not until he began to talk last night, telling me things I could never have guessed, asking me to do something terrible.

      It started to snow this afternoon. The first flakes falling in nervous flurries from a gunmetal sky. Now, looking out into the evening, there is nothing but snow swirling towards me, white on white. Ice crystals billow out of darkness, twisting, spinning, casting a blinding spell. My breath makes a warm mist against the chill of the window. I close my eyes, leaning my forehead on the glass, and think about how I could stop his heart.

      Perhaps suffocation would be kind? Slipping into his room at night, to hold a pillow over his face. Only I think that even when sleeping, the natural impulse is to fight for life, and I imagine his legs jerking and kicking out, the awful wrestle with the thrash and twist of his body.

      There is a handgun in the top left-hand drawer of the portmanteau. I found the key once and opened it. Stared at the pistol, too scared to pick it up. My eyes followed the heavy lines of the barrel and worn grip. This time I’d feel the weight of it in my palm, slotting bullets into the snug nest of the cylinder. But I’ve seen the films, I know what happens when a bullet tears through a skull: blood, an explosion of it, and scraps of shattered bone, the gloopy insides coming out. Anyway, I’ve never fired a gun. I could end up maiming him instead.

      I can’t believe that I’m even considering this.

      The garden is covered in a thick, dampening carpet of snow. Neat flowerbeds have become small white graves. The naked apple tree holds up silvery branches. The hushed world is transformed. Beyond our garden fence, streetlights gleam, catching snowflakes in illuminated fans. A car rolls past slowly, wheels crunching. The street is oddly deserted. But in the distance the city hums, vibrations pulling at the atmosphere – even the snow can’t silence it – a constant reminder that a huge metropolis exists, the centre of everything, and here I am creeping on the fringes, still tethered to the life I thought I’d left behind. I have always hated living in the suburbs, neither in nor out, neither one thing nor another.

      It has to be pills. It’s the safest way, surely? I’ll have to acquire them in furtive visits to different chemists. No. That won’t work, because I don’t have weeks, not even days. It has to be now. I need another kind of drug, something immediate and powerful enough to let his dreams drag him under, so that he drowns silently, invisibly, within his own body. I think of his lungs, his heart, his muscles, the secret core of him, unclenching, letting go at last.

      I’ve felt for a long time now that we inherit guilt – it passes forwards like crinkly hair, a squint, or blood that won’t clot. We don’t get a choice.

      Will my guilt die too when I kill him?
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      All through the long drag of summer my stomach knotted and unravelled when I thought about what was going to happen in September. I’d circled the date on the calendar in red felt-tip with pink stars shooting out over the surrounding days. Inside the scrawl of rose and scarlet it said: Tuesday 3rd. Klaudia starts at Kelwood High School.

      I’ve often walked past the big brick building on Mercers Road, pausing to glance at crowds of pupils in green and grey, watching them spill out of the gates, arm in arm, chatting and laughing. I used to wonder what they were saying, what it was that made them laugh. Now I’ll find out, because it’s going to be me in that uniform, skipping down the steps, my elbow linked with a friend’s.

      I’ve been taught at home. Mum and I at the kitchen table with a pile of exercise books, working our way through the syllabus, learning things by rote so that I could repeat them to my father when he came home from work.

      I’m worried that not going to school has made me different. Perhaps it’s even more strange that I’m an only child, or that my parents are as old as grandparents. I don’t know, because I haven’t learnt any of the rules. Mum says I just have to be myself. I’m sure it’s more complicated than that.

      There’s only the three of us at home: me, Mum and Dad. Well, four of us, if you count Jesus. Nothing ever actually happens at our house. Nothing ever changes. Reflections flicker inside surfaces and windows sparkle; the three cushions propped on the velveteen sofa don’t move out of position, and the pictures on the walls are never wonky, especially the framed tapestry in the living room that reads, All may be saved to the utter most. My father checks its alignment every morning, squinting one eye and standing back to read the needlepoint lettering as if he doesn’t know it, and a hundred other lines of scripture, off by heart.

      Wooden ornaments jostle for space on the mantelpiece and dresser: the twelve apostles and Jesus in different poses, hand raised or holding a basket of fish, all staring out with blind eyes, frozen in place, as if the witch from Narnia has been on the rampage. Even these don’t have a speck of dust on them. Each one is lifted and re-positioned after a thorough polish. Hunting dirt is something my mother does, feather duster in hand, the vacuum cleaner like a faithful pet, rolling from room to room with its long nose snuffling into corners.

      I wish we could have a real pet. ‘We don’t live on a farm, Klaudia,’ my father told me when I asked, ‘and it would add to your mother’s burdens.’ My mother sighed, ‘It’s a shame, cariad, but a cat would kill the birds.’ Mum feeds the robins, sparrows and thrushes that live in our garden with bits of bacon fat and the broken skulls of coconuts. My father made a bird table for her and fixed it on a branch of the apple tree. He likes to make things from wood. We’re running out of places to put the ornaments, and there are a lot of characters in the Bible still to go. He has a shed in the garden where he keeps his tools and does his carving.

      That’s the other thing about starting school that worries me. My father. Otto Meyer. He works there. That’s embarrassing. He is embarrassing. He’s like Goliath, always too big for any room. And of course there’s his heavy German accent. How can he still talk like that when he’s lived in England for years and years? But maybe nobody will know or care that he’s my dad. I’ll make friends. Kids my own age. I want to take a look inside their homes and see how they live and what they eat and what they watch on TV. There is a whole world outside these pebble-dashed walls, beyond our straight suburban street, the Guptas’ local store, the Methodist chapel and the Texaco garage blinking its orange lights on the main road.

       

      The teacher, Mrs Jones, is writing on the blackboard with chalk. I bend low over the desk and try to keep up with copying. I can feel the good-luck postcard that Mum gave me this morning crumpled in my pocket. Its edges press against my skin through the silky lining.

      Most of the kids already seem to know each other. Lots of them must have gone to the same primary school. That hadn’t occurred to me. I thought we’d all be new. After I’d found a spare desk, I perched on the edge of my chair wondering how to join in with one of the conversations. A girl stopped by my desk.

      ‘Hello. I’m Lesley.’ She put her head on one side. ‘Have you just moved here?’

      ‘Oh, no,’ I gabbled, ‘I’ve lived here for my whole life. Just around the corner.’

      She’d curled her lip. ‘Well, how come I’ve never seen you?’

      ‘I didn’t go to school. My mum taught me. At home,’ I said quickly.

      The way she looked at me – it was as if I was a purple-spotted lemur in the zoo. I shouldn’t have said anything. I knew it was wrong.

      The collar of my white shirt is rubbing my neck. I wish I could rip off my top button. Thick grey socks make my knees itch. At the next desk a girl called Amber is frowning at the board. She has a bobble nose, curly black hair and blue eyes. Not like an Amber at all. She looks like Snow White. Her lips are blood-red as if she’s bitten them. Perhaps she has. Perhaps she’s as scared as me.

      She glances across under sooty lashes and grins. I catch my breath. I want to be friends with her more than anything.

      Mrs Jones’ chalk goes on scratching numbers. A dry, pale scent mixes with a faint tang of sweat and rubber, and the warm exhalations of a roomful of eleven-year-olds. I copy the numbers as carefully as I can, but they jumble up on the page, making no sense. Dad says that I’m lazy at maths. He says I don’t try hard enough.

      Mrs Jones has stopped writing to stare at us. Her cheeks have burning scarlet patches as if she’s boiling hot or really embarrassed. But I don’t think she can be either. She rakes her nails against her scalp, fingers disappearing inside short curls. Her navy cardigan is peppered with bits of dead skin. The eyes behind her spectacles search around the room. She taps one finger on her chin. She’s looking for someone to ask. I drop my forehead so low it almost touches the wooden desk, hunching up, fixing on the blur of numbers on my paper, praying dear God, dear God, don’t let her pick me.

      Then lots of things happen at once. There’s a soft thump, and the high-pitched sound of breaking glass. A missile has flown clean through the window on the other side of the room, making a jagged hole. Cracks run across the remaining panes in zig-zag lines. Someone screams. A cricket ball bounces and rolls slowly, coming to rest under my desk. There’s broken glass all over the floor under the window. Bits gleam and sparkle.

      My whole life I’ve been saying prayers, but they’ve never been answered before. I sit up in surprise, fighting to control my face, wanting to laugh at the miracle. Mrs Jones has her hand clamped over her mouth. Amber and I exchange triumphant looks.

      Kids have jumped out of their seats. There is an excited chatter. Mrs Jones has recovered enough to shout, ‘Sit down – everyone keep calm and sit down.’ Another teacher comes in. He must have heard the noise. After a hurried chat, he leaves with a frown creasing his face.

      ‘Whoever hit that ball is going to be in dead trouble,’ Amber whispers to me, eyes round as she makes a slicing motion across her throat.

      ‘I know.’ I nod. ‘Look.’ I peer at the ball. ‘Under my desk.’

      She stretches out her leg to push it with her toe; then she glances at me and giggles. I’m so happy that I want to grab her hand and squeeze it tight. I want to ask her to be my best friend right now. Do people do that? I don’t know how to behave. I don’t know how to have a friend.

      ‘Is everyone all right? No cuts or injuries?’ Mrs Jones is saying. ‘We’ll have this mess cleared up in no time.’

      The door opens. We turn expectantly, and I catch my breath. I can feel the class watching my father stalking to the front, a broom grasped in one huge fist and a dustpan in the other. I look away from his towering shape, buttoned into a brown cotton coat. But I see his profile etched against the inside of my lids: the sharp line of his nose, the downward pull of his mouth.

      I grip the edge of the desk. How weird is it that my father is the caretaker? What will Amber think?

      I can hear the swish of bristles and the tinkle and scrape of glass fragments being swept into the plastic pan. I clench my teeth.

      ‘See him?’ Amber nudges me. ‘He’s German.’

      I swallow, clearing my throat, trying to work out how to reply.

      She hisses, ‘My sister says he’s a Nazi. He gassed the Jews.’

      The desk tilts under me and I curl my toes inside my shoes to stop the sudden lurch in my belly. She puts her finger under her nose, straight across her top lip like a moustache, and winks at me. I examine my hands clamped against the desk: white speckles on my nails, pink, ragged skin around them with bits that shred and sting.

      ‘Well, I think that will do. Thank you,’ Mrs Jones is saying.

      At the edge of sight, I see him moving away. He’s stuck a piece of cardboard over the open wound of the window. He’s going to leave. I squeeze my knees together, dropping my chin and rounding my shoulders to fold myself up. Don’t look. Don’t make eye contact. Underneath everything the word ‘Nazi’ is repeating inside my head. But Nazis are heel-clicking men in scary uniforms, with polished black boots, scars cutting across their smooth monster faces.

      I hear the scrape of heavy footsteps passing, and then the door closes quietly. He’s gone. I draw a deep breath and dare to raise my eyes. The class is back to normal: muttering, scratching heads, scribbling in exercise books. Nobody is looking at me. Mrs Jones is writing on the board again. Amber makes a funny face for my benefit, miming a yawn.

      My father was in the war. I’d never thought what that meant before. I know nothing about it, except that we won, and the Nazis killed the Jews. Of course my father had nothing to do with that. My insides start to crack like the glass in the window frame. He doesn’t talk about the past. I put my thumb between my teeth and bite. He’s just my dad: tall and serious with a funny accent. And ordinary. He can’t be part of history.

      The thing to do, I decide, is to keep quiet. Maybe nobody will think to connect us; it doesn’t have to mean we’re related, just because we have the same surname. I’ll avoid him at school. I won’t tell anyone.

      I tilt my chin up and stretch my lips, grinning for Amber. She pats her opened mouth, pretending to yawn again, and I copy her, rolling my eyes at the numbers Mrs Jones is inscribing onto the board.

       

      The thing about September that I’d failed to mark on the calendar, but of course Mum had in her neat script, is that it’s the beginning of the Methodist year. So we’re sitting in our usual places in the second row of the church, listening to the long-winded Covenant Service. The lay preacher proclaims, ‘We are here to celebrate God’s gracious offer to Israel that I will be their God and they shall be my people.’

      In my head I’m offering God my own prayer of thanks, because He’s given me what I’ve always wanted, even more than a pet: my own best friend. Amber is the most popular girl in my class, and she’s chosen me. Every day since that first one, I’ve been impatient to get to school, my chest tightening with nervy excitement as I walk through the gates, waiting for Amber to run over and link her arm with mine. Sometimes I even forget that I have anything to hide.

      My father breathes heavily through his mouth. He’s placed his palms on his knees, leaning forward as if he’s about to spring to his feet and take part in a race. My mother is dressed in her best clothes, hands linked in her lap. Both of them keep their eyes on Mr Lewis in his grey suit as he talks about Christian perfection.

      I wish we could have been Baptists. Like those African women wrapped in swathes of silver fabric, heads bound in brilliant turbans, clapping as if they’re at a party. Or Catholics, with candles and blood-spurting statues, and incense-clouded air, altar boys in white lace singing like angels. But if I could choose any religion, I’d choose Hinduism – I like the sound of gods with elephant heads and sinuous ladies with multiple arms, the way they can change shapes and grant wishes. Lots of our neighbours are Hindu. The Choppras and the Guptas. My father says it’s a shame that they are heathens. Mum says, ‘It’s not for us to judge, Otto. With God’s grace, we know that salvation is possible for everyone.’

      Aseema Choppra is in the year above me at school. On my first day she smiled at me as we passed each other on the stairs, and I turned to watch her walking away with her friends, her long black plait hugging the curve of her spine.

      I fix my eyes on the plain wooden cross that hangs behind the preacher’s head, trying to concentrate. He pauses to push a slick of hair back into place across his bald spot, then rubs his palm on his trousers, a fleeting expression of distaste on his face. Brylcreem, I bet. It’s really sticky. Dad keeps a pot of it on the bathroom shelf. My father insists on cleanliness, seeing as it’s so close to godliness. He gleams from top to toe. This morning I’d woken to find my shoes polished and placed outside my bedroom. My father cleans all our shoes, setting them out on sheets of newspaper and rolling up his sleeves, spitting and rubbing. He says you can tell a lot about a man from what he’s wearing on his feet.

      Dad also says that to follow Jesus Christ we need discipline. We should be fit and ready for the challenge He will set us. My father does his morning exercises in the garden. Whatever the weather, he’s out there going through the same jerks and jumps: bending and straightening, touching his toes and dropping down to do press-ups. Watching him in his vest and rugby shorts, shoulders heaving at the timid air, his hair sweat-darkened, and the light catching his pale, bunched calves, he looks like a warrior in God’s army.

      My father can be frightening. But I’ve never thought of him as being someone to make fun of. Not until I saw the boys at school marching behind him, making silent salutes, their fingers under their noses, arms like pistons punching the air. Sieg heil.

       

      ‘Klaudia, I notice that you don’t speak to me at school,’ my father said today. ‘Is there a problem?’

      I wrapped one leg around the other and gazed at a spot just behind him. ‘No.’

      ‘Well,’ he shrugged. ‘Perhaps you are embarrassed to have a father that is a caretaker. Perhaps you think it’s too lowly a profession?’

      I shook my head. He was testing me.

      ‘Good, honest work is nothing to be ashamed of.’ He poked his chin forward, so that I saw the throb of his throat. ‘We are plain people. But we’re giving you the advantages we never had. After everything your mother has done for you, you must work hard, help pay her back for all the sacrifices she’s made.’ His disappointment in me pulled the edges of his mouth down. ‘Your mother is a saint, Klaudia. Neither of us deserves her.’

      His face transformed at the mention of her name, mouth and eyes turned upwards with delight, his eyes glowing with the same fervent look he gets when he is praying.

      But then he frowned again. ‘A lot of those kids, they have no discipline. No belief. No work ethic. They are foolish. And they get into drugs and so forth.’ His hairy eyebrows met in the middle, his eyes narrowing into a blue glitter. ‘I never want to see you behaving like them. Do you hear me?’

      ‘Yes,’ I whispered.

      ‘It would kill your mother.’

      He glared at me as if I was already a heroin addict, had already driven my mother into the depths of despair.

       

      Mum is gesturing for me to stand, the hymn book flopping open in her other hand. The congregation is on its feet, singing ‘Christ, Whose Glory Fills the Skies’. I catch my father’s deep, throaty roar. For once his accent is disguised inside music and all I hear is the power of his voice.

      My tongue is dry. No sounds come out. My mother holds the book towards me so that I can read. ‘Pierce the gloom of sin and grief… scatter all my unbelief.’ I mouth the words looking down at my shoes, seeing the hazy reflection of myself in their blue-black shine.
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      Lights flare out of darkness. Guitars screech over a pounding bass. The place has all the pulsing energy of a funfair at night. I’ve never been a fan of fairs. Or gigs. I’m trying to keep my feet inside the crush, bracing myself against the push of elbows and shoulders, as a crowd, high on music, cheap lager and drugs, judders and jolts against me. I scan the moving heads; I’ve lost the friends I came with. Except Meg, just in front of me, waving her arms, hair sizzling with static. Then, as the lead singer leans over the edge of the stage, howling into his mike, spraying the front row with saliva, I feel a weight dropping onto my toe, crushing it.

      The hulking culprit at my side is oblivious. His arc of hair glows purple in the strobe as he yells along with the lyrics. Pain shoots through my foot. I shout. But my scream hits a wall of sound.

      ‘Meg. I’m leaving. Now!’

      I prod her damp T-shirt. She turns, puzzled, watching my mouth moving. I point towards the exit, making a face meant to express frustration and agony. Pushing my way through the doors at the back, I limp into the bright lights of the pub. It seems quiet after the raging concert, but it’s a usual busy Friday evening: locals and students converging on the bar, flock wallpaper, brass fittings, cigarette smoke and conversation.

      Sinking into the nearest empty chair, I slip off my shoe and sock, worrying that my toe is actually broken. My nail is stained, colour seeping like a smashed plum. It’s hot. Throbbing.

      Meg arrives at my side. ‘Let’s have a gander…’ She peers at my foot and purses her lips, sucks in air with a quick rush. ‘God! Looks like an elephant stepped on your toe!’

      ‘One with a Mohican.’

      I flex my toe gingerly. It seems to be working. ‘I knew we should have gone to see Braveheart.’

      A slight frown of concern creases Meg’s elfin face, and then she gives me her familiar cheerful grin.

      ‘You’ll be fine. And we couldn’t miss The Flying Ducks. Only one night in Leeds. Would have been a crime.’

      She sits down, chin in her hands. ‘Want a bevvy?’

      I nod. ‘The pain-killing kind.’ Although it’s not the pain that worries me, it’s if I’ll be able to stand in pointe shoes tomorrow.

      ‘Cider it is then. Hang on a mo.’ She grins and is off to the bar, pulling at the hem of her skirt, covering her bottom and swinging her hips.

      I see the ice before I see him. A hand curled around a large plastic beaker. The faint crackle of cubes, piled to the brim.

      ‘Excuse me,’ I call from my seat. The ice cubes stop, suspended in mid-air by a male hand. I take in the flimsy plastic container, mercury-like drops of condensation, the gleam of frozen water. My gaze follows the line of his wrist up his arm to the shoulder, and a face. Surprise raises his eyebrows and then recedes. He has friendly, crinkly eyes I notice, and a generous mouth that’s mid-wince at the sight of my toe. Sitting with my bare foot up on the velvet seat, I have the instinct to cover it up.

      I clear my throat. Try to pull dignity about me. ‘Could I have a couple?’ I move my gaze to the cup.

      ‘I was just taking them back to the rabble at my table. But it looks like your need is greater than ours.’ He frowns politely. ‘What happened?’

      I incline my chin towards the back doors, where the growl and clamour of The Flying Ducks emerges, muted but self-explanatory.

      ‘Are you a student?’ He gazes at me. ‘I don’t think I’ve seen you around.’

      ‘Yes. No.’ I curl my toes, flustered. There’s something about the way he’s looking at me that’s making words shrivel in my mouth. ‘Well. I was. But I’ve dropped out. I’m taking a dance course instead.’

      ‘A dancer?’ He sticks his fingers into the beaker and then changes his mind, puts it on the table. ‘Can’t have you hobbling around with a bruised toe. Have the lot,’ he says. ‘On me.’

      He begins to walk away and then stops and turns. ‘Arnica,’ he says. ‘Keep it elevated. And painkillers. With Ibuprofen. Take the swelling down.’

      Meg nearly collides with him. ‘Who’s that?’ She widens her eyes at me. ‘He’s dead gorgeous. Is he a doctor or something?’

      I’m already wrapping frigid cubes in my scarf, pressing the blessed angles of cold to my aching toe. I shake my head. ‘Nobody. A kind stranger. Isn’t it nice to think they exist?’

      ‘Cynic.’ She pushes my glass of cider across the wet table. ‘Course they do. World’s full of them.’

      But I’m not really listening to her; I’m watching the back of his dark head as he disappears towards a table of rowdy students in the corner. Shouts of hilarity greet him. A blond girl reaches up and curls her arm around his waist.

      Meg sees where I’m looking and shrugs. ‘Students. From the look of them, I’d say they’re third years. They’ll be celebrating their finals.’

      I won’t see him again, then. The disappointment is a sliver of ice. A small injury, melting away into the liquid chill of what might have been.

       

      October

      Leeds is a grey city. But the first thing my gaze falls on is bright red and full of Spanish sizzle: the poster of Strictly Ballroom that I stuck to my wall with illegal tabs of Sellotape. Put there for the purpose of inspiration and motivation. Paul Mercurio clasps Tara Morice to his chest, her flamenco skirts frothing around her knees. What I wouldn’t do to have the chance to dance in that film with that man.

      There’s a rap on my door and Lucy peers in. She has her pleading face on. ‘Is that your milk in the fridge, Eliza?’

      ‘You can have it.’

      ‘Thanks! I’ll pay you back.’ She grins. And she’s gone.

      I yawn. At least she asks. And now I’m properly awake, which is good, because I need to get up. The minute I’m out of my fusty nest of blankets and sheets I’m shivering, except my ankles, which are scorched as soon as I switch on the small fan heater. The heat bites at my skin like an angry Pekingese. There’s a note stuck to the outside of my door. I rip it off and read: Going to spend night with Pete. Don’t ask. Meet you there tomorrow. Meg x

      In the empty kitchen, I tip out the last granules from a jar of Nescafé, pour on water and gulp the acrid, burning liquid next to the sink. Lucy’s bowl is on the side, her half-eaten cereal going soggy in the last of my milk. I empty the coffee dregs over a pile of dirty crockery that’s teetering at the brink of the washing-up bowl, balancing the unwashed cup on top.

      It’s raining again. The weather comes straight off the moors here, sweeping over desolate rocks and beaten heather. I check my watch. I have to be at the studio in half an hour. Out on the steep incline of our street, my legs tense to keep traction on the slick wet surface as I hurry to the phone box on the corner; I haul open the door, shaking water from my hair as I step inside. It’s fuggy with steam, sour with stale breath and the smell of old paper. I dial the number that I know off by heart, holding the greasy black receiver close.

      ‘Hello, love.’ She answers after the first ring. I call her every other day at nine o’clock and it’s always her that picks up. Never Dad.

      ‘How’s everything? Are you working hard?’ she asks as usual.

      ‘Yes, Mum. I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.’

      ‘Are you eating enough?’

      ‘I promise I’m eating really healthily. I’ve got quite good at cooking actually. I’ll make you something special when I come home.’

      I can hear her smile.

      ‘Well. I’ve got to go. I have a class. Love you. Say hello to Dad.’

       

      Lying is an art. It takes time and practise to get right. Two important things to remember: either make your lies so big and bold that nobody dares to question them, or stick as close to the truth as possible and lie by omission.

      Another thing I’ve learnt is that once you’ve lied, there’s no going back. With every lie comes guilt. You can’t share the guilt, just as you can’t expose the lie. It wouldn’t be fair to other people. Confession would only hurt the ones you love. It’s kinder, braver even, to maintain the untruth. In fact it’s a duty.

       

      Light gleams over the wooden floor of the studio, catches in the wall-to-wall mirrors. Girls cluster in groups, chatting, tying ribbons on shoes, flexing shoulders and adjusting leg warmers. Meg hurries over, hairpin in her mouth, hands busy twisting her hair into a bun at the back of her head.

      ‘You missed the big announcement,’ she mutters, lips clamped around the hairpin. ‘Today’s the day that Voronkov’s going to choose two girls for solos for the show next week.’

      She tucks the ends of her long auburn hair under a hairnet and sticks the pin through. ‘He’ll pick you, Eliza. He’s bound to.’

      I love her for her confidence in me. Her loyalty. But the thought of dancing a solo makes my skin crawl. I’ve never performed in public before and the idea terrifies me.

      The class begins and we work our way through pliés, battements frappés, développés and grands battements. I raise my leg high, powering it from the back of my thigh, pointing my toe. Sweat trickles down my spine. Voronkov corrects the angle of my head. His fingers pinch my chin. My arms maintain my position, the line flowing from my shoulder to my fingertips.

      Voronkov’s face is ageless. Thick grey hair grows from his temples like wings, yet his skin is unlined. Meg says either dance is the elixir of youth, or he’s had a facelift.

      I’m certain dance is better than anything a surgeon could do to erase wrinkles; it’s like a magic potion. It sets me free. I am myself as soon as I begin to move. Tension leaves my face, drains from my limbs. The joy of it sings through my veins. I even smile through the warm-up at the barre and Voronkov’s sarcasm. I still can’t believe I’m really here, doing what I’ve always wanted. There are twelve of us in the class and we’re reflected in four walls of mirrors. I catch multiple glimpses of myself grinning at different angles. Our working legs strike the floor in a series of battements tendus. Piano music plays from a cassette recorder.

      ‘Again.’ Voronkov rolls his eyes like a wild horse.

      I snap off my smile. My fingers clutch the barre. He notices at once. He notices everything.

      He raps my knuckles. ‘Is sinking ship?’ he asks me. ‘Is for guidance only. Not hanging from like woman drowning. Higher.’ He takes hold of my foot and raises it towards the ceiling. I try not to grab at the barre for support. My pivoting thighbone jams deep inside the socket. My toe quivers in his grasp.

      He lets go. I squeeze and tense with the effort of holding the position, but my foot drops from grace, weighted by gravity and human failings. Even this feels good. Feels right. Nothing worth anything was ever easy. It’s the kind of thing my father would say. But it’s true.

      The lesson over, we’re alert with anticipation, flexing our aching feet, hands patting loose strands of hair back into place, trying to appear relaxed. Voronkov paces the room in silence, legs turned out like the Bolshoi dancer he used to be.

      ‘I have no names,’ he declares at last, shoulders rolling in despair. ‘Not yet. Maybe nobody. Ever.’ His eyes stare at each of us in turn. ‘Not one of you is ready.’

      He curls his mouth as if he tastes something disgusting and stalks from the room. The two halves of his rounded buttocks quiver with disappointment.

      There is silence. I hear the girl next to me sniff. As soon as they are certain he has gone, the complaining starts, everyone talking at once.

      Meg raises her eyebrows. ‘Such a drama queen. He just wants to keep us all guessing.’

       

      We hurry home, dodging puddles. I imitate Voronkov’s serious stare, the monotone of his accent. ‘I have no names. Maybe never.’ I pull my eyebrows into a bristling frown. ‘Maybe I send you all to Siberia for bad arabesques.’

      Meg laughs inside her hood. ‘It works though, doesn’t it? Being chosen by him feels like some kind of royal honour.’

      I’m relieved that Voronkov is holding out on us. It gives me a bit longer to talk myself down from my fear of performance. Although I’m sure he won’t pick me. I’m the least experienced student in our class. I dry off in the bathroom, towelling my rain-darkened hair until it’s tamed into a brown bob tickling my chin while Meg makes us cups of tea, shouting through the surprising news that there’s no milk, so we’ll have to take it black.

      Sitting cross-legged on her bedroom floor, I busy myself with sewing ribbons onto my new pointe shoes. I’ve already broken them in and scored the blunt ends with a knife.

      ‘Well,’ Meg blows on her drink with contemplative satisfaction. ‘Only two more weeks before I’m off.’

      ‘Swapping Leeds for Paris.’ I look up at her. ‘You must be mad. And don’t think we’re going to miss you, because Lucy and I are subletting your room to a gorgeous man.’

      She sticks her tongue out. ‘You’re going to miss me so much.’ She elongates the ‘o’ in ‘so’, like a note in a song.

      ‘What, you mean your horrible habit of swigging orange juice from the bottle, and the state you leave the bathroom in?’

      I’m struggling to keep a straight face. I look away, licking the end of the thread and squinting while I push it through the eye of the needle.

      ‘All right,’ I relent, snapping off the cotton with my teeth, ‘I’m going to miss you every second of every day. Satisfied?’

      ‘Then come and stay.’ She puts her cup down and shifts onto her knees on the bed. ‘Come for Christmas. Please!’

      I look down at the shoe in my hand. The slippery pink is cool on my fingers. I press into the hard square of the toe.

      ‘What’s to consider?’ She’s waiting. I can feel the heat of her stare on my cheek. ‘Have you actually got any plans for the holiday, little Orphan Annie?’ She’s half teasing, half serious.

      In my head the fake tree opens its plastic branches. My father turns his opera record up loud and my mother emerges from the kitchen with a batch of freshly cooked biscuits on a plate.

      ‘Some dull and distant relatives I bet?’ Meg’s shaking her head. ‘Doing your duty. They’ll understand. Christmas in Paris. Come on. How can you resist?’

      I bite my lip. Mum won’t forgive me if I’m not home for the day itself. I can’t disappoint her. But I could buy her an amazing present in a Parisian boutique, and be back for Christmas Eve.

      ‘Of course I’m coming…’ I jab myself with the needle and wince, sucking my finger. ‘I’m not going to turn down a free holiday, even if the catch is having to put up with you. But I can’t stay for Christmas. Sorry. I really do have plans.’ I notice a tiny speck of red on the fabric of my shoe. ‘Even orphans have obligations.’

      ‘Yes!’ Meg rubs her hands together. ‘I’m well made up! Let’s book your ticket together. I want to know the date you’re coming. Dad’s renting me a garret at the top of one of those tall houses in the Marais. It’s going to be great. I just wish you were doing the course with me.’

      A year at a dance school in Paris goes beyond the bounds of my imagination. Things are different for Meg. Her dad is proud of her dancing. He’s a golfing, gin-and-tonic kind of man, happy to pay for his little girl to learn ballet and French at the same time. I’m not envious. I’m living my own dream.
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      Every trip to the hospital is exhausting. Maria takes my arm, her face set in a mask of determined good humour; she carries a padded bag packed with things I might need, as if I’m an overgrown, ancient baby. Out of the elevator, I limp through the lobby, she and Frank either side, guiding me to the yellow cab that waits grinning at the kerb. I am lowered like a bundle of washing, eased through the door so that I can slide my sharp behind across the seat, the two of them huffing and hanging onto my elbows, rolling their eyes at each other across my head. Frank steps back, tips his peaked hat, and brushes down his doorman’s coat; waves us off as if we’re going to a party.

      Some party. Told them straight at the last visit. My old carcass isn’t worth the effort or the money. It shocks me. How, against the odds, I’m still here. Something inside me persists, even though I should have died years ago. Most days I don’t leave the apartment. But my walls are hung with beautiful things: paintings stippled with colour; a canvas with the lush curves of a woman, still wet from her bath; a body on a cross, luminous above a leering crowd; dreamscapes littered with moons and goats. I gaze at them until I doze, and my mind wanders back through time like an unruly dog, smelling out unexpected memories. Snuffling amongst the past, I manage to lose sight of the day – the way it hangs around me, stagnant and dull. And when I emerge, the remaining hours are only to be endured, to be got through with card games and Maria’s grim pulse-taking, her determination to pump me full of those wretched pills. Ekelhaft.

      Funny how I catch myself using German after all this time. And I think of Otto. He waits for me inside my memories, impatiently kicking his heels. It’s his voice that sounds in my head when I speak our language. With each slow passing day he grows more vivid and insistent in my mind.

       

      It wasn’t the way I’d planned to leave the farm, as an enlisted soldier, a Landser on my way to fight Ivan, with my new uniform rubbing at my sweaty neck, feet overheating inside polished boots.

      But there I was, with the other new recruits, none of us knowing a damn thing, crammed into open flat rail cars, hunkered down between armoured vehicles and rattling weapons – Paks and Panzerfausts – men and machinery on their way to the Eastern Front. As the train made its way through summer heat, the red-brown dust of Poland stuck to our faces; found its way into ears and mouths; thickened our eyelashes with stubborn grit.

      I saw pine forests, farms and villages in the distance. The sun and the rumbling of the train made me sleepy. At Krakow station the train stopped, and a small band of dirty children gathered, begging with open hands, until a couple of military police chased them away.

      We believed that the war was nearly over. The rest of Europe would fall as easily as Poland and France. The Bolsheviks were on the run. As I tried to get comfortable against the angles of a canvas-covered machine gun, listening to the clank of wheels against tracks and the murmur of men’s voices, I thought of what I would do in a couple of months’ time when it was over, and I would be free to escape the farm and go abroad. America was my plan. I never wanted to see Germany again.

      Otto was far away, wearing a different uniform. The Wehrmacht wasn’t good enough for him. Scholz had pulled some strings for his golden boy – got him something important. We hadn’t been separated before. My little brother, who was a head taller than me by the age of twelve, had never needed me to look out for him. Since I can remember he’d been pushing me away, anxious to prove he was better.

       

      From my bed I can see across the tops of the trees in Central Park. The air is bright today, sharp enough to snap. I can hardly hear the traffic jammed along West 82nd Street. Gazing at my hands resting on the covers, I suddenly see them as other people must. As things that are deformed. I’m missing the tops of two fingers on one hand. One on the other. Taken by frostbite. These are old wounds. Like my blind eye. It’s my arms that are punctured with fresh marks, coloured with bruises.

      I’m weary of this last battle. But I have the strength for one more journey. They won’t believe me, of course. Maria will resist. I can see her now, barring the door with her body if necessary, black eyes snapping above the glare of her uniform: ‘Now Mister Meyer,’ she will say in her nasal way, the corners of her mouth pulling down. ‘You know that is not a sensible idea.’

      But she didn’t see us in Russia, tramping through endless snow, starving and exhausted. Our feet rotten stumps wrapped in rags. She doesn’t know what I’m capable of. I have stretched limits before, bracing myself against the hard wire of impossibility. And I can do it again.

      We were swift as a greyhound, tough as leather and hard as Krupp steel. But what good did it do us?

      I find myself humming the words to those old marching songs. The ones we learnt in the Hitler Youth and sang again and again in the Wehrmacht, dug into foxholes, marching in line across never-ending plains, across broken, rutted wastelands in rain and hail, past rows of rough wooden crosses, with helmets hanging on them. A German boy doesn’t cry.

      Heute wollen wir marschier’n einen neuen Marsch, probier’n in dem schönen Westerwald. Ja da pfeift der Wind so kalt. I’m moving my lips, and the words crack as one language slides into another. Dancing is a joy and the heart in love laughs.

      I would like to dance with her one more time.

      But the wind is so cold. 

      Winter nights on the farm, when the frost made patterns on the inside of the window, Otto and I would creep out of our beds, wrapped in blankets, and climb down the ladder to the stable. Lotte and Berta sometimes slept lying down, and if one of them was stretched out on her side in the straw, we’d curl up against her warm flank, putting our cheeks against her muscled neck, fingers tangling in her thick greasy mane. Through the dark, I could almost taste the smell of piss and dung and the hot breath of the animal. Even in sleep, a part of us was conscious, ready to move if she stirred, to roll out of the way of her hooves.

      There were other songs we learnt and repeated in the club house and at camp, hurling words into the air, our young lungs heaving, mouths opened wide. ‘Kill them. Kill them all. Line the fat cats up against the wall.’ Perhaps we didn’t understand what we sang. I don’t know how much we really knew or when it was that the knowledge became something real, lodged inside like shrapnel.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              KLAUDIA
            

          

          
            
              1986, London
            

          

        

      

      I’ve been to Amber’s house three times, twice on my own, and once with Lesley. I liked it better on my own. Her mum made us cucumber sandwiches with the crusts cut off. We watched The Sound of Music on their huge colour TV, while their hairy Lassie dog pressed up against me, resting his damp nose on my knee as if he loved me. She has a guinea pig called Honey. She let me pick it up. The creature felt strangely bony under her thick golden fur. Her claws scrabbled at my hand, and one got hooked through my cardigan. I bent close to unhook it and she nipped my chin with sharp teeth. I put her down quickly, before Amber noticed.

      Amber wants to come to my house. ‘It’s your turn,’ she explains. ‘It’s only fair.’

      ‘Of course,’ I say quickly, in case she thinks I don’t know how to do this. ‘I’ll ask my mum.’

      I choose a Saturday afternoon when I know that Dad will be out at a chapel meeting. I’m nervous. I worry that she’ll think our furniture is wrong and the wooden disciples weird. But Mum doesn’t let me down. She’s made fairy cakes with icing and sugar flowers; she sits at the table with us, smiling and asking the right questions. I see Mum through Amber’s eyes and realise how pretty she is. Even though she’s old.

      In my room, Amber finds my pink dance slippers.

      ‘I didn’t know you did ballet too?’ She claps the slippers together. ‘I go to Miss Hockey. Grade Three on Tuesday evenings.’

      I shake my head. ‘I don’t have lessons. Not yet.’

      Amber looks disappointed. She plays with the ribbons on the shoes, twisting them around her fingers.

      ‘We could do some dancing now, if you like,’ I say, keeping my voice casual. ‘You could be the teacher. Show me some moves.’

      ‘Positions,’ she corrects, standing taller.

      We get a chair and arrange it in the middle of the floor. I place my hand on it and hold my other arm out to the side; Amber kneels at my feet, pulling my heels together and pushing my toes apart. It hurts. She makes tut-tut noises when I complain, standing to demonstrate how I should be doing it.

      ‘Come along,’ she says in a strict voice. ‘Stomach in. Chin up.’

      She teaches me five different positions. She prods my tummy and smacks my arm with my ruler if I drop my hand.

      ‘Dance teachers are always mean,’ she explains. ‘Otherwise you never learn anything.’

      She yawns as I fail to master an arabesque, her mouth opening so wide I hear her jaw crack. I wobble lopsidedly. She fidgets, tapping her fingers on her folded arms while I struggle to stand on one leg with the other pointing out behind me. My ankle trembles as I flail my arms like a dying crow, flapping to stay upright.

      Amber sighs, collapsing onto the bed. ‘Have you got any music?’ She pushes her hair behind her ears. ‘I want to do some dancing too.’

      I’m not allowed to touch my father’s opera records, or the record player. But he’s not here and Mum is shut in the kitchen with the radio on, busy with supper. Smells of fish and frying butter waft through the house. I look at Amber’s expectant face, and nod.

      In the living room I squat on my haunches to flick through the records with nervous fingers. There’s one at the back that has ‘Duke Ellington’ written on it in big red letters. I think it’s one of the records that Uncle Ernst used to put on. It won’t have been used for years. I slide it out of its paper cover; Dad won’t mind me playing it.

      I lower the needle carefully. The melody pulses into the room with a wink and an explosion of trumpets. Amber frowns. ‘That’s not proper ballet music.’ She puts her hands on her hips.

      ‘It’s fun, though,’ I suggest, ‘don’t you think? We could dance together.’

      I grab her, feeling brave, and begin to step backwards and forwards like I’ve seen jive dancers do in films. She gasps, stumbles and squeezes my fingers. Then she’s stepping in time with me, and we’re moving to the rhythm. She laughs and suddenly we’re dancing. She turns me under her arm and I spin round and round on the carpet. Amber’s face flashes past. The living room blurs. My skirt flies up.

      ‘Klaudia!’

      My father is in the doorway. He strides past and grabs the needle, stopping the music with an abrupt screech. He turns to me.

      ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ His face is mottled, his eyeballs press forwards, round and hard as marbles.

      ‘Sorry.’ I hang my head.

      Next to me, I sense Amber tighten, as if glue stiffens her spine.

      ‘It’s immoral music. Foolish rubbish.’ He stands over us. ‘Making a spectacle of yourself.’ He swings up his arm and I flinch. He’s pointing to the door. ‘Go to your room.’

      Amber is staring at my father, the caretaker, the Nazi; her mouth slackens, and her eyebrows move across her forehead in horrified wonder. The space between us seals itself shut. When she does look at me, I see a kind of pity behind her righteous, shocked anger. She holds herself apart, dignified and wounded. Liar, her silent mouth whispers. I didn’t lie, I want to protest. Not really. Neither of us speaks. She stands with her face averted.

      My father leaves the room. He holds the jazz record by the very edge, pinching with sharp fingers. His anger hangs over us, a suffocating blanket.

      ‘I have to go home now,’ she says in a distant voice. Her eyes are bright with my secret. She walks through the house as if the floor is seething with snakes, as if the furniture crouches to spring at her.

      Everyone will know on Monday.

       

      Mum puts my plate in front of me and sits down at the other side of the table. It’s just the two of us, so she bows her head. ‘For what we are about to receive,’ she says, ‘may God help us to be truly thankful. Amen.’

      She opens her eyes and leans towards me, resting on her elbows so that her breasts, buttoned up inside a blue cardigan, balloon over the surface. ‘Well?’ Her eyebrows shoot upwards. ‘Did you have a lovely time with your friend? I thought she was staying for tea?’ She picks up her cup and takes a careful sip, lips puckered, keeping her eyes fixed on me.

      I glance down at a pile of chips shiny with grease, and a row of stubby fish fingers. I slice into one and notice bits of brown inside the white flakes. I let my shoulders rise and fall.

      I feel Mum frown. ‘There’s nothing the matter, is there?’

      My chest is so tight that my words can’t come out. I shake my head. My hair falls over my face. ‘Dad got angry.’

      ‘Cariad… what about?’ She reaches out her hand, small as my own. Her fingers are warm.

      I want to cry, to push my head into the curve of her shoulder, close my eyes against the comfort of her chest, blue wool rubbing my skin. But I feel angry. Together, she and Dad, they’ve ruined my life. I pull my hand away, stab a couple of chips and ram them into my mouth.

      I chew, tasting salt. The difficulty of swallowing releases my chest. ‘I played a record. Amber wanted to dance.’

      Her forehead crumples. ‘I’m sorry, my love. You know how he is about that machine. I’ll have a word with him.’

      I shake my head. ‘It’s too late.’

      She begins to protest, ‘Oh, I’m sure it isn’t…’

      I look at her. For the first time in my life I’m aware that she doesn’t understand me. The moment tenses, uncoils.

      ‘What did Dad do… in the war?’

      I’ve never asked before. The question hangs in the air like an ugly scrawl of graffiti. I hear the big clock ticking on the wall above the calendar. A fly has got in through the open window. It buzzes over the pot plants on the sill behind the sink, and settles on a spiky leaf to clean its legs.

      My mother looks at her hands linked on the table in front of her. She’s fiddling with her wedding ring, pushing it into the give of flesh. I shift in my chair. Maybe she didn’t hear? She swallows and I hear the hard gulp as saliva goes down her throat.

      ‘Where has this come from?’ she asks quietly. ‘Did Amber say anything?’

      ‘No.’ My voice is husky.

      ‘I don’t know what to tell you.’ She holds her clasped hands up, as if in prayer. ‘He was… Well. He did… he just did his duty, love.’ She doesn’t sound very certain.

      ‘But he was on the wrong side,’ I remind her.

      There’s another pause and I look down, noticing a mark on my skirt. I try to brush it off, but it’s an oily stain. Mum is still silent. ‘He must have… done… bad things,’ I say in a small voice.

      ‘No.’ She catches her breath. ‘It was the war that was bad, not the men in it. Not most of them.’ She’s speaking quickly. ‘Millions of people died in the war. It was terrible. Hitler was an evil person, Klaudia. That doesn’t make all Germans evil.’

      ‘Dad was a Nazi… wasn’t he?’ I put my fork down. I can’t eat.

      ‘Klaudia!’ She looks shocked. ‘I don’t know what’s started you off on all these questions all of a sudden.’ Her face closes. ‘Of course your father wasn’t a Nazi. It was a long time ago. Years before you were born. Another life. Da doesn’t like to talk about it. It was very hard for him.’ She leans forward again. ‘Look at me, cariad. Don’t worry about the war or what your father did in it. It’s not for little girls to worry about. He’s a good man.’ She blinks and I notice a tiny twitch on her left eyelid making the skin pucker and tremble.

      I open my mouth. And close it again. I want to believe her.

      She smiles, pushing herself up from the table. ‘Now, eat up bach. I’ve got Angel Delight for pudding. Caramel. Your favourite. You can invite your friend another time, can’t you?’

       

      Amber moved to another desk. She and Lesley ignore me at break, turning their backs, murmuring behind their hands. People stop talking when I approach, beginning again when I’m out of earshot. I’ve tried explaining that my father didn’t gas anybody, but nobody takes any notice. They seem to like the idea of a Nazi caretaker. Anyway, I am a liar. Amber said she’d never trust me again. There’s something wrong with me. I must be funny in the head to have thought that I could get away with it.

      As soon as I get to school, I untie my plaits and backcomb my hair in the girls’ toilets. I’ve bought a pair of gold hoops that I clip on. They pinch. But everyone has pierced ears, and I’m not allowed. I can’t have Dolcis shoes either. Instead, I wear childish Mary Janes, polished by my father. I’ve adopted the insincere way of talking the others have, as if I’m bored senseless. I’ve learnt the latest slang. But it’s hard to blend in
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