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            CHAPTER 1
 
            New York, 2003

         
 
         Flying isn’t easy with a cello: it needs its own seat. So we place it between us, Toby collecting extra drinks and meals on its behalf on the Auckland to LA, LA to O’Hare, O’Hare to JFK flights. When I look at him, tucking into his second pot roast with creamed spinach, he says, ‘Well, we paid for this, didn’t we?’ He has pulled a sick bag over the cello’s head, drawing eyes, a nose, a gap-toothed grin, and placed his woolly hat on top. The air hostess startles, then smiles. By the fifth Bloody Mary, she doesn’t think it’s funny any more.
  
         I feel hung-over, my body unable to metabolise the lost hours. Sweat tightens my skin and my stomach is bloated. I jiggle my feet up and down, dislodging the clots that may be forming in my inner thighs. Drawing circles with my toes, I feel my ankles jolt into notches. One o’clock, four o’clock, six o’clock, twelve. The plane tilts to the right and suddenly the Manhattan skyline is peep-holed through the windows, for once not movie credits but the real thing. I am embarrassed by the cliché of it all, but then my diaphragm catches in my throat and my nerve harmonics begin to sing. I am here. Almost. 
         

         We don’t have to go through customs: we’ve already crept along the LA visitors’ visa line. My American grandmother did nothing for my status. There, our backpacks were disembowelled by a latex-gloved security guard, my Merino singlets, period-stained underwear and insulin syringes intestined across a bench. Disgusted by my slatternliness, his fingers kept probing, determined to find the plastic explosives. I crammed my possessions back into the pack, and checked it onto the domestic flight, but my potentially garrotting spare cello strings were confiscated at the cabin luggage X-ray machine. They let me keep my spike.

         And here come our backpacks on the JFK conveyer belt, plastic bagged so the straps don’t catch. Toby comes over all gentlemanly and pulls them off, loading them onto a trolley. Now we have to find a yellow cab, following the signs out into the icy (New York, New York!) night air. I feel anxious, like I am going to veer the wrong way, fall into some imposter’s car who’ll poke out my eyes unless I divulge my cash card pin number. But Toby forges ahead, confident even though this is the first time he’s travelled further than Sydney.

         The email from Wendy says we shouldn’t have to pay more than $25 to get to Park Slope. I don’t know Wendy, but she is a friend of a friend from music school — Lily and Wendy went to the same high school in Ohio. Lily tells me that Wendy was pretty cool back then, a few years older and always in the art room, screenprinting posters for the local bands. Lily had one pinned to her hostel wall, and I used to look at it when I visited: a black lace dress hanging in a window, a chandelier silhouette in the foreground, the band name in elegant serif type above a blank space for time and venue. I wanted to climb into the picture, to gaze out the window, which I was sure would contain Paris.

         I haven’t seen Lily for seven years now, and she hasn’t seen Wendy for five, but we’re both on Lily’s group email list, the one that details her Paris-Rome-Budapest-London music career. Usually I can’t stand them; they make me jealous. But the latest one was a relief: Lily’s boyfriend had broken up with her because she’s hardly ever home. I sent my condolences, I told her I was moving to New York City. Wendy replied too, complaining about her room-mate crisis, and Lily match-made us.
         

         We find a taxi driver, basketball-tall and black, and yet again I fight my sense of unreality, like I’ve been sucked into the TV set. He slam-dunks my cello into the boot (so that’s why I bought the airline seat) and we sit in the back, a grille between us as if we might be the ones to attack. Eartha Kitt purrs at us to put our seatbelts on.

         ‘Excuse me? Where did you say you were going?’ The driver screws his face up like we’re speaking a foreign language.

         ‘President Street, Park Slope,’ I say again, this time curling my tongue to say the ‘r’ in ‘Park’.

         ‘But where on President Street?’ He’s frustrated: stupid cul-de-sac tourists, oblivious to the nuance of the grid.

         ‘Between Sixth and Seventh Avenue,’ says Toby. He’s read the email to the end.
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         ‘Hey, nice to meet you. Rebecca, right? And Toby? Come in, come in,’ says Wendy. Her hair is lank, beige roots gradating into black, and her skin is puffy and pale, like she doesn’t see enough sunlight. She looks older than her thirty years, peering at us from behind thick 1950s framed glasses as we manoeuvre our baggage inside.

         Her apartment is hip but overfilled. Exposed brick walls and mid-century furniture, a Herman Miller recliner next to a leather sofa, a salvaged-metal bookshelf clamped and bolted, a spot-lit shelf of Scandinavian glassware, a giant Macintosh computer, an even bigger television. Stuff everywhere.
         

         ‘Tea? Water? Soda?’

         ‘Water would be nice,’ I say.

         ‘Me too, please,’ says Toby. In the taxi he admitted to having overdone the inflight hospitality.

         We pull out pea-green upholstered chairs to sit around her table. ‘Danish modern. Do you like it?’ Wendy says, stroking the wood grain. ‘I got it at this place on Atlantic Avenue and then I found the chairs stacked beside a dumpster a few blocks away. People throw the best stuff away.’

         Wendy dispenses water from a filtered tank into hand-cast glasses. Toby gulps his down and stands to pour another. The water is warm and I wish I’d asked for tea instead. I look around the kitchen, at the stove, the fridge, both so much wider than the ones we’ve left behind. Everything is bigger in America. I feel disconnected, in a dream-like state, and yet sitting at a table is familiar. This is what my water tastes like now.
         

         ‘I’m sorry, you’ll have to sleep in my bed for a few nights until my other room-mate moves out. His dad is coming to pick him up from Baltimore sometime soon. I’ll sleep on the couch.’

         I feel irritated that he hasn’t left, that the promised room isn’t ours yet. ‘Why is he going back to Baltimore?’

         ‘The employment situation. He’s a freelance proofreader of websites, and there hasn’t been much work in that industry since the bubble burst. New York is an unforgiving place if you don’t have a job.’

         ‘Really? I’m a web designer.’ Toby shoots me an I-told-you-so look; he thought we should have gone to the UK. That way, he’d cruise in on his grandparent visa, I’d have secured a working holiday visa, and he could have lined up a job before we left Wellington. Toby’s an Anglophile. He loves punk and Neville Brody, filing ten years worth of Face magazines into beer crates. Colleagues from his start-up web design company already work over there, and they send emails about music videos they’re animating, bands they’ve been to, provoking Lily-sized jealousy pangs in him. Come over, we need a kick-arse flash developer with a crazy brain, they write.
         

         
             

         

         But I told him that I couldn’t go back to London; the thought fills me with dread. I could only return there with tangible proof of my indie success: a critically acclaimed CD, a write-up in a music magazine. See, I did it my way. But I haven’t got either of those yet — I’m still a nobody.
         

         ‘San Francisco?’ suggested Toby, when we were still fighting it out, when he was threatening to go to London without me. ‘There’s fresher design on the West Coast — it’s the home of the Mac.’

         But I insisted on New York; it was where my grandmother came from, and it was edgier, more avant-garde. I reminded him that it was the other birthplace of punk. I told him that if he went to London alone, we would be through. As stubborn as he is, Toby didn’t want to break up — I’m the first person he has loved. I love Toby too, but with wavering conviction. I’ve been in love before.

         ‘Have you got a job already?’ asks Wendy.

         ‘No,’ says Toby. That accusing look.

         ‘But don’t worry, we can cover the rent,’ I say. Toby and I have been saving for two years now, forgoing meals out, me working as an assistant registrar at the censor’s office, and spending nights noodling on the cello, never quite able to pin down the songs in my head. I’ll start composing seriously in New York, I kept telling myself. I’m too busy, too tired here. The last six months have been an intake of breath, but our money will be breathed out in three. That’s our deadline. Three months to make it happen.
         

         ‘Well, good luck to you,’ says Wendy. ‘I used to work in the web industry, as a design director, and I got paid $100k, but I lost my job after 9/11. The company was going to the dogs anyway, and our building was in Tribeca, a couple of blocks from the World Trade Center. Tell the truth, the fallout saved my boss from telling us he was bankrupt — instead he claimed post-traumatic stress disorder. He was in the middle of renovations. Last I heard he had to sell his Westchester house only half-lined in Italian granite.’

         ‘So what do you do now?’

         ‘I freelance, I blog, I sell some stuff online. I got some 9/11 compensation and lived off my savings for a while. I don’t have health insurance any more — I think I need different anti-depressants but I can’t afford the doctor so I’m just using up my old ones.’

         I try not to look at Toby, even though he’s nudging me with his sneaker under the table. Everyone is a bit nutty in New York, I want to hiss. Haven’t you seen the Woody Allen movies? But all the same I’m nervous; this apartment is small and the last thing I want to do is act as therapist.
         

         ‘What about you? You must be a musician. Do you play in orchestras?’

         ‘No, not at all.’

         ‘But you were at college with Lily, right?’

         ‘Yeah, but I got disillusioned with classical: it’s covers of dead people’s music. I’m more experimental these days. Original compositions, indie, punk, multi-media collaborations, that kind of thing.’ I don’t tell Wendy that I bombed out of music school completely. I don’t want her to think badly of me. 
         

         ‘She’s talented, Lily. She’s in the London Symphony or something?’

         ‘The London Philharmonic, which is amazing. It’s almost impossible to get into one of those big orchestras.’

         ‘Beck is really talented too,’ says Toby. I thump his arm and make a face, but I am secretly pleased to have a fan. I cinched it when I wrote him a song, early on in our relationship, performed naked in his bedroom.

         ‘You’re going to love it here, there’s so much going on. I don’t get to nearly as much as I should. So many free concerts in the park, so much art — you’ll be completely inspired,’ says Wendy.

         ‘I hope so,’ I say. What I’m scared of is that there’s too much talent and no room for someone like me. I suddenly wish that I’d stayed in Wellington, where I could be locally famous and guaranteed to find a venue, a collaborator, an audience for my next composition. We could have used our savings to book time in a recording studio, bypassing the record company. We could have put a deposit on a little house. I can feel tendrils of Island Bay seaweed reaching out for me, pulling me back to Cook Strait.

         ‘So do you know anyone here?’

         ‘We’ve got a few contacts,’ I say. ‘My dad really wants me to visit my great-aunt. She lives in the Upper West Side.’

         ‘Oh, it’s beautiful near the park,’ says Wendy, taking off her glasses and polishing them vigorously on her limp sweatshirt. Her eyes are pale blue, almost aquamarine, and her face is generous without the subdivision of black plastic. She holds the specs up to the brushed metal lightshade, then spits on offending spots, rubbing once again. ‘I need the trees. If I didn’t live in Park Slope, I’d live there. It’s so great to have family in the city. I wish my sister didn’t live in Colorado. Why didn’t you go stay with your aunt? You could have saved a heap of money.’ 
         

         Toby asked me the same thing, but I’ve explained to him that it’s a delicate, diplomatic mission. ‘My dad never kept in touch. It would have been a bit weird, like, Hi, I’m your long-lost great-niece that you’ve never heard of, can I come and live with you?’

         ‘She probably has a small place too. Only the super-wealthy have spare rooms.’
         

         My dad doesn’t want me to just meet my great-aunt; he wants me to find out about the other cello. The one that was made at the same time as my grandmother’s, the one that’s theoretically just as beautiful, and undamaged. If she still owns it, he wants me to procure it. ‘Why can’t you talk to her about it?’ I asked him, desperate to avoid this embarrassment. ‘She used to send you presents — you could ask her for a really big one.’

         ‘I’ll send her a letter, but the cello is your responsibility,’ said Dad. He has archived her gifts in his basement: the Robert McClosky books and tartan-lined duffel coat, the functioning train set. They stopped coming when his mother died — or so Dad thought until it was time to move Grandad to the rest home. Then he found the stack of letters and parcels in the linen closet, unopened, unforwarded to his boarding school. The cashmere scarf had been turned into lace by silver fish. The packages tailed off in 1967; Aunt Esther must have given up by then.

         I am excited about the prospect of meeting my aunt, who almost qualifies as a New York native. But I’m also scared: What if she hates us? What if she’s spent the intervening years nursing her resentment? Why has she never come to visit us? Why hasn’t my dad visited her?

         Toby yawns, his mouth stretching open so wide that I can see his uvula, silver crowning his back teeth. He covers his mouth as an afterthought. He looks greasy and wrecked, dark crescents beneath his hooded, half-drunk eyes. I probably look the same.
         

         ‘You guys must be tired from your flight. I’ll just get a few things from my room and then it’s all yours,’ says Wendy.

         ‘That’d be great,’ says Toby, standing, stretching arms above his head. It’s been twenty-eight hours since we left Auckland, thirty-two since Wellington. I’ve slept maybe three or four of those hours. I wonder whether I’ll be able to sleep again.

         Wendy shows us her room. ‘Wow, that’s the biggest bed I’ve seen,’ says Toby. It is a perfect square in the middle of a high-ceilinged bay-windowed room.

         ‘California king. I could probably share with you and you wouldn’t notice.’

         I look nervously at Toby. She won’t, will she? ‘Where are you going to sleep?’

         ‘On the sofa — it’s long enough. It’s silly, having so much bed for one person. But I’ve gotten used to it. Well, goodnight.’ She closes the door behind us.

         
             

         

         We’re in the room alone. Although it isn’t quiet, with the sound of cars passing beneath our window, I’m relieved I no longer have to listen to the plane engine, its nerve-wracking changes in pitch, its mid-air graunches. Toby sits on the side of the bed and loosens his shoelaces, easing a swollen, earthy-smelling foot out of his sneaker. I unzip my pack, and my balled clothes burst out. I find the bottom half of my striped pyjamas, the same as I wore on my last night in Wellington. There’s my toilet bag, my long-acting insulin to last me through the night. I give up on finding my pyjama top; I’ll sleep in my T-shirt. I wander around Wendy’s room, fingering her racks of clothes, her shoe tree, snapping shut her book on mutants at the sight of a child with two faces. She has hat boxes stacked in one corner, a glass bowl full of rings. So many accessories, and yet she was unadorned. ‘You want your toothbrush?’ I say to Toby, who is lying on top of the bed, eyes closed, still wearing his jeans. I stroke his cheek with the bristles and he sits up, surprised. For a moment he doesn’t know where he is.
         

         Teeth cleaned, face washed, blood sugars tested and injection given, I lie on Wendy’s pillows. Her sheets are smooth and cool like water. We are here, at last. I feel the seaweed loosen its clammy grip. I float towards sleep, Toby twitching beside me, on this giant raft of a bed.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2
 
            Wellington, 1990

         
 
         Everything came unstuck when the cello broke. Until then, I thought that pimples would the blight of my adolescence. But then I started running to the toilet every ten minutes and gulping water straight from the bathroom tap. Then my tonsils were always swollen, my nose snotty and my school uniform suddenly too big, sliding down my hips as I walked.
 
         Technically, I wasn’t the one to crack my grandmother’s valuable cello, made by a renowned New York luthier, and presented to me when I passed my grade four exam with merit. But I had provided the circumstances in order for it to happen. I had taken it to Samantha’s place as a foil. I’d told my mother we were having quartet practice, but we were in fact having a party. Samantha’s parents were away, and we had found boys to invite. Boys who went to Wellington High, who Megan had started chatting to waiting in line at Midnight Espresso. The boys were going to stop by Aro Street Video and pick up some vampire movies while we invented cocktails and prepared snacks. 
         
 
         Samantha’s parents were looser than mine; I put it down to the second marriage. Samantha’s real father was AWOL, last heard of from an artists’ colony in the mountains of Mexico, and Samantha’s mother had remarried a lawyer from her firm. She specialised in family law; his area was corporate tax. They had a child together, a golden-haired golden boy, and Samantha felt like a first draft that her mother had subsequently revised. They had taken the boy with them to Australia, but Samantha was a doll-faced, sun-shy waif who wouldn’t enjoy Noosa, and at fourteen she was full-fare. Samantha acted happy that she had the seventies split-level house to herself, able to eat and read and watch what she liked, play her music as loud as she wanted, go to school or not. She poured slugs of gin, rum, lemonade and Frangelico into a jug, not bothering to refill the bottles with water. I wasn’t jealous, though. I got spooked out when I was alone.
         
 
         Megan, Samantha and I crowded into Samantha’s mother’s pink-marbled make-up-strewn ensuite. We were going to be vampires for the night, hair teased, eyes bruised, skin powdered white. Samantha had dyed her blonde hair black the day her parents left. Megan would make a good vixen-vampire, her boobs meeting in the middle like butt-cheeks, a corset-shaped waist, red hair chemically corkscrewed. My hair was naturally brown-black, but I hadn’t inherited my father’s olive complexion; I had my mother’s Celtic, emotional skin. I was too tall, bust barely filling an A-cup, but for once, I could use this to my advantage.
         
 
         I picked up a plastic container filled with powder-balls — I had seen the advertisement in a Vogue magazine. The multi-coloured balls were meant to explode on your cheeks, making you luminous. Megan snatched the container out of my hand and handed me the pasty cover-stick. ‘Use it on your chin,’ she said. ‘Actually, Samantha, does your mum have some of that green stuff? We need to cancel out the red.’ Megan was a pro, already wearing foundation and mascara to school. I only owned lip gloss, and my mother had a bottle of perfume in a suede drawstring bag that my dad had brought back from a business trip ten years ago. It was three-quarters full, and looked like a vial of poison.
         
 
         ‘Mum’s got everything. She’s obsessed,’ said Samantha, rummaging through a jam-packed drawer, pulling out the blemish concealer and then squashing the products back down again to push it shut.
 
         ‘You do it, Beck, I’m not going to touch your zits,’ said Megan, and I massaged green circles all over my face. Then foundation, then powder: I iced myself like a cake. I drew a wobbly line around my eye, nowhere near the rim.
 
         ‘Stop being a sissy,’ said Megan, grabbing the pencil off me, leaning forward to prise my lid open, outlining so close I was sure my cornea would be pierced. Hand clasping my forehead, she licked her finger and then rubbed around my eyelid so the black became all smudgy. ‘There you go,’ she said. Megan was the bossy one, the funny one, the one I was scared to be alone with. Because if there was no one else, she might turn her sharp tongue on me.
 
         Samantha didn’t need any help; her mother had been encouraging her to add some colour to her cheeks for years. Already she was evolving into her future Goth-self. We skidded lipstick around our mouths, dark and bloody, and glowered at ourselves in the backstage mirror, two light bulbs blown, the remaining ten making red spots in our vision. We inserted joke shop fangs, and the hard white plastic cut into my gums, giving me a hockey pout.
 
         The boys rang the glockenspiel doorbell, and Megan and I ran to the kitchen, leaving Samantha to answer it. I nervously gulped at my cocktail — it tasted disgusting, but Megan said it would take the edge off.
         
 
         And then they were in the kitchen too, not sure of where to stand: Darren, dark-haired and mono-browed, Paul, splattered with freckles as if by a bicycle through a mud puddle. Only Jeff qualified as spunky, a boxing ring jumpiness about him, precocious sideburns bracketing his face. They were wearing matching capes with red satin linings, but they hadn’t bothered with make-up or fangs, and underneath they wore their everyday jeans and T-shirts. I spat my teeth out; saliva was pooling in them and I thought I could taste blood.
 
         Megan poured them drinks. Paul stuffed a fistful of chips in his mouth and swallowed them like a boa constrictor. Darren whispered something in his ear and Paul snorted, spraying damp corrugated particles all over the bench. Then he started blowing through his nose, saying, ‘It’s stuck up my nasal passages, you wanker, it’ll probably make its way to my brain.’
 
         ‘We brought The Lost Boys and The Hunger,’ said Jeff. ‘I wanted to get Vampire’s Kiss, y’know, with Nicolas Cage, but it wasn’t out on video.’
         
 
         ‘Oh yeah, that’s amazing,’ said Megan, although we hadn’t seen it. It was R18 and none of us could pass.
 
         Samantha’s parents didn’t watch television in a sitting room, they had a sunken den, all dark mahogany cabinetry with a space for the television and video next to a crystal decanter alcove, a shelf for the complete set of Encyclopaedia Britannica. On top of the electric organ sat Samantha’s violin, and Paul picked it up, cocking it like a machine gun.
         
 
         ‘Pyew, pyew, check it out. Die, Don Corleone.’
 
         Darren clasped his chest and collapsed on the floor.
 
         ‘Hey, careful, that’s fragile,’ I said, and Paul turned it onto me, this time ratta-tatta-tatting. I walked towards him, and he put his hands up — ‘No, not the fishes, Signorina!’ —then returned it to the corner of the room in mock subjugation.
         
 
         ‘Shall we watch the movie?’ said Samantha. She seemed as unimpressed by Darren and Paul as I was.
 
         
             

         
 
         I wished we were alone for The Lost Boys, because Kiefer Sutherland was sexy-bad. I sat on my beanbag satellite, too far away for a hand to drift across, converting the erotic charge of the movie into a forcefield.
         
 
         I also regretted agreeing to the party theme. As exhilarating as they were, vampires freaked me out. Each night before I went to sleep, I imagined Count Dracula with his cloaked back to me. I lay facing out, my eyes open, a clove of garlic shooting up its green tendril between my clenched fingers. I was poised for him to turn, to reveal his canines, puncturing the thread of vein that tacked my throat.
 
         While we watched, Samantha passed the jug around, and the others filled their glasses up, but I had been unable to swallow what I already had, too busy worrying at my nails.
 
         And then it was over: I was elated. We went outside, I thought to look at the stars, but Darren and Paul unzipped their flies, pulled out their tortoisey penises and pissed over the deck. Darren struck a moon-bleached lemon, Paul rained on the lawn.
 
         ‘Gentlemen, manners,’ said Jeff, more suave, taking a cigarette out from behind his ear, inhaling and appraising us from behind his smokescreen. I examined my split ends. Samantha bit her lip. Megan giggled coquettishly, moving over to Jeff to ask for a drag. She placed the cigarette butt sensually between her lips, somehow communicating that it was practice for Jeff’s tongue. Samantha hitched up her fishnets and ripped a new hole in them. She, like me, thought Jeff was the only decent prospect, and Megan had nabbed him. 
         
 
         The next movie was The Hunger. The opening scenes were urgent, Catherine Deneuve wearing silver sunglasses inside a New York nightclub, blue-black bodies dancing in the dry ice, a chiaroscuro man singing in a cage.
         
 
         ‘Oh my God, it’s Peter Murphy. This is amazing, I love this song,’ said Samantha. ‘You know Bela Lugosi, he played in all the vampire movies and he even died while filming one.’ She had just bought an album from Silvio’s and was contemplating a six-foot poster to go above her bed. Listening to Bauhaus while we waited for the boys to arrive, I had admired the singer’s freaky voice, but found his music oppressive.
 
         As was the movie. Why couldn’t this have been a Merchant Ivory night instead? I might have to excuse myself to the bathroom, never come back.
 
         But then, a shift. White tulle billowing, David Bowie played the cello. Not faking it; putting his fingers where they ought to be. He was accompanied by a violin-playing girl, and Catherine Deneuve on the piano. It sounded familiar: Schubert perhaps. The trio was so stately, a beautiful respite from the tension.
 
         ‘Hey, Beck, sit down, can’t see past you!’ Megan said.
 
         I had unconsciously raised myself up on my knees, leaning towards the television, wanting to dive into the pool of music.
 
         ‘Beck is a cellist,’ said Megan apologetically, as if she herself never touched her viola.
 
         Paul snorted. ‘Darren plays the clarinet. But he plays it with his arse — ah, fuck you, why’d you go and do that?’
 
         After the music dissipated, I laid my head on the beanbag. Despite monkeys thrashing in the cage, despite Catherine Deneuve seducing Susan Sarandon, I found myself falling asleep, the movie an opiate, my eyeballs retreating into the corridors of my head. 
         
 
         When I next opened my eyes, Darren was playing my cello, which I’d thought was safe in corner of the dining room.
 
         ‘Look at me, I’m David Bowie,’ he said, perched on the sofa arm, the instrument between his thick thighs, the wooden side of the bow clattering on the fingerboard.
 
         ‘What are you doing?’ I said, my voice crusty from sleep. ‘Put that down, that’s my grandmother’s.’
 
         ‘Give it to me. You don’t look like Bowie, you look like a dick,’ said Paul. He grabbed the cello by the neck and yanked.
 
         ‘Nah, mate, I haven’t finished yet,’ said Paul, squeezing his knees tighter, knuckles whitening around its throat.
 
         ‘Watch out, you’re going to break it and my dad will kill me.’
 
         I could see Darren wavering, and in that moment Paul overpowered him. The cello lurched out of Darren’s hands, swinging round towards the coffee table. A loud crunch, the strings groaned. Paul dropped the cello on the sofa and ran out through the ranchsliders onto the deck. Darren was frozen, unsure of whether to stay or go. Slowly he backed out after Paul, the curtains falling shut behind him.
 
         ‘Why didn’t you stop them?’ I yelled at Samantha, who was standing in the doorway with a bowl of popcorn.
 
         ‘Stop what?’
 
         ‘Look at my cello.’
 
         We both stared at the split wood, pale against the honey shellac. ‘This is my grandmother’s. She escaped the Holocaust.’
 
         ‘Shit.’ Samantha ate some popcorn, her eyes wide. ‘I’m sorry, Beck, I wasn’t paying attention. I was in the kitchen.’
 
         ‘My parents are going to kill me. She brought this with her from New York.’ Dry, panicky sobs rasped their way up my throat and I tried to stop them, but then I didn’t care if people heard me. ‘They have to leave, leave now,’ I said to Samantha.
         
 
         ‘You tell them.’
 
         ‘No, you.’
 
         ‘Megan should tell them — she found them. She was only looking out for herself. How desperate does she think we are?’
 
         ‘Where is she?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. She was here when I left the room. Did you know you were snoring?’
 
         ‘So?’ I felt too angry to care.
 
         ‘They put a tissue on your face, to see it hover. I made them take it off.’
 
         ‘I can’t stay here. I’ve got to go.’ Tears were making muddy puddles out of my mascara, eroding my foundation. I put my damaged cello back in its case, and hung the noose around its scroll. I joined the Velcro straps across its throat, then swung the pebbled black case shut, securing the silver clips. I picked it up by the handles and lugged it to the door.
 
         ‘Shouldn’t you get their numbers or something? So they can pay for the damage?’ said Samantha, slumping on the sofa, the popcorn scattering around her like confetti. She looked small and defeated.
 
         ‘You ask them. I can’t face them, I’m too mad.’
 
         ‘It’s dangerous out there, you might get …’
 
         ‘I’ll be fine.’ Opening the door handle, I was already making my way home in my head. I lived in the next suburb, over the viaduct, along the snaky ridge. If an attacker appeared, I could swing the cello, finding strength in fury, barge-poling them over the white safety barriers onto the gorsey banks below. Maybe I should push the boys off the deck first. Maybe I should gore them with my spike. 
         
 
         A strange wet smacking sound — was that a rapist? Or even worse, a vampire who had stood at the window of our gathering, laughing at his timeliness! My muscles were petrified, and yet I was ready to ditch the instrument and sprint.
 
         Dark eyes flickered — Jeff. He looked at me and plunged his fingers into Megan’s spiralled hair, pulling her deeper into the hole-punched kawakawa leaves. She didn’t see me, but he smiled, perhaps apologetically. Next time, maybe you? Or was it condescending — You think too highly of yourself. My friends are as good as it gets for a girl like you?
         
 
         I stormed down the road, dank air from the south blowing around me. The darkness rose up, bile-coloured lights doing nothing to counter my unease. Every five minutes or so, my arm would feel too sore to carry the cello any further, and I would have to sit on it and rest. Then the vampires would lick my back with their icy tongues. Go get the boys, I whispered. Leave me alone.
         
 
         And then, miraculously, I was home. Unharmed. I pulled my key out of my bag and opened the door. Sneaking through the kitchen, along the hall to my room, the floorboards betrayed me. I pushed my cello into my wardrobe and pulled off my vampire clothes, climbing into bed in my underwear, my teeth furry and unscrubbed, my eyes still blackened.
 
         ‘Rebecca?’ My mother stood in my doorway, rubbing at her sockets. ‘Is that you?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said, trying to sound more asleep than I was.
 
         ‘But I thought you were staying the night at Samantha’s,’ she said. ‘How did you get home? I didn’t hear a car.’
 
         ‘Mmmm,’ I said, turning over as if in mid-dream. I lay there, eyes jerking behind lids, until I heard her sigh, turn, walk down the corridor to her room. The light switched off. But I didn’t sleep; I couldn’t. 
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         The cello hid in my wardrobe, sometimes scaring me when I opened it, mistaking it for a hunched crone. There was a storeroom full of instruments in the music department, and the school’s star cellist had just left for an exchange programme in Switzerland, returning her rented cello. I booked it immediately, telling Mrs Grooby the music teacher that I didn’t want my own valuable instrument to get damaged on the school bus. She praised my sensibleness, and my mother swallowed the same story when I brought it home in its floppy brown case. I didn’t practise: I felt tired, so went to bed instead, waking up needing to pee. I drank water, three glasses full in quick succession, and went back to my room to start on my homework. Only I couldn’t concentrate; I could only think of my grandmother seeping out of the cello. Would she have been like a lamp genie? Could I have made a wish on her, which would probably have been the wrong wish, further cementing my fate? Or perhaps she was like an oil slick, staining Samantha’s shagpile carpet. Maybe she was still resting in the Karori graveyard, her bones jumbled as the instrument cracked.
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         I wet my bed the night of my sister Nadia’s twelfth birthday. We had gone to Valentines, piling our plates twice over, then sampling all the different cakes, the ice cream flavours, the chocolates. We had sabotaged the swan margarine sculpture, polka-dotting it with meringues. We had giggled, pleased to be united in naughtiness when normally we irritated each other. She was too wiry, too sporty, too unwilling to recognise songs on the radio; I was too caught up in my adolescence. Nadia had lain groaning underneath the table after her third slice of cake, and my parents had been embarrassed. Apparently I was setting the bad example.
         
 
         I felt a flush of shame when I realised the hot dampness around me was pee. I hadn’t wet my bed since I was five, and my mother had made me a sticker chart, rewarding me with a Cindy doll for two weeks of dryness. I pulled the sheets off the bed, eager to make it to the washing machine before my mother did. But she was already there, pouring soap granules across the school uniforms. ‘I only just washed your sheet last weekend. Why do I have to do it again? You don’t have your period, do you?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         She grabbed the sheet off me, flinching when she registered the wetness. She dropped it — she wasn’t wearing her nurse’s uniform, which protected her from bodily discharges. Today she only worked in the afternoon, doing pregnancy tests at Family Planning. ‘You didn’t …’
 
         ‘I don’t know how it happened. I normally wake up when I need to pee.’ My shoulders rose, wanting to engulf my burning face.
 
         ‘Have you been waking up to pee much?’
 
         ‘Maybe three, four times a night?’ It didn’t feel like I was getting much sleep lately, even though I was napping all the time.
         
 
         My mother chewed one side of her lip so the other side rose up in a cone. ‘I think we need to make an appointment with Dr Wells.’
 
         ‘But Mum, I’m busy. I’ve got drama, we’re doing a performance in afternoon assembly.’ I was a tutu-wearing hound dog, doing the can-can in a pound. I could do the best high kicks out of all the girls.
 
         ‘I’m sure it won’t take long. We’ll see if we can get you in before lunch.’ 
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         I knew it was bad when the doctor asked me to step outside the office so he could talk to my mother alone. They were friends; they had been in Toastmasters together, before my mother decided that she was too busy and needed to give everything up except tennis and girls’ night. When he opened the door, my mother was looking blotchy and there was a suspicious pile of tissues shredded on her lap. I sat tentatively next to her, and she tried to take my hand but I pulled it back.
 
         The doctor leaned forward, putting his hands on his knees, and told me to listen carefully. I could see the hairs vining out of his nostrils, I could count the Orion-aligned moles on his left cheek. One of his pupils looked like it squared off in one corner; the other one was normal, the iris gold-flecked.
 
         ‘Rebecca, your symptoms and the tests indicate that you might have type one diabetes.’
 
         I looked at him, not recognising the diagnosis.
 
         ‘It’s a condition where the pancreas ceases to function, because it’s been attacked by your immune system. This is triggered by a virus, or maybe because of genetic factors. But your mother can’t think of anyone in your family. The pancreas is here—’ He prodded below his right ribs ‘—and it looks like this.’ Here, he rifled around on his desk, pushing aside drug company and prescription pads. He found a laminated flip chart and turned it to the pancreas page: it looked like a cloud, or maybe a very fat caterpillar. ‘We need to do a clinical intravenous blood test to make sure. In the meantime, I’m going to call the hospital — you might have to spend a few days there, stabilising your blood sugars, and sorting out your doses.’
 
         ‘But I have my dance performance. I can’t go to hospital.’ I was numb, muffled, not understanding what he was talking about.
         
 
         He looked at my mother. ‘When is your performance?’
 
         ‘At one fifteen. In about an hour.’
 
         ‘Well, I suppose a bit of exercise wouldn’t hurt.’
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         My high kicks were amazing, adrenalin channelling a path through my sluggishness; the Moulin Rouge would have hired me. In the mopey scene, where I had to act all hang-dog about being on death row, I shed real tears. Then, when I was rescued from my cage by my owner, I howled for joy so loud that the third formers in the front row put their hands over their ears. I loved performing; I was going to be a famous actress when I grew up — if I grew up. The doctor hadn’t said whether this diabetes was terminal. I wore my tutu to the hospital — my mother had already called in sick and packed two new pairs of pyjamas, still wrapped in plastic, into a suitcase.
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         ‘I’ve come to suck your blood,’ said the nurse in his best Transylvanian accent. Or maybe that’s how he normally talked — he was dark, perhaps Arab, a thick beard carpeting his face. His uniform looked extra white against his skin.
 
         I extended my punctured arm (over the past few days we had discovered that my left arm was best; the veins in my right were like river eels, hiding beneath the bank) and he pulled the green tourniquet tight, indicating that I should squeeze my fist. My veins plumped up, and when he inserted the needle, the blood leapt into the test tube. It was only the first; he had a purple-topped and yellow-topped one to fill. Then he plopped them into his kidney-shaped bowl (did they really put kidneys into them?) and slip-slapped off again in his white-soled shoes.
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         I was in the adult ward, a clipboard hanging at the end of my bed, mint green curtains separating me from the young woman in a cystic fibrosis tent, the woman with the blood clot, the old lady whose removed gallstones were displayed like peppercorns in a jar. They had debated whether to put me in the children’s ward, where the curtains were bright and there were owl and teddy bear decals on the wall. But I was fourteen, too old for those things. I prodded the squishy green florist foam of my flower bunches — golds and reds from my parents, pinks from my form room — and my fingers left hollows. Megan and Samantha had brought me in tapes to go in my Walkman, a Tank Girl book and some calla lilies, but my mother threw them out because she said they were bad luck. My mother didn’t much like being in the hospital: she had worked here as a young woman, and she felt thwarted sitting by my bed. She couldn’t help herself from hospital-cornering my sheets, from criticising the nurses for gossiping too much at their station. She found herself pouring water for the old lady, elevating the blood-clot woman’s leg some more, shaking her head in the direction of the cystic fibrosis sufferer, hissing how lucky I was. My father came to visit me once, as did Nadia, but they didn’t stay for long — they were on their way to fencing class. Megan and Samantha had hung out for a while, and I was excited to see them, bouncing on my bed, but the initial buzz gave way to edginess. There were too many eavesdroppers around, and drawing the pale blue curtains only made my room-mates listen harder. We felt self-conscious, as if our lines had been rehearsed. Megan mentioned that she had seen Jeff again, but when I questioned her about it, she wouldn’t say much more, only that they were going to a movie that night. Samantha rolled her eyes.
         
 
         As a sick person I was a fraud: no drips, no oxygen masks, no traction. Another diabetic had been brought in; my mother found out that she had been vomiting and convulsing before she lost consciousness. I’d got off easy; in fact, I was probably wasting the taxpayer’s money. I listened to REM; I listened to The Cure. When my batteries ran out I cried with self-pity. Why hadn’t anyone thought to bring me some spares?
 
         Periodically, the diabetes educators would appear to teach me things. First, how to test myself with a lancet, dropping blood on the end of a stick, watching the second hand until it lapped the clock, then wiping the blood off with a tuft of cotton wool. Then I would have to wait another minute before I could match the colours with the chart on the bottle. Pale beige, light blue, I was okay, but too light, I might have low blood sugars. The remedy: five glucose tablets, wait five minutes, then a cheese sandwich for slow-release carbohydrate. I had to act quickly to stop myself from slipping into a coma. Dark green, dark blue, I was high and required more insulin, more exercise, less food.
         
 
         Next, the urine test. Here at the hospital I peed into a little aluminium foil container, to be transferred into a pink-lidded jar with my name on it. But at home I would pee directly onto a stick to see whether I had glucose or protein in my urine that would damage my kidneys. The colours on this test were pretty, a swatch of pale pink if there was only a trace of undesirables, a deep aubergine if I was high.
 
         Then there were the injections. I was to start on two, while I was still in my honeymoon period, but soon I would move on to four. I practised on an orange, its firm dimpled skin, its pith and fibrous inside echoing my own physiology. There were nerve endings like grass roots; I was to push the needle in on an angle in the hope that I went between them.
         
 
         There were a number of places where I could inject myself: my upper thighs, my stomach, my hips, my buttocks. The diagram echoed a butcher’s guide. But then I would have to expose my flesh, which I had swaddled since puberty. I would have to pinch a fold, and if I could do that, then I must be fat.
 
         I pulled the plastic off the base of the syringe, then the ribbed orange lid. I turned the long-acting, zinc-suspension insulin up and down, emulsifying it. Cloudy mixed with clear. I drew up the short-acting first, then the long-acting, flicking the bubbles out with my forefinger, making sure I didn’t push any of the insulin back into the bottle.
 
         The syringe made a popping sound, or maybe it was a sensation, as it passed through the cutaneous layers. I pushed down the plunger and the insulin seemed to stay beneath the surface, in a little throbbing lump. I pulled out the syringe, and a few drops came out.
 
         ‘Don’t worry about that,’ said my nurse educator. ‘Plenty went in. Well done, your first injection. You’re very brave.’
 
         But I wasn’t brave; I was absent. I knew that something big had happened — my parents had bought me Doc Marten boots — yet I didn’t know the measure of it. The boots sat in the bottom of my hospital cabinet, and whenever I opened the door, out rushed the smell of leather, rubber and dye. They were very stiff. I would put them on and walk up and down the ward corridor to the bathroom and they would creak, digging into my feet. I thought that maybe I should feel sorry for myself, I should cry, but then I had a stack of Cosmos and Rip It Ups to read, and I could take the wheelchairs for a spin, skidding them round the corners, leaving rubber on the polished floor. Also I was special. A blur of doctors came to visit me, asking me questions. House surgeon, registrar, consultant, specialist, endocrinologist — the higher their ranking the less they seemed to worry.
         
 
         A week after I was admitted, I was released, with notebooks to record my sugar levels and photocopies to remind me what foods I should and shouldn’t eat. We stopped by the dispensary to buy two boxes of one hundred syringes, and then we dropped off at the pharmacy to pick up my own insulin, my own blood and urine monitoring sticks. My mother gripped the steering-wheel, and when the lights turned red, she looked at me nervously, smiling, as if I might be a different person now. And I was — somehow even more naked and ashamed than ever. My body wasn’t to be trusted; or maybe it discerned my self-hatred too clearly. It had destroyed an essential hormone-secreting organ as if it were the Death Star. What else might it do to me? Already the sunlight was too bright, the traffic noises too jangly; I wanted my neat hospital bed back, the cheerful cast of doctors and nurses.
 
         When I opened the door to my house, my sister hugged me, as if I had returned from a foreign country. The next week I would have to go back to school. I would have to put my books in a locker and sit in my classes as if nothing had happened. I would have to endure the sly glances, the whispers. I would have to excuse myself to go to the bathroom halfway through a class because my blood sugars were too high; I would feel dizzy and faint in maths class, but be too self-conscious to administer the necessary glucose. That would call attention. That would announce my difference. In the mornings before school, my mother would count three Weet-bix into my bowl, slicing half a banana, pouring on half a cup of milk. She would help me with my tests, making sure I wrote the results and my doses in the correct squares. She would hiss impatiently as I prodded my skin, searching for a place where nerves didn’t grow. Just shove it in. Some mornings there seemed to be more of them, sprouting like weeds. ‘You’re doing really well,’ she would say, but her crimped brow would contradict her. I would withdraw the syringe and the blood would well, another bruise upturned like clods on my stomach.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            CHAPTER 3
     
            New York, 1936

         
   
         When Klara thought back to the ship, and the cabin that she and Esther shared, bed like a box, little curtains to pull across, she felt homesick, which was odd because she had only lived there for two weeks. And for the eight years before that, she was in Berlin with her Mama and Papa. She ought to be missing her room: the vine of flowers that grew up her wall, the dolls’ house, the dark wooden floor with its Persian rug, the rocking chair where her mother had nursed both Klara and Esther.

         And yet, she couldn’t put it together in her head. It was all in pieces, a game of memory, the cards facing down. When she recalled the fleur de lis pattern of her pillow, she could not summon the sheet to match. She could hear rugs being beaten in the courtyard, but she could not remember who held the cane switch.

         Klara was angry with herself because she couldn’t see all of her mother. Her hands took up too much space. How neatly her nails curved, how she buffed them to a shine, pushing her cuticles down with a cresent-moon-shaped instrument. Klara remembered Mama’s anger when she had taken the manicure kit out to dig in the geranium-planted window box, and again when she had eaten the plums being saved for the cake. But she was pleased she ate those plums: their sharp, sour taste was still on the back of her tongue, sometimes to be reconstituted into a whole mouthful.
         

         Her parents said they would come soon, once they had finished their important work. Klara reminded herself of that whenever she felt panicky about not being able to remember the colour of Mama’s eyes. Her parents had sent Klara and Esther away to their Aunt Dagmar’s in New York for safety, and they were writing letters, arranging foster families for other Jewish children. The other children weren’t as lucky as them; they didn’t have family in safe places.

         But now, as she sat fanning herself on the bed at Tante Dagmar’s Lower East Side apartment, the grind of the sewing machine coming from the next room, she didn’t feel safe. She wished that she was boxed in again in the cool ship, able to pull the curtains on her surroundings, to block out the tired green walls, the voices yelling on the streets, in Yiddish, in German, the horses, the cars. She longed for — oh yes, here was her home again, for once a whole chunk of it — the quiet drawing room in Berlin, the grand piano that she practised on every afternoon after school. She was good, she could play beyond her years, her teacher called her the kleine Mozartina. And she played because that’s what she most liked to do, creating little walls of sound against the kids who saw the yellow star stitched onto her coat and threw things at her.

         When she had played the piano in the ship’s dining room, the other passengers had cheered and clapped, and the pianist had said Klara would do her out of a job. Klara imagined herself wearing a long black dress, her hair knotted at the nape of her neck. In ten years’ time, that would be her. 
         

         But she couldn’t practise the piano at Tante Dagmar’s because there wasn’t one. There was only a sewing machine, droning on G-sharp, E when it reversed, and bolts of fabric to be stitched into gowns for plump, rich women, who arrived with their little dogs. Klara wanted to play with the dogs, but usually the women wouldn’t let them out of their handbags, or if they did, the dogs would be skittish, peeing on the floor, snapping at her hand with their sharp teeth. Klara sometimes sat out on the stoop wiggling scraps of paper tied to string at the cats, but then she had developed red spirals on her skin which she scratched until blood appeared. Tante Dagmar said it was ringworm and smeared her with thick, smelly, pinkish ointment. She wasn’t to touch any more strange animals. Tante Dagmar said it would be better when school started up again; the weather would have cooled, and there would be more to keep Klara busy.

         Klara didn’t want to go back to school, though. She’d started before summer break, and she’d been unable to understand most of what her teacher was saying. Every day, she was taken out for an hour of English lessons, but her classmates were rough, some without shoes, speaking to each other in Russian or Polish, yanking the collars of each other’s shirts while the teacher scratched words onto the blackboard. When Klara finally worked up the courage to copy the English sentence in her book, carefully replicating the American-style handwriting, her teacher had not believed that she had done it, accusing her of cheating. Klara felt hot with anger whenever she thought of the teacher’s mean, fat face. How could she have cheated? Which one of the Russian children would have written the words for her? When it came time for break, Klara had no one to play with — Esther was at another school — so she stood in the yard alone, watching the girls skip and play hopscotch, the boys chase each other, shoot marbles. Then she envied the Russian children, all friends together.
         

         Esther was busy: she helped Tante Dagmar sew beads onto the rich women’s dresses. Tante Dagmar said having Esther help was like the old days, but it wasn’t really. In the old days, Tante Dagmar’s house used to be a factory, filled with women and men making suspenders, buttonholes and artificial flowers, relics of which could be found on bookshelves and windowsills. Tante Dagmar would stop sewing to prepare soup and bread for the workers and play with her two-year-old son, Sigi. He was a happy boy, she said, with a head of curls that people couldn’t help but run their hands through, always laughing and making others laugh. But then the Spanish flu came, and took away Tante Dagmar’s husband and her son.
         

         Klara could feel Tante Dagmar’s sadness, especially when Tante looked at Esther, who was born the same year as Sigi. Klara wished Sigi was still alive; he would have taken her on adventures, shown her all the neighbourhood hidey-holes.

         Tante Dagmar was kind to Klara and Esther, but something prevented her from wrapping her arms around them, from sitting Klara on her knee to read her a story. Klara didn’t think she would want that anyway: that was her father’s job. Whenever Esther or Klara asked how soon their parents would come, Tante Dagmar would stare at the glass jars of beads on the other side of the room and mutter, ‘I’m not sure. Soon, I think.’ Then her eyes would become sharp pins, fixing Klara in her place. ‘But are you hungry? Would you like some bread?’

         Klara climbed off the bed that she shared with Esther, and slid beneath it. It was cooler under there, and quieter. When she had begun hiding there, a thick pelt of dust covered the floor, flurrying when she sneezed. She’d swept it away, first greying the underside of her forearm, then using a dustpan and broom she’d found in the kitchen. Klara laid her cheek against the floorboards and closed her eyes. If she was lucky, she would hear the music.
         

         She didn’t know how to explain it. Through the thicket of voices, the Goldbergs and their noisy children, their tired yelling mother, was the sound her father used to make. The cello. Mostly she didn’t recognise the piece, but sometimes it was familiar: ‘The Swan’ from The Carnival of the Animals, which Papa had taken her to. Songs without Words, that Papa had said was by Mendelssohn. They were just fragments, but that was all she needed to put together the rest. Then she could remember Papa and Mama swinging her under the linden trees on the way to the concert. She could remember Papa’s cigars, the tiny portraits of white-haired ladies on the label, the way his lips crimped around the butt. Papa said they were rolled on a Cuban virgin’s thigh, and Mama scolded him when Esther asked her what a virgin was.
         

         Klara could remember the smell of rosin, the dust that rose as Papa pulled his horse-hair bow across the strings of his cello. Thinking about the horses, their plucked tails. She remembered asking Papa, ‘Please, may I learn the cello?’ but he told her that she needed to be bigger first.

         And she was bigger. Her skirt, which had once reached her shins, was now above her knees. Her shirt was tight against her back and she thought she heard the seams on her shoulders tearing slightly as she reached into the cupboards before dinner for the plates. She wondered how this music came to her: was there a pipe that ran under the Atlantic that her father was posting music down? Or was that the sound of him coming towards her?

         ‘Don’t be stupid, it’s not Papa,’ Esther had said when she’d discovered Klara under the bed. ‘That’s Herr Weiss in the basement.’ 
         

         But it couldn’t be, because Herr Weiss was old and only had one leg. You needed two legs to play the cello. She sometimes met Herr Weiss on the stairs but if she did, she was too scared to say hello. She would run instead, upstairs or down, sticking to the sides where the steps weren’t valleyed by feet, too panicked to feel the flowers of the pressed tin walls. She was scared because he might want her leg for himself, reaching out to snap it off like a twig. Herr Weiss always said hello to her, but she pretended that she didn’t hear him, that perhaps he was a ghost. She didn’t like to go into the streets, where there were men with burnt faces, tadpole-legged children in carts. Once, in Chinatown, she had seen two boys fused at the cheek. They ran down the sidewalk as if they were whispering to each other, their necks at odd angles. People made way for them, stopping to ogle; others were used to them, not looking up from their buckets of frogs and live crabs, claws tied shut so they wouldn’t tear each other to bits. Klara had wanted to scrub the image of the two boys out of her eyes, but she couldn’t.

         ‘I’ll take you down there if you like,’ Esther said, sitting on the bed, the wire-weave threatening to squash Klara. She had found Klara’s hiding place a couple of weeks ago, on her hands and knees looking for a lost bead. ‘He is kind, Herr Weiss. He gave me candy.’

         ‘But Esther, Mama said not to take candy from strangers.’

         ‘He’s not a stranger. He’s a friend of Tante Dagmar’s. And besides, Mama’s not here.’

         ‘But she will be soon. Mama will be coming any day. Once she’s found places for all the other children.’

         ‘Maybe,’ said Esther, sounding not nearly as sure as Klara would have liked. ‘Come on, let’s go visiting.’

         ‘No!’ said Klara, inserting her fingers into the gaps between the floorboards, holding on tight.
         

         ‘Suit yourself.’ Esther stood up and Klara watched her boots, far too hot for this weather, disappear. She pressed her ear harder, searching for the sound. Because if it came any closer, she’d know that everything would be all right.
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