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DEDICATION

From the ashes come heroes.

To Verushka and Zoltan,
who always hold my heart.
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PROLOGUE

BUDAPEST, HUNGARY, 1944

WINTER

Banging shakes the foundations of the house.

The professor rises and nods at Mamma to stay in her seat. He signals everyone to be very quiet while he walks towards the front door. The girl, their daughter Verushka, watches as still as alabaster. Her friend, the boy Zoltan, presses his hands to the back of Verushka’s chair.

Heavy black boots stamp down the hallway. The ceiling pendants vibrate, flinging broken bronze beams through the sitting room. Four men march inside, wearing uniforms with spider arrows on their arms, guns in their belts.

The Lieutenant holds out his notebook. ‘We are making a record of everything here in this house.’ He grins. ‘To take away for safe keeping.’

The soldiers study the walls filled with paintings of mythical Greek gods, fields of honey and gold, generations of portraits. One soldier picks up the golden candelabra with its seven lamps of wisdom.

‘No … not … our candelabra … the light …’ Mamma cries.

The professor grabs her hands. ‘Leave it. You must leave it.’

Verushka whispers, ‘Shush, Mamma. They may take the candelabra, but they can’t take the light. That is always ours.’

Mamma leans back in her armchair. Her eyes cloud over as the soldier steals the candelabra. The silence is lead as the Lieutenant continues to write his inventory. He writes the list of all the precious things that make up their home. He threatens, ‘Do not think of hiding anything. Otherwise …’ He points to a soldier. ‘We will be back with a truck. He’ll wait at the front door.’

The Lieutenant snaps his notebook shut. He looks over at Verushka, with her soft hair tied into a waterfall of white satin ribbons. He walks towards her. The boy leans over Verushka’s chair. The Lieutenant laughs. ‘Hey, boy, so you’re protecting her?’

The Lieutenant bends down so close that his hot, sticky breath clings to Verushka like paste. As he reaches for Verushka, she jerks backwards. The boy jumps in front of her. The Lieutenant shoves him to the floor. He points at her necklace. ‘Give that to me, girl.’

Verushka cradles the locket in her hands. ‘I can’t. Please, it belongs to my family.’ Her voice peters out as she watches his mocking smile.

‘Family?’ He scoffs. ‘When I say give it to me, you give it.’

She holds it tighter.

His slap cracks the air, leaving a glaring handprint across her face. The boy scrambles to her side. Her parents reach out to her. The soldiers raise their guns.

Verushka’s eyes become greener than the most precious emeralds. She calls out, ‘The locket’s yours. Here. Here.’ She unclips the rose-gold chain with its robin clasps. Forcing her hands to be still, she holds it out. The locket swings like a noose as she drops it into the Lieutenant’s hand. He shoves the locket deep into the blackness of his army pocket.






CHAPTER 1

SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA, 2000

SUMMER

Louie loves summer holidays. She whistles at the scarlet-breasted robins splashing in the fountain. They whistle back. Honey woofs, faithfully padding beside her as they pass grand mansions, tiny terraces and antique shops.

She stops to look at the ancient clocks, antiques and jewellery in Dame Coco’s shop window. There’s always something amazing there. Dame Coco waves, and her crystal tiara bobs between her grey curls. Her face crinkles into a smile. Dame Coco has a secret broken heart, which makes Louie love her so much more.

Orange bird-of-paradise plants, with their exotic blue petals, peer through the wrought-iron fences. Louie loves flowers. Suddenly, she shudders. She’s on her way to collect a bouquet from Mrs Tulip’s Blossoms, Blooms & Buds. Mr Tulip died a long time ago, leaving Mrs Tulip with his name, antique floral jewellery and the florist shop. Mrs Tulip doesn’t love flowers.

The cafes are buzzing on the street. Louie waves at her school friends eating cake, while their parents drink coffee. Dogs are tied to railings. Honey springs towards a poodle for a friendly sniff, and Louie pulls her lead. They climb the stone steps, past the pots of creamy pink magnolias and lime-green ferns, into Blossoms, Blooms & Buds.

‘Good afternoon, Lou-iii-sa.’ Mrs Tulip peers from between the displays of peace lilies on the counter. Louie flinches. No one calls her Louisa. Not like that, anyway. ‘I’ve told you before: tie up your hair or cut it off. That hair is hanging all over your face. Are you a monkey?’

Monkey rings through the shop, like spit. ‘I love monkeys.’ Louie defiantly pushes away her soft brown curls, willing them to bounce back. ‘Can I have the flowers now?’

Mrs Tulip’s jewellery clinks when she hands Louie the bouquet of flowers. Louie spins away, breathing in the sweet scent of the bouquet. It is beautiful, with daffodils and daisies dancing around a perfect red rose. Golden ribbons and transparent tissue twirl in her arms as she glides out of the florist shop, with Honey at her heels.

Mrs Tulip calls out, ‘You be careful with that bouquet, young lady.’

Louie ignores her. She doesn’t understand why Mrs Tulip hates her. Hates Pa and Grandma too, although she pretends to like them. Louie’s Pa and Grandma are good customers and buy flowers from her shop. Is that why she pretends? Grandma grows magnolias with the largest hearts. More beautiful than Mrs Tulip’s magnolias. Is that why she hates them? Mrs Tulip sells peace lilies, for the International Year for the Culture of Peace. Everyone buys her lilies. She pretends she cares about the world. But she’s ugly inside.

Louie is relieved as Blossoms, Blooms & Buds disappears around the corner. She looks up at the sky. Snowy-white cockatoos with golden crowns are flying home to the park. Louie treads carefully. There are huge twisted tree roots along this street that make the pathway rough. Some people complain about the trees and cracked paths and the leaves that cover the ground. They want to cut the trees down, but Louie loves them. She hums as she breathes in the scent of the flowers. Music is always in her head.

A ‘Yahoo!’ booms between the huge trees, making Louie start and stumble. The flowers nearly slip through her fingers as she looks up. Her brother Bert bounds down the street with four-year-old Teddy flying after him.

‘Grandma needs the flowers for the Manor Room before the guests arrive. Not after,’ Bert puffs.

Teddy and Honey tussle, until Teddy’s splashy red hair is enmeshed in Honey’s caramel fur. Pulling them apart, Bert swings Teddy onto his back. ‘Louie, are you coming?’

‘Just go. I’ll be there in a minute. Go away.’ Louie straightens the ribbons in her hair when there’s a snippy gust. ‘Bert,’ she protests angrily. But it’s not Bert. Louie stares at old-fashioned white schoolgirl shoes, with leather ties. She looks up. It’s a girl. Her long honey-brown hair sweeps around her face, like camouflage. The girl’s grey eyes reach into Louie’s brown eyes. Does the girl know her? Instinctively, Louie presses the flowers against her heart, then cries out as a thorn from the red rose pierces her finger. In slow motion, a droplet of blood moves through the air. Mesmerised, Louie watches it fall to the footpath. She catches her breath at a strange glow at her feet. Lying there, an old rose-gold locket with a rose-gold chain and diamond robin clasps reflects the sunlight.

Louie crouches to study it. Holding it in the palm of her right hand, she looks up for the girl. But the girl has already turned away, tripping between trees and roots. A white shoe has slipped off one of her feet. Louie waves the locket in the air, calling out, ‘Hey, hey. Is this yours?’

The girl glances back, her silky white dress making her look like a snowy cockatoo in flight. Her reply teases the wind. Straining to hear, Louie can’t make out the words.

Louie runs after her. ‘Are you lost? Is this yours?’ But the girl vanishes between the trees. The white shoe has disappeared with her. She’s gone. Louie stops, unsure if the girl was real or not.

‘Louie. Louie. Wrong way!’ Bert’s yell bounces between the trees. He’s already at the fountain, with Teddy and Honey.

With one last glance down the street, Louie sprints back towards Bert. Breathless, she reaches him. ‘Did you … did you … see that girl?’

‘Girl?’ Bert squints down the street. Honey’s ears point down the street. Teddy’s hand slips into Louie’s. ‘Can’t see a girl, Louie.’

‘But, Bert, she was there. I’m sure.’

‘Not anymore.’ He hangs out his tongue like Honey.

‘Bert, wait. Can you …?’

‘Need water … water. Got to go inside.’ Bert doesn’t stop to answer, barging ahead. Teddy drops Louie’s hand, and he and Honey pound after him.

Louie stands alone, holding the locket. She opens her right hand, staring at the broken skin. The small drop of blood glistens in the sunlight. Closing her hand, she slides the locket into her pocket. The sweet music of robins swirls around her. A rush of wind sweeps leaves into the air. Louie looks up, past the leaves and the ground floor. Past the first floor, with its wrought-iron balconies. Past the second-and-a-half floor, with its labyrinth of nooks and crannies. She bends her head back as black ravens swirl and play like fiddlers on the roof. The sun shines onto the rectangular watchtower, rising between the roof peaks of the Majestic Boutique Hotel. She’s home.






CHAPTER 2

THE MANOR ROOM

Louie turns the brass handle of the glossy black front door with etched glass panels. The breeze makes the chandeliers chime and the white magnolias ripple on the reception desk. Pa is brushing his moustache like he always does. He waves at Louie as he welcomes guests to the Majestic Boutique Hotel.

Louie loves the Majestic, living with Pa and Grandma. With Bert and Teddy and Honey. Loves the guests from everywhere, even when they’re demanding. She especially loves furry guests like Peter the alpaca. He stays every year to be the star of the annual petting zoo in the park across the road.

Her parents live at the Majestic too, when they are there. They don’t like leaving them, but Louie’s mother is a pianist and her father is a conductor. They tour the world, performing in opera houses and concert halls. This time, they’ve been away forever. To perform for the new millennium. ‘It is nearly the end of this year. The year two thousand. A year for peace.’ Pa breathes deeply. ‘We hope that there will be no more war. Your parents play for peace. I am proud.’ But Teddy isn’t proud. He misses them at night and cries sometimes. Louie misses them too.

Louie breathes in the scent of the flowers in her arms. She frowns as Bert hurtles through the hallway carrying Grandma’s crystal vase, with Teddy flying behind him. ‘Don’t. You’ll knock over—’ Louie shouts, but it’s too late. Bert collides with Grandma. He catches the vase. But not Grandma, who topples, spinning into a swirl of silver tassels. Louie grasps her arm. Teddy screeches to a halt. Honey bounces into a guard position, her eyes glaring and shaggy tail pointed in the air.

Red faced, Bert’s forehead creases into worry lines. ‘Sorry, Grandma. Sorry. Are you all right?’

Her emerald-green eyes sparkle. ‘I am good, my darling, but you go too fast. The beautiful vase your Pa gave me could have been broken.’ Her Hungarian accent makes her voice sound musical. ‘But it is safe again.’ She glances at Louie. ‘Ah, the flowers are beautiful. For the new guests.’ She flutters her shawl, stroking Louie’s cheek with a tassel.

‘I love you, Grandma.’

‘I love you, my darling Louie.’

Louie follows the boys and Honey up the Grand Staircase. She reaches the Manor Room and pulls out her master key. Teddy stomps his feet, impatient for her to unlock the door. Her master key opens every room, from the basement to the watchtower. When the door opens, Teddy bolts past her with Honey, while Bert’s more careful this time. Louie watches through the doorway of the Manor Room. It’s her most loved room, where light dances through the balcony railings, making patterns on the towering windows. Golden chandeliers drip yellow shimmers across the velvet lounge and, when there are no guests there, she snuggles into the soft pillows like a Cheshire cat.

While Louie arranges the blooms into the vase, Bert checks out a loose leg on the king-sized bed. She smiles. The Majestic would fall apart without Bert.

Louie pads onto the balcony, overlooking the fountain with its cast-iron baby cherubs. When Teddy hugs the baby cherubs with their rusting toes, Louie does too. Then Bert laughs at them. But sometimes you have to hug the things you love.

Louie reaches into her jeans for the locket. Cradling it in her hand, Louie searches for answers. Who was the strange girl in the flowing white dress? What did she want? Why did she leave it there on the footpath? She touches the rose gold with its labyrinth of swirling patterns, circles and lines. Tracing the patterns with her finger, she uncovers pathways, symbols and strange letters, like a magical language. Creasing her forehead, Louie bends to look closer. She sighs at the confusing lines and curious symbols. There’re only detours and dead ends. Shaking the locket, she’s surprised by rattling. Something’s inside. She tries to open it, forcing the tiny clasps, worrying the hinges, jiggling the edges. Why won’t it open? Open. Open. Open.

There’s an ear-splitting creak and Louie twists around. It’s Teddy scooting through the Manor Room door. He gives an ‘I’m on a quest’ whoop and he’s off, with Honey scampering after him.

Bert lurches for Teddy but misses. Teddy’s cape whooshes behind him, leaving a trail of red. ‘Stop. Stop,’ Louie calls out, and slides the necklace back into her pocket. Teddy hoots happily ahead, as Bert and Louie chase him along the hallway, up the winding stairs, around the rickety watchtower staircase. Teddy darts through the narrow door at the top, into the watchtower filled with the bric-a-brac from the days before the Majestic was a hotel, when it was a school for girls.

Bert charges into the watchtower and trips over a book. Behind him, Louie quickly picks it up, shoving A Christmas Carol back into the ancient library. The bookshelf wobbles. Teddy’s stuffed owl, Bagoly, sitting on top of the shelf, tips onto the floor. Jumping over Bagoly, Louie stumbles into a harp that spurts screechy short notes throughout the room, like fingernails scraping an old tin. It’s chaos and Louie’s head is splitting.

‘Stop, Teddy. Teddy. Stop!’ she shouts. Teddy’s already at the hatch at the top of the rickety steps. Louie gasps as his splashy red hair disappears through it. A scrappy brown tail follows. Pushing past Bert, she blunders up to the trapdoor. Her words choke her. ‘It’s dangerous … up here.’

She presses her hands against the hatch and pushes through. There Teddy is, like a happy fat Buddha, sitting precariously on the edge of the roof between the gullies and peaks. Oblivious, Teddy waves to her. He loves the chasing game. But this isn’t a game. Honey wags her tail. Louie’s throat is dry. Tears well in her eyes. Bert grabs Teddy and pulls him back from the edge.

Louie’s voice cracks. ‘Teddy, you could have slipped and … you could have … and what would we do? The roof’s so high. You could fall and then … you wouldn’t be here and … I promised to look after you while Mum and Dad are away.’

‘Louie, he’s okay. See?’ Bert puts his arm around Teddy. ‘He’s all right. Teddy, if you want to come up here, you have to ask Louie or me.’

Teddy bends his head to the side and looks at Louie. His face crumples. ‘Teddy sorry. Love you.’ He starts to cry too.

Louie wipes her face with both hands. ‘I know you’re sorry.’ She slides next to Teddy. ‘I love you too.’

The quiet on the roof at sunset makes Louie feel calmer. They can see the water glittering in the harbour from here. On the other side is the park with its ancient trees. Splotches of dark grey triangles whoosh over them. Teddy points at the bats, watching them fly from home. They’ve spent the day hanging upside down in those ancient trees. Just as they have done for more than fifty thousand years. Aboriginal Dreamtime tells stories of bats who lead people to water and food. Some people hate bats. Attack them. Call them names. Even kill them, scared of their vampire wings and whispering calls, or just because they can. Louie shudders. She doesn’t understand why people hate what they don’t understand. Bats are like bees, making fruits and flowers bloom. She breathes in the scents of summer flowers and holds Teddy’s hand.

They lie on their backs, gazing at the darkening sky, watching feathery rose beams streak across the blueness. It’s peaceful lying there, with the sun silently flickering away. The locket begins throbbing in Louie’s pocket. It’s soft, like the crying of a lost child. Instinctively, Louie murmurs, ‘Shush, shush, shush.’

Honey rests her paw on Louie’s knee. Teddy nestles beside them. Louie imagines she’s flying between the stars. They all hold hands, on top of the world. The locket is quiet.






CHAPTER 3

LOUISA ANASTASIA

The sun peeps through the balcony doors, making the whole room buttery yellow. Louie loves their room, hidden into a corner of the Majestic on the second-and-a-half floor. The light catches the small blue glass tile lying on her Alice in Wonderland books, next to her Harry Potter collection. Alice has been there for nearly as long as she can remember. She loved Pa reading the books to her.

Louie had been four like Teddy when Pa gave her the blue glass tile. Pa said he’d found it when he was thirteen and had kept it all these years. ‘It is the colour of the sky and sea and made me never forget courage.’ He had wrapped her fingers around the blue glass. ‘The world can be strange and frightening. It can be beautiful and amazing also.’ He’d opened the book on a picture of Alice with a white rabbit. ‘You do not know what awaits you. The pathway you will travel. What you will discover. Why good and bad happen. Keep this blue glass. It is my gift of courage to you.’

Louie didn’t understand what Pa meant. She still doesn’t. Except she knows there are secrets and mysteries in the world. Now that she’s twelve, she reads Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland to Teddy. She picks up the blue glass and rests it against her cheek. Her eyes turn to the photo of her parents on the wall. This time they have been away so very long. More than winter and it’s summer.

Whenever their parents call them, Teddy flies to the phone. ‘Come home, Mummy, Daddy.’

‘Soon,’ always echoes down the line.

In the early light of the morning, Louie whispers, ‘I’m looking after Teddy, like I promised.’ She watches Bert, asleep on the top bunk. ‘I look out for Bert.’ Gently, she puts the blue tile back onto Alice. ‘And Bert looks out for me.’

On the bottom bunk, Teddy snuffles into his stuffed owl. Teddy felt sorry he left Bagoly alone in the watchtower and squeezes Bagoly until he hoots. Creeping out of her bed, Louie tiptoes onto their balcony. She carries her journal, pen and the rose-gold locket.

Fragrant perfumes waft from the gardens into the air, making her giddy. She watches the milky-white magnolias flip-flopping in the wind like baby umbrellas. Imagine. Magnolias have been in the world forever. More than ninety-five million years. Before there were even bees. Or bats. Or wise old owls like Bagoly.

A shuffle breaks the stillness. Louie turns and puts her finger to her lips as Honey thumps through the balcony doors. ‘Shush. Don’t wake the boys.’ She scratches behind Honey’s ears. Louie carefully pulls out the black iron-lace chair and lays the locket on the table. The locket gleams in the early sunlight. Opening her journal, she carefully writes, Magnolia, and draws a magnolia petal on the first a. A quiver runs through her fingers. She stares at the locket with its engravings of petals, symbols and swirling letters. Is that an n or an i? Who was that girl? Where is she now? Why do I have the locket?

She is just about to pick up the locket when a voice bellows from the courtyard, startling the black and white magpies in the trees. ‘Hello. Hello. Louisa Anastasia.’ Only Pa calls Louie that. Oh, there he is, stretching his arms. She hurries to the balcony railing. Pa waves at her. He looks splendid in his dark suit, white shirt and shiny black shoes. This morning he is wearing a green feather in his hatband. Pa straightens his tie. Louie grins. Sadly, Grandma buys his ties. They are very un-splendid, but Pa loves Grandma more than ties. Today his tie has bright lime-green spots. Rubbing his grey-flecked moustache, Pa has told Louie, ‘You have to decide what is important in your life.’ Grandma always straightens Pa’s ties, and he always says, ‘This is the best tie I have ever worn.’ Pa winks at Louie then, because it’s not the best tie at all. It’s their secret.

Louie smiles, watching Pa stride into the Majestic. She loves the stories Pa tells about the Majestic Boutique Hotel. When it was falling down and broken. When no one wanted it. When angry people wrote to the government and newspapers that it should be pulled down because it was ugly and a firetrap and dangerous thieves hid there. There were even rats. Pa put his arms around Grandma when they first found the Majestic. They whispered to each other about another hotel in a time long ago. In a place far away. When Pa asked Grandma to marry him in a Budapest hotel that was grander than the Majestic, with domes and wrought iron, etched glass windows and sweeping staircases. Until war tore the Budapest hotel’s sides and domes apart. Until it was lost, lying abandoned between the Danube River and Gellért Hill, with bats flying into their parkland home.

Pa and Grandma had held hands in front of the Majestic then. They’d make a new life for themselves in their new country and for the Majestic. They got rid of the rats and the thieves. Worked hard every day. They repaired and painted, fixed and planted, cleaned and cooked. People stopped complaining to the government and newspapers. Guests came from different countries, farms and towns to stay. Their mother was born in the Majestic. Louie was born there. Bert and Teddy were born there.

At the beginning, Pa and Grandma slept in a tiny room on a double mattress, at the back of the kitchen. Now their bedroom is magnificent. It looks out at the sandstone fishpond with the bronze mermaid, her tail in the waters like the mythical mermaids of the Danube River. Their bed is a grand poster bed with intricate carvings of magnolias. Pa says, ‘The poster bed is fit for a true queen.’ Pa calls Grandma his true queen, since her name is Verushka, which means true. Pa added the queen. Louie grins. She loves her Grandma’s name. But she loves her Pa’s name more. Zoltan. It means king.

Bump, bump, bump. Louie turns around to see Teddy jumping on her bed. She races inside. ‘Stop, Teddy. You’ll break the springs.’ Teddy keeps bouncing. Louie catches him. ‘Come on, Teddy, you have to get dressed.’

Teddy sits on the bed with his legs dangling off the edge and Bagoly squashed beside him. ‘No squiggling,’ Louie says, and pulls Teddy’s superhero T-shirt over his head. She washed it last night so that the superhero didn’t smell. ‘Come on. Arms up.’

Bert yawns and stretches. He climbs down the top-bunk ladder and grabs his clothes. Louie glances through the glass doors, to the locket lying on the table. ‘Bert, I want to show you this lock—’

‘Need breakfast now,’ Bert says, not listening. ‘Got to have a shower.’

‘Berrrrrt …’

Too late. He dashes into the bathroom. Louie sighs. She has to get Teddy ready now. Trying to comb Teddy’s hair is impossible. He wriggles too much. ‘Don’t move, Teddy,’ Louie says. Then she uses her secret weapon. ‘If you want buffet …’ Teddy stops immediately. Bert. Buffet. Breakfast. B is Teddy’s favourite letter, and buffet is his favourite word.

‘Hair done. You look very cute, Teddy.’ He frowns, not sure if he wants to look very cute.

Bert yells through their bedroom door, ‘Food!’ That’s the sign for the breakfast stampede. With incredible speed, Teddy pulls on his imaginary superhero suit. The boys bolt away, galloping along the hallway, charging past startled guests, pounding by the antique glass cabinet.

‘Slow down,’ Louie calls out as the leadlight windows rattle. They don’t listen and storm down the Grand Staircase. Louie stops on the landing and watches them disappear. At last, it’s quiet. The sun floods through the leadlight. It’s wonderfully warm and Louie doesn’t want to move. The crystals in the chandelier clink. She squints up at the very high ceiling.

Gossamer gold flickers between the crystals as soft music circles the old plaster rosettes. Louie closes her eyes, letting the music of the Majestic trickle through her. Suddenly, there’s a shrill note, like the walls are warning her.

Oh no! She’s left the locket outside and the magpies could be swooping. They might steal it. She runs back along the hallway, racing into their bedroom and through the glass balcony doors. Relief. No magpies in sight. She slides the locket into the safety of her pocket.

Louie descends the Grand Staircase, running her hand down the thickly carved banister. She loves the thick warm wood, like Pa’s protecting hands. Landing on the ground floor, she takes a breath. The delicious smells of breakfast are wafting through the Majestic. Bert and Teddy will already be diving into freshly squeezed orange juice and scrambled eggs. When she turns the corner, Pa winks at her from reception. Sunbeams catch his bright lime-green spotted tie, blinding guests. Louie giggles, until she notices Mrs Snoote standing there, in her diamanté high-heeled shoes, with Peppy, her bull terrier. His pointy ears and sturdy little paws are planted next to Mrs Snoote’s pencil-thin heels. He’s wearing a matching diamanté collar. Poor Peppy. Bert calls her Mrs Snot. Teddy does too. Mrs Snot turns up her nose at Pa, which is an arrow in Louie’s heart.

Louie swings away from reception, through the huge dining room doors opposite. Mrs Snoote and Peppy follow. The room is filled with guests eating breakfast. Grandma’s bush band has a table. They don’t play the classical music of Beethoven or Gustav Mahler, but songs like ‘Danny Boy’ and ‘Amazing Grace’. Grandma misses the golden Budapest Opera House, but she loves the band and her friends here.

Bert and Teddy wave Louie over. She’s navigating between tables when she suddenly stops.

Grandma is making a spectacular entrance. She whirls through the kitchen doors, balancing a silver tray piled high with jam doughnuts. Then there’s disaster. Her shawl becomes tangled in the tray’s silver handle. Grandma trips like in a waltz. She rises on her toes, catching the tray in both hands before she dips and swerves. Sadly, one lone doughnut plops off, dribbling towards Mrs Snoote’s diamanté high-heeled shoes. A splotch of strawberry jam splatters onto her shoe. Her face contorts into disapproval.

Everyone stops eating, with forks mid-air and teapots half poured. With a jaunty stride, Pa walks towards Mrs Snoote. He flourishes a white linen napkin and, on bended knee, wipes the strawberry jam from her shoe. Pa pats Peppy. Mrs Snoote spouts angry words. Pa stands up and leans his head towards her. He’s very dashing with his greying moustache and bushy eyebrows. Mrs Snoote’s lips de-scrunch and Louie sees the twinkle in Pa’s eye. He has Mrs Snoote under his spell.

Breakfast returns to normal. The bush band enjoy their tea and the guests of the Majestic Boutique Hotel happily eat jam doughnuts.

Dishes are stacked, cutlery is loaded, glasses are in the glass washer, tables are cleared, the cool room is stocked, silver teapots have been shined, coffee pots and sugar bowls are in their cupboards, bread orders have been made, and all the many bits and pieces at the Majestic are ready again for breakfast tomorrow. Preparations begin for lunch. Chef is busy at the stove, while Bert sweeps the kitchen with Teddy’s help. Louie vacuums the rugs as fast as she can. She’s on a quest to get back to their room and discover what’s inside the locket.






CHAPTER 4

ALPHABETS

Teddy is making a superhero cave from blocks. Bert’s working on an experiment on the speed of light. His books on Albert Einstein are spread on the floor beside his toolbox. He won’t leave his toolbox in the work shed anymore, since his spanner went missing. Louie taps Bert’s shoulder. He looks up with a twinkle in his eye. Just like Pa. ‘What’s up?’

‘I’ve been trying to show you something all day. All night. All morning.’

‘Hmm, all day and night. Even this morning, hey?’ Bert laughs. ‘Okay, what is it?’

He follows Louie to her desk. She pushes aside her books and the blue glass tile. Carefully, she takes out the locket. Bert investigates the labyrinth of detours and dead ends. ‘What do the symbols mean?’

‘I think they’re letters. Maybe it’s a message? There’re books in the watchtower. Could be clues there, but I can’t tell.’

Bert shakes it. ‘Something’s rattling.’

‘Be careful.’

Bert scratches his head. ‘So, what’s inside it?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve tried and tried to open it.’

Bert inspects the locket carefully. ‘You can’t unlock this. But I can.’

‘Yes, I know that.’ Louie rolls her eyes.

Bert sets out his tools as if preparing for an operation. A little pair of pliers, hammer, screwdriver, tweezers. Teddy’s the assistant. His eyebrows wrinkle with concentration as he hands Bert the screwdriver. Bert loosens the clasp, then straightens it with the pliers. Hammering two prongs into place, he unclicks the clasp with the tweezers. Snap. It’s unlocked.

‘You are really smart, Bert.’ Louie smiles, relieved.

‘Yep, that’s me.’ He laughs. ‘Easy to open and shut now.’

As Louie parts the sides of the locket, an eerie glow escapes. Carefully, she pulls the locket apart. It lies open in two perfect connected halves. ‘Look, Bert.’ She tips the glow into her hand. Is this what throbs? How can it? I don’t understand. It’s smooth and cold to touch. A shiver runs down her spine, like the touch of an angel’s wing. She squints at the tiny mother-of-pearl shell with its intricate circles within a circle. ‘Bert, what is it?’

Investigating, he turns it around and around. He thinks for a while. ‘An old locket. A chain. The mother-of-pearl shell. It’s got to be worth a lot.’

‘I know, Bert. I can see, just like you and everyone can see, and—’

Bert interrupts. ‘You have to give it to the police. The locket belongs to someone.’

‘I found it.’ Louie snatches it from his hand. ‘It … it belongs to the lost girl.’

‘I didn’t see her.’

‘Well, I did.’ She glances at Alice and the blue glass tile. ‘You can’t always see everything.’

‘Is the girl even real, Louie?’

‘Yes, she is.’ Angriness bubbles inside her. ‘You don’t know anything about this. I have to find her because she’s lost it. Or she’s lost. Anyway, I don’t know. But I do know I have to find her and not give it to the police.’

‘Well, if you say so.’ Bert shrugs. Then he sniffs. There’s a delicious smell in the air and he brightens up. Chef and Grandma are making sour cherry strudel. ‘Come on, Teddy. Strudel.’ Teddy squeals. They’re out the door, heading to the kitchen.

Louie places the pearl shell back into the locket. Closes the sides. What do you want? She stares at the locket. Well, I’m not giving you to the police, doesn’t matter what Bert says. You’re my secret for now.

Louie lifts the lid of her jewellery box, with its precious things inside. She hasn’t opened it in forever. A warmth runs through her when she picks up the silver hamsa with its open palm. ‘It’s a holy symbol. For Muslims, Jews, Christians, Buddhists, Hindus,’ Grandma and Pa told her when they gave the hamsa to Louie on her twelfth birthday. Pa said, ‘War is a terrible journey. This is for peace.’

The golden rabbit brooch, with its red-jewelled heart, wiggles its whiskers at her. Is she imagining it? ‘Sorry, rabbit, for leaving you in the dark for so long.’ She strokes its tiny, long ears. Engraved on it is Love you always ~ to our Louisa. It is a gift from her mother and father. From the Island of Rabbits, in the middle of the Danube. A small sob escapes from Louie. Everyone says Louie looks like her mother. She has the same brown eyes and soft curls. Her father has red hair, like Teddy. ‘The red hair of King David, from the Bible,’ Pa says. Louie smiles, thinking of all the kings in her family. She kisses the rabbit and gently lays it back inside the chest.

She picks up the locket with its rose-gold chain. Its twirled chain is curious, with delicate clasps in the shape of two robins. Louie is whistling the robins’ song when the notes of ‘The Blue Danube’ begin to dance around her. Like Grandma’s violin. Like her mother’s fingers dancing across ivory and ebony keys. Like her father conducting. Louie runs her fingers over the swirls on the gold locket. Resting her hand under her chin, she wonders at the scribbles and swirls. An idea slips into her thoughts. She turns on the computer. The screen lights up. She begins to search alphabets.

Louie explores the alphabets made of ancient pyramids, violins and orchestras, Alice’s mad tea parties and adventures, Harry Potter’s magical world. She searches as the music of ‘The Blue Danube’ whispers in her ears. There’s one alphabet, then another. One alphabet, then another. One alphabet, then another. Louie grits her teeth. I’m going to find the right one. One alphabet, then another … when her hands freeze. She has found an alphabet different from all others. Entangled and mysterious, like the lifelines on the palms of her hands. Like the letters of the locket. Hardly able to breathe, Louie picks up the locket and traces the lines and swirls. They curl into pathways and lines, with a hidden centre that looks like a letter, a symbol, a sign, a message, a clue … n … n … n.

Her fingers tingle as she fastens the rose-gold chain and locket around her neck.






CHAPTER 5

THE JABBERWOCKY

Louie conceals the necklace and locket under her top. Bert won’t tell the police about it, but she has to be careful.

The sun is setting. It’s nearly Friday night. Grandma spreads the white lace tablecloth over the dinner table. Louie loves the small, six-pointed stars embroidered in the corners. When she was little, she’d asked Pa what the stars were. He’d looked over at Grandma. ‘It’s from the past, and a symbol that we are branches of a universal tree.’

‘I don’t know what that means, Pa.’

‘It means the wisdom to live in harmony with each other.’

Grandma arranges red roses in the crystal-cut vase in the centre of the table. Louie opens the sideboard and takes out two candles in glass holders. Teddy climbs onto his chair. Bert pats Honey under the table. Pa opens his arms, like he does every Friday night. ‘Light the candles, Louie, to take away the dark.’

There’s too much food like always. Cabbage and dumplings. Cabbage in sweet and sour vinegar. Cabbage and paprika mince-meat pancakes. Hungarians love their cabbage and paprika. Poppyseed rolls, sour cherries in sweet juice, melt-in-your-mouth angel-wing biscuits, strudel with the flakiest pastry, and Louie’s favourite, kuglof, which looks like a rocky mountain with drippy chocolate, twirled between twists of dry-sweet vanilla cake.

After they clear everything away, it’s concert time. Guests of the Majestic are invited to the concert. Neighbours are invited too. Dame Coco, in her crystal tiara, closes her antique jewellery shop early to enjoy it. When they are staying, Mrs Snoote and Peppy always sit in the alcove armchair to listen. Louie asked Grandma why Mrs Snoote comes. Grandma smiled. ‘She has no one else, except Peppy. So we must welcome her.’

Louie isn’t sure. She shakes her curls before arranging the sheet music on the piano stand. She’s proud that their mother is a concert pianist and their father is a conductor. But she wishes they weren’t always touring the world, without Louie and her brothers. They’re in Hungary now. She sighs. There’s a sudden rustle. Louie looks up at the painting above the mantelpiece. A portrait of a girl a little older than Louie, in an old-fashioned blue dress, wearing silver slippers threaded with angel wings. Two tears glisten on her cheek. The portrait of Klara has been in the Majestic for as long as Louie can remember. An itinerant artist with no money stayed at the Majestic. In return he painted Klara from an old photograph. Louie blinks at the six-pointed gold star around the girl’s neck. She’s never noticed it before. Instinctively, she reaches for the locket around her own neck.

Louie shuffles her stool closer to the grand piano. She presses the brass piano pedals so the notes sound smooth and long. Grandma slips her violin under her chin and raises her bow. She tunes the strings, until they sound as sweet as summer days. Grandma nods at Louie. Swaying in time with the music, they play ‘The Blue Danube’. Grandma’s green eyes become soft as she remembers the past. When she was a little girl, watching ladies in flowing gowns, waltzing with boys in white ties and black-tail jackets. Pa’s remembering something too. But it’s not beautiful like Grandma’s memories. His eyes are deep and sad. Teddy’s sitting in Pa’s lap, with Honey at their feet. Bert turns the pages of the music and they sing. Then Louie smiles at Pa and sings in Hungarian.

The mermaids from the riverbed,

A sello a mederbol,

whispering as you flow by,

suttogva, mikozben aradsz,

are heard by everything

mindent hall

under the blue sky above.

a fenti kek eg alatt.

‘You play very wonderfully.’ Pa kisses Louie’s hand. Hungarian gentlemen always kiss your hand. Then he bends towards Grandma and kisses her hand. ‘The music is beautiful, Verushka and Louisa Anastasia.’ With a brush of his moustache, he strides away to the office behind reception. Because Pa always works.

Guests wander away. Teddy’s chasing Honey around the sitting room when he slips and crashes. Pa’s World War II artillery gun shell, filled with peacock feathers, clangs onto the floorboards. The feathers’ blue eyes embedded in gold scatter everywhere. Teddy’s lips tremble.

‘It is all right, Teddy.’ Grandma’s eyes twinkle. ‘You are not in trouble. The feathers are not hurt. Peacocks are a blessing and you can never hurt a blessing.’ She laughs. ‘You are a blessing. A very busy one.’

‘Come on.’ Bert tugs Teddy’s arm. ‘Let’s pick them up.’ Teddy scrunches his nose. He’s on a new quest.

As Louie stands the steel gun shell back up, she becomes curiouser and curiouser. She’s never really thought about how strange it is to have a gun shell in the sitting room of the Majestic. She turns to Grandma. ‘What is this?’

‘It is nothing.’ She hesitates. ‘Pa wanted it.’

‘But why?’

‘It is not important.’ Grandma dusts the mantelpiece under the portrait of Klara in silver angel-wing slippers.

But Louie can see it is something. ‘Is it a secret?’

‘A secret? Not a secret, but …’ Grandma’s voice becomes unsteady. ‘As I said … it is nothing.’

Bert stops collecting the peacock feathers. Louie stares at Grandma, unsure why her heart is throbbing. Or is it the locket hidden under her top? ‘Secrets are like lies, Grandma.’ A shiver runs through her because she feels like a liar. They all watch Grandma, even Teddy. She has no choice.

Grandma drapes her shawl around her. The wooden chair whines as she pulls it out. ‘It was a very long time ago.’ Honey sits at her feet. ‘It is the past now.’ With a sigh, she begins. ‘Pa and I were lost in the city. I did not like being lost and I do not know how we came to this strange, small street. There was a very dark shop, with silvery cobwebs in the window. It sold army helmets, soldier boots, navy hats and everything from the military. That is where Pa found the gun shell, from the war. I did not want him to buy it. But Pa said that we must always acknowledge the past, to be different for the future. “We are for peace … even when … they are for war.”’

‘Who are “they”, Grandma?’

‘People who think in a different way from us. Who want power over others.’

‘But who are they?’

Grandma brushes the tassels on her shawl and reaches down to pat Honey. She shakes her head.

Louie waits, but Grandma won’t answer. Louie asks something different. ‘Can we visit the shop?’

‘I do not know where it is anymore. It would be gone now. It was a very long time ago, as I said.’

There’s more. Louie knows there’s more. Grandma, what are you hiding? Suddenly, there’s a clang that makes Louie turn. Bert’s shoving the peacock feathers back in the steel shell.

‘You’ll break them, Bert.’ Agitated, Louie pushes away his hands, but they really are stuck. She jiggles the feathers. ‘There’s something inside.’

Grandma jerks forward. ‘Leave it alone, Louie. Just leave it.’

Louie doesn’t. Reaching right to the bottom of the gun shell, she feels something. Slowly, she draws out fragile papers, written in an unreadable language.

Bert looks over her shoulder at the papers. He points to two names. Louie catches her breath. ‘Verushka. Zoltan.’ Underneath is a date. 1944. December 7. A white cross on a red square is stamped on the page.

‘Grandma, what is this? It’s your name. Pa’s name. The cross. What happened on the seventh of December 1944?’ All eyes are on Grandma.

‘The Swiss cross.’ She clasps the wooden sides of her chair. ‘It was a lifetime ago. Put the papers back. Pa must not see them again.’ Grandma is pale.

‘Why?’ Secrets. Secrets. Louie presses her hand against the hidden locket.

Grandma whispers, as if she’s speaking to herself, ‘He should have thrown them away. Burnt them.’ She trembles at the word burnt.

It’s a long time before she answers. ‘It was very hard leaving everything I knew. Escaping Hungary. Crossing minefields in the night. To live in a refugee camp with thousands of frightened people. It was many years before we found home. For a new country to accept us. Pa knows what happened in the past. But he is happy here and does not want to go back to those times.’ Grandma looks up at the portrait of Klara with her silver-winged slippers. ‘There is a time to love and a time for peace. It is that time now.’ Grandma’s voice is soft. ‘It is not a time to hate. Not a time for war here.’

Grandma can hardly breathe. ‘We left my parents and … I never saw them again … We left … everyone.’ Grandma just keeps back tears, while she rests her head against Honey. ‘We had to leave our …’ Holding tightly onto Honey, Grandma doesn’t finish the sentence. But Louie understands. Bert understands. Honey? Grandma and Pa left their Honey behind. ‘I do not want to remember. I cannot remember. We are all happy here. I want to remember that.’ She gets up. ‘It is time for you all to go to bed now.’ Grandma hugs Teddy too long. Bert and Louie kiss her goodnight.

As they walk away, Bert stammers, ‘I could never … never … leave Honey.’

‘Neither could Grandma.’ Louie glances back at Grandma. ‘There’s a terrible secret.’

It’s a relief to reach their bedroom. A relief that Teddy doesn’t understand the secret. Louie tucks Teddy and Bagoly into the bottom bunk and takes out her book. ‘So, let’s see what Alice’s next adventure is.’ Teddy’s eyes brighten as Louie turns to Through the Looking Glass and reads ‘The Jabberwocky’. The magical poem is mysterious, but the hero slays the evil Jabberwock:

‘Beware the Jabberwock, my son!

The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!

Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun

The frumious Bandersnatch!’

…

One, two! One, two! And through and through

The vorpal blade went snicker-snack!

He left it dead, and with its head

He went galumphing back.

As the monster dies, Teddy’s eyes slowly close. Quietly, Louie puts away the book. Taking her pillow and quilt from her bed, she lays them out on the carpet. She plugs in a night light. Bert whispers to her, ‘What are you doing?’

Louie lies on the carpet beside Teddy’s bunk. She pulls the quilt up, then puts her hand on Honey. ‘Can we have the night light on tonight?’

‘Sure, Louie.’






CHAPTER 6

WATERFALLS

Morning. Breakfast duties. Bert carries guests’ bags to the foyer. Teddy fills a bowl of water for Peppy, who wags his tail and gives Bagoly a nip. Louie’s collecting lost property. Someone always forgets their glasses at their table. Or their jacket on a chair. Or their half-read book. ‘Here, Pa.’ Louie shudders. She hands him a pair of false teeth, wrapped in a serviette.

Rubbing his moustache, he hides a smile. ‘You can go now. The boys too.’

Louie heads to the narrow servants’ staircase, then she looks back at Bert. She feels for the locket around her neck. ‘Do you want to come to the watchtower?’

‘Why?’

‘Why are you asking so many questions?’

Bert laughs. ‘It’s just one question.’

‘It’s to find something.’ Louie presses her hand over the locket.

Bert’s always ready for a search-and-find discovery. ‘Come on, Teddy, Honey.’ They follow Louie up the creaky, wooden stairs to the landing past the portrait of Petra hanging on the wall. Petra stares down at them, her simple gold cross gleaming, trapped in her gold-framed portrait, playing ‘Fantasia’ on her Hungarian lute. The label says, ‘Fantasia’ was composed by Balint Bakfark. Bert always jokes about his name. ‘“Back-fart” can’t smell.’ They laugh every time. The tune is sweet and doesn’t smell.

Petra’s eternally sad. She used to hang in the Manor Room, but guests had awful nightmares and complained. Now, she’s here alone. Dangling over the basement, guarding the servants’ staircase to the watchtower. ‘Cheer up,’ Bert calls out to Petra as he jumps up the steps past her.

Louie asks, ‘Where did your smile go, Petra?’ ‘Fantasia’ and the sweet notes play in Louie’s head all the way up to the watchtower.

Paintings are piled on the floor between the harp, violins, lesson notes, rolled-up rugs and bits and pieces Pa and Grandma have left there. Pa’s neatly pressed handkerchief lies on black and white photographs, music sheets, boxes of pencils, inkwells and nibs, and books. Bert picks up his old harmonica from the bookcase. He blasts a note in Louie’s ear.

‘Don’t, Bert.’

He blows another note, then stuffs the harmonica into his shirt pocket. Louie tries to be angry, but she loves Bert playing the harmonica. Pa plays harmonica too. ‘Okay,’ he says. ‘What’re we doing?’

‘We’re looking for clues.’ Louie pulls the necklace out from around her neck, holding it in front of her. Sunlight from the edges of the hatch door catches the locket dangling on the chain with diamond robin clasps. Bluey-grey colours swirl through the watchtower in great circles. Teddy’s brown eyes widen as he jumps to catch them. Louie laughs. ‘You can fly.’ She grabs Honey’s collar. ‘This game isn’t for you.’

Bert calls out, ‘One. Two. Three. Four.’

Teddy chases the circles until they disappear. Panting, he flaps his cape. ‘Did you see me?’

‘Eleven circles, Teddy. Good job.’ Bert winks at Louie.

‘Yes, we saw you, Mr Superhero.’ Louie smiles. ‘So now can we look for clues? Find out what the locket is?’ She traces the scribbles and markings on the locket. ‘These are old and the watchtower is old. There’re books and papers here with writing. There could be other old necklaces, rings, glass jars.’ She rubs Teddy’s red hair. ‘Even treasure. We’re looking for any signs.’ She waves them closer to the locket. Tracing the patterns on the locket, they watch her finger move slowly along the pathways, until she stops. ‘Can you see it? The n. It has to mean something.’ Bert and Teddy nod. ‘So we’re looking for patterns like on the locket, and especially the n. It could be hidden in a painting, books, scratched in a wooden desk, sewn into a cushion.’

‘What are we waiting for?’ Bert jumps up and manages to bash his ankle into the iron legs of a wooden school desk. Groaning, he rubs his foot.

‘For you not to crash into everything.’ Curious, Louie lifts open the desk lid. Inside, there’s an old-fashioned white schoolgirl shoe with leather ties. Her stomach knots at the lonely shoe lying inside the desk. Unconsciously, she presses her hand against the locket. She puts the shoe on the bookcase between Charles Dickens and Lewis Carroll.

Her head is spinning when Teddy bumps her out of her thoughts. Excited, he points to an enormous round tin with a picture of an orange, blue, green and yellow parrot eating a biscuit surrounded by pictures of games. Louie peers over, wondering what could be in the tin.

‘No, Teddy, there aren’t any biscuits in it. It’s a really old tin.’ Bert brushes the rust splotches off the parrot’s wing. ‘Wow, marbles.’ He studies the little glass balls, with their waves of reddish, bluish, greenish, golden streaks. Like a flash, Teddy’s hand dives into the tin. He holds up a deep blue marble. As Bert picks up a rainbow marble, a shiver runs through his fingers. Colours of squally skies storm inside the smooth glass globe like an omen. ‘Strange,’ he utters and pushes it into his pocket. There’s a long, thick rope wound into a ball inside the tin. Taking out all the marbles, Bert lays them on the floor. Teddy copies him. Unwinding the rope, Bert makes a circle around the marbles. They’re ready to spin marbles when Louie marches up to them.

‘Berrrrrrt … Not now.’

He nudges Teddy. ‘We’d better play later.’

‘Not fair,’ Teddy grumbles.

Bert sits between a pile of paintings, slate blackboards, chalk dusters and books. Teddy tosses Bagoly to the side. Lying down, Teddy begins rolling the marbles, then his eyes slowly close. Honey lies next to him and in a second, they’re both asleep. Tiptoeing to them, Louie pulls a rug over Teddy, then begins her search.

‘Hey, Louie, look at this.’ Bert holds up Birds and Mammals of Australia by Gracius Joseph Broinowski. He reads aloud, ‘“Gracius Joseph Broinowski, artist and ornithologist, was born 1837 at Walichnowy, in Poland, died 1913 in Sydney, Australia.” He really loved birds. Gracius Joseph Broinowski. What a name. Hey, but he protected them.’

Louie’s face falls. ‘Where’s the clue? Where’s the n?’

‘Hey, there’s an n in BroiNowski.’

‘But, Bert, we’re not looking for Gracius.’

‘We’ve got to protect eagles. Tasmania has nearly none left. In America, the bald eagles were nearly extinct until they became protected by the government.’ Then he cheers up. ‘You know eagles can glide for hours without even a wingbeat. Their loops are incredible.’ He turns the book around to show Teddy, but the superhero is still fast asleep.

Louie’s glad Bert wants to save the world and eagles, but just not now. She spies a handmade picture frame. When she turns it around, a wedge-tailed eagle with curled, gripping claws and a hooked beak stares back at her.

Bert checks it out. ‘That’s fantastic. Yep, it’s a Gracius eagle. I know the spot for it. Next to my bunk.’

‘Bert, I don’t want those beady eyes staring at me.’

‘They won’t. Eagles can see more than five times as far as us and—’

Louie cuts him off. ‘We’re not looking for eagles.’

She sits between a pile of yellowing music sheets, journals and Charles Dickens books: Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, Great Expectations and Our Mutual Friend. She opens the books, spreading them like clues around her. Her favourite Charles Dickens novel is Oliver Twist. She remembers reading it and swallows a sob. Oliver Twist was just a boy. Starving and beaten, forced to work like a slave with other kids in a factory. How can people be so cruel? Then she smiles, because Oliver found a home in the end. Glancing at the bookshelf, she looks for A Christmas Carol. It’s still there. When she turns around, a page is open in Our Mutual Friend.

‘No one is useless in this world,’ retorted the Secretary, ‘who lightens the burden of it for anyone else.’

Louie looks around, not sure if she opened the page or not. The necklace is warm around her neck. Glowing, she likes those words. I want to do that. She flicks through the music sheets and stops to linger over Beethoven’s ‘Für Elise’. The first piece she performed on the grand piano for her mother. She hums ‘Für Elise’ as she drags out an old leather journal hidden among the music sheets. In black ink, ordered student names fill the pages. A few smudges disturb the order, making her slow down reading the names of girls. Lillian de Lissa, Constance d’Darcy, Estelle Barnes … Such mysterious names of girls long past.

Louie peers at the black and white photographs of girls in flowing white skirts and blouses. There’s a girl playing a grand piano. Her long hair is tied back with a ribbon. Gasping, Louie presses her hands on either side of the photo. ‘It’s your face. Hair. Dress. White shoes.’ The date under the photograph is 29 July 1921. Next to it is a name. Louie catches her breath. Motionless, time stands still for Louie, where a second can be forever, or forever can be a second. It’s you. The lost girl. The girl and the locket. Louie edges her finger over the name. She touches the N. For Naomi. Naomi. Naomi Heinrich.

As she lets out her breath, there’s a soft swishing sound. A wisp of air slips through the sides of the trapdoor. Louie’s eyes widen as yellowed music sheets rise from the floor, fluttering and floating around her. She reaches for them, but the papers escape her touch. Clambering to her feet, she stretches out her arms, trying to catch the sheets. The watchtower is humming as schoolgirl voices fill it with Beethoven’s ‘Für Elise’. Music sheets spiral upwards. Higher and higher. Louie’s eyes follow the notes while the voices become sweeter and sweeter. Bending her head back, the locket sways around her neck. She stares up at the loft in wonder.

Golden waterfalls of treble clefs, chords, bass clefs, semiquavers, flats, sharps, quadruple notes, crescendos, pianissimos, half-notes float like symphonies around her. Louie opens her arms, embracing the schoolgirl voices and the beauty of it all, then Naomi’s hands reach out to her. Louie shivers as Naomi’s fingers brush her hand and the sweetest of pianissimos tinkle from the loft. The locket sways gently, lulling Louie into a peaceful bliss. She wants to stay there forever, then she suddenly lurches forward. Clashing cymbals, beating drums, blasts from the French horn jolt her into fright. The locket is pulsating wildly. Louie’s heart is beating wildly. She stretches her arms towards Naomi as her hands are pulled away, sucking Naomi and the waterfalls of gold backwards, higher and higher, disappearing into the rooftop.






CHAPTER 7

DAME COCO

It’s a very long time before Louie moves. The watchtower is quiet. The schoolgirl voices are quiet. The walls are quiet. The locket is quiet. Louie struggles to understand. She whispers, ‘Naomi. Who are you?’ Pressing the locket against her, Louie closes her eyes. Thinking, thinking, thinking, Louie opens her eyes with a start. ‘Naomi. Something’s very wrong. Are you trapped? Where? How? Somewhere. Somehow. Am I the hero? What do I have to do?’

Charles Dickens’s words swim around Louie’s head. No one is useless in this world who lightens the burden of it for anyone else.

How can I lighten your burden? She stares at Teddy and Bert. They didn’t see what just happened from the loft. ‘I need you, Bert. I need you, Teddy.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘But I don’t know for what yet.’

Louie creeps towards Teddy. Yawning, Teddy sees Louie and smiles. Honey stretches. ‘Teddy, it’s time to go,’ Louie says.

Bert’s still deeply in Gracius’s Birds and Mammals of Australia. He jumps when Louie taps his shoulder. ‘Did you hear anything, Bert?’

‘What was I supposed to hear?’

‘Nothing.’ Louie glances up at the loft. ‘Let’s go. We have to help at reception.’

Bert checks his harmonica is still in his shirt pocket. Tucking Gracius’s book under his arm, he carries the framed wedge-tailed eagle picture. Teddy squeezes Bagoly under his chin. Louie takes the white schoolgirl shoe.

Climbing down the watchtower steps, down the narrow servants’ staircase, they nod at Petra. ‘Cheer up,’ Bert calls out to her, like he always does.

‘Für Elise’ drifts from Petra’s lute. Louie shuts her eyes tightly. Am I going mad? She sees the Cheshire Cat grinning. We’re all mad here. I’m mad. You’re mad. Louie opens her eyes and the Cheshire Cat disappears. There’s just Petra in her portrait with her simple gold cross looking down at her. ‘Where did your smile go, Petra?’

The afternoon goes quickly, with two guests arriving with their dogs. Louie is in charge of setting up dog-friendly rooms. Teddy runs up to hug Peter the alpaca. He never spits because he likes Teddy. He’s also the only alpaca who ever stays at the Majestic. Louie leads Peter into his favourite room with a private courtyard. She rests her head against his soft white fur and strokes his long neck. She closes her eyes. I don’t understand what’s happening. What I can do. She hears a shuffle and looks up. Peter is making the neatest little pile of black poos.

‘Be back in a minute, Louie.’ Bert races for his shovel from the shed. Teddy holds the bucket while Bert spreads poo balls over the garden bed of roses. He winks at Louie. ‘It’s the best fertiliser.’

I love you, Bert. Louie smiles. ‘You’re always saving the world.’

Bert laughs. ‘That’s me.’

The sun is setting. Its rays tip through the glass balcony doors. Teddy’s in front of the TV with Honey, watching How the Grinch Stole Christmas. Bert’s watching too, his Gracius book open beside him. Louie holds the locket, waiting for answers.

Grandma’s call for dinner breaks the spell. Louie slips the locket back under her top. She turns off the TV. Bert picks up his book. Frowning, Teddy stuffs Bagoly under his arm. Just before Louie closes the door after them, she picks up the white schoolgirl shoe.

Pa waves them to the table. Grandma is waiting over a steaming pot of chicken soup. Louie smiles, grateful that Grandma’s always there with chicken soup and love. Grandma grins. ‘Look what I have made for you.’ All Hungarians know that chicken soup cures everything from a cold to a sore thumb.

‘I really need chicken soup.’ Because I think I’m mad today. Louie’s head is throbbing.

Teddy flaps his cape. ‘The Grinch stole the presents.’ Honey woofs. ‘He’s a thief.’

‘Grinch is very wrong.’ Pa nods. ‘A thief will never be happy.’

Louie smiles. ‘Teddy, you have to watch the end of the movie. He gives back the presents. He’s sorry. Everyone has a happy Christmas.’

‘Ooh.’ Teddy plonks himself on a chair.

Pa ruffles Teddy’s red hair. ‘Grinch learns there is no joy when you are a thief and hurt others.’ He smiles. ‘Now for soup.’

Grandma beams as she serves Bert a bowl. He holds the spoon to his mouth. He looks up at Pa. ‘The soup is soup-er great for me.’ He pauses before giving the punchline. ‘Not so soup-er great for the chicken.’

Laughing, Pa splutters his soup into his bowl. ‘Bert makes good jokes, like me.’ Everyone thinks it’s hilarious. Louie pretends to laugh.

Bert shows Pa and Grandma Birds and Mammals of Australia. Turning the pages slowly, Pa reads the story of Gracius. He’s very impressed. ‘Who could imagine that just a boy from Poland escapes war, crosses oceans alone. Leaves his family and friends for an unknown home in an unknown country. Then he makes beautiful art of our birds and animals for everyone. He is brave.’

Louie nods. Like you, Pa.

Pa closes the book. ‘And now, Louie, what did you discover in the watchtower?’

She holds up the schoolgirl shoe. Bert elbows her. ‘That is a stupid thing to bring.’

Louie’s eyes water. Is it stupid? Maybe I’m stupid.

‘Do not speak like that to your sister. You apologise.’ Pa’s eyes trap Bert.

He mumbles, ‘Sorry.’

Pa opens his hands, a sign that they all have to listen. ‘The shoe is a mystery. For many hundreds of years, shoes have been hidden in chimneys, in the ceilings and roofs. They protect everyone who lives in the house against evil.’

Louie stares at Pa in wonder. He knows so much.

‘But that can’t be true, Pa,’ says Bert.

‘Maybe you are right. Maybe you are wrong. We call you Bert. But your name is after the great scientist, Albert Einstein. He understood that the mysterious “is the source of all true art and science”. Imagination and curiosity. You have to find the truth in it, if you are to be a scientist.’

Bert accepts the challenge. He wants to be like Albert Einstein.

‘Pa, should I put the shoe back in the roof?’

‘Yes, Louisa Anastasia.’

Louie shuffles her chair closer to Pa, who’s slurping his soup. It comforts her.

All night, Louie tosses and turns. Naomi. The locket. Naomi trapped in the roof. Singing swirls in her head like a nightmare. The moonlight flickers through the balcony doors, teasing her, until she opens her eyes. Quietly, she pads to the balcony. She looks down onto the courtyard, unsure what she sees. The moonlight catches hidden lines, half-circles, like a maze in the stone. Then the light moves, slipping onto the mythical bronze mermaid with her tail rippling the waters of the pond.

Lying back on her bed, Louie waits for the morning. After breakfast, she’s going to visit Dame Coco in her antique jewellery shop. She’ll know something about the locket.

The street blooms with flowers. Bert whistles at the robins and Honey barks at a lizard that escapes her paws. They spot Dame Coco peering out of the doorway of her antique shop. Her short grey hair knots in the wind and her rings jingle as she waves at them. ‘Louie and Bert. Oh, Teddy too. Thank goodness you’re here. I’m in trouble. I have to collect a basket of orchids from Mrs Tulip’s shop for an important customer, coming to pick up his French Renaissance clock.’ Like a warning, all the clocks chime and a cuckoo bird peeps out of its box and chirps. ‘Oh, the time. He’ll be here soon and Mrs Tulip can’t deliver today because she’s alone in Blossoms, Blooms & Buds and I can’t leave my shop and … can you help?’

Mrs Tulip is nice to Dame Coco, because Dame Coco has a title, like royalty. But Mrs Tulip doesn’t know about Dame Coco’s secret broken heart. Grandma confided in Louie once. Dame Coco’s parents refused to let her marry her true love, because he was an Indian Sikh who wore a turban. Dame Coco cried until she had no more tears left, and never married. The Indian Sikh was Grandma and Pa’s friend. Dame Coco needs their help. The locket has to wait. ‘Please don’t worry,’ Louie says. ‘We’ll collect the orchids.’

Blue-pink hydrangeas and white jasmine dribble down the steps of Blossoms, Blooms & Buds. The spreading liquidambar tree outside the shop speckles shadows of leaves across the steps and flower pots. Louie hums. I’m going to look Mrs Tulip in the eye. Louie gives a huge smile to Mrs Tulip.

‘Good afternoon, Lou-iii-sa.’ Mrs Tulip glares down at Bert and Teddy, pushing aside the peace lilies. ‘And the rest of you.’ Louie’s smile disappears. Mrs Tulip’s prickly voice makes Louie wince. Mrs Tulip knows Bert’s and Teddy’s names.

‘Hello, Mrs Tulip. We’re here to collect Dame Coco’s orchids.’

‘Yes, yes. I can’t deliver today.’ Shuffling in the back room, she brings out a basket of orchids with purple trumpets nestled inside the petals. She grizzles as she hands the orchids to Louie. ‘Young lady, I’ve told you before. Tie up your hair or cut it off. Hair is hanging all over your face.’ Louie tilts her head back and blows out a gust of air. Her soft curls dance above her head. Then they drop right back like she knew they would. Mrs Tulip peers at Louie, and points to the rose-gold chain and locket. ‘Show me that.’ Louie steps back. ‘I said show me that. It looks like my locket. Antique rose gold. Special gold. Your grandparents came in one day and admired it.’ Mrs Tulip squints suspiciously at Louie. ‘Mine disappeared last winter.’

‘Maybe it dropped behind a cupboard or something, Mrs Tulip.’

‘It didn’t. Show it to me.’

Louie holds up the locket, careful to keep it just out of Mrs Tulip’s reach.

‘It is rose gold.’ Her eyes slither into a slit. ‘It is my locket. But what have you done to it? With all those strange marks and …’ Her voice seethes with accusation. ‘What did you do? Camouflage? Taking what is mine. Can’t trust people like you. No one can. Learnt that a long time ago.’

‘I didn’t do anything. It’s not yours, Mrs Tulip.’ Louie looks straight at her, but inside, she’s shaking.

Mrs Tulip’s voice grates like an untuned violin. ‘Give me my locket.’ She reaches for it.

Louie looks at Bert and Teddy. ‘Let’s get out of here.’ Clasping the basket of orchids, Louie bolts through the doors, with the boys and Honey charging after her. Mrs Tulip chases them, but they’re too fast and she can’t run further away from her shop. Turning to look at her, Louie shouts, ‘It’s not yours!’

Mrs Tulip shouts back, ‘I know where you live!’

They race away. Louie keeps looking back, but Mrs Tulip isn’t chasing them anymore.

‘Don’t worry, Louie. She can’t do anything to you. Right?’ Bert says.

Louie tosses her head so her soft brown curls cover her eyes. Quietly, they walk around the oak trees with their gnarled roots. Like a sign, a splash of yellow tails and black wings fly over her. Louie gasps. ‘They’re spirit finders. Did you see them? The black cockatoos? Bert?’

‘Saw them. They really like eating pine cones.’

Louie isn’t listening. ‘You’re right. Mrs Tulip can’t do anything.’ Louie’s heart beats too hard. But is the locket mine?

They’re nearly at Dame Coco’s shop when she pops out from the door. Her hands are clasped. ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you. Come inside.’ She carefully places the orchids next to the most astounding antique clock, embedded with gems and pearls. ‘Time is precious.’ She smiles. ‘Now, what can I do for you?’

Louie closes her eyes for a second, blocking out Mrs Tulip’s accusing face. Then she unclips the necklace and holds it out. She forces her hand to stop shaking. Teddy and Bert peer over to see. ‘Can you tell us about this?’

Dame Coco takes out her jeweller’s eyepiece. ‘It’s lovely. Very old and intricate. European. Perhaps Austrian or Hungarian. It has no maker’s mark, which is strange.’

‘I never made the symbols and engravings on it.’ Louie takes some deep breaths. ‘You believe me, don’t you?’

‘Of course, Louie.’ Dame Coco smiles. ‘Now, what more can I tell you?’

Louie traces her finger over the n. ‘Do you know what it means? Could it be an initial?’ Louie tenses her hands. ‘N for Naomi? There was a Naomi who went to school at the Majestic. When it was a school for girls.’

‘Maybe it is. I’m not sure that it’s an initial. Look here.’ She points to a small apostrophe-type mark next to the n. ‘It could be just the pattern. Or maybe not.’

‘But it could stand for Naomi, couldn’t it?’

‘Yes, Louie.’ Dame Coco hesitates. ‘Or maybe not.’

‘There’s something inside.’ Louie opens it.

The mother-of-pearl shell peeps from the rose gold. ‘Oh, it’s exquisite.’ Dame Coco examines it through her eyepiece. ‘This is the work of a master jeweller. It’s a perfect puzzle.’ She lays it gently in the palm of Louie’s hand. ‘Can you see the circles?’ The moonlight circles in the courtyard flicker into her mind. Teddy shuffles closer. Bert leans forward. ‘The paths seem to be travelling in different directions.’ Dame Coco traces the pathways with her middle finger. ‘But this is not a maze, with dead ends, sending you into confused directions. These are pathways that lead to the one way out. To the centre, where all people walk together in harmony. It’s called a labyrinth.’

Louie carefully puts the pearl shell back into the locket and closes it. She hides the necklace in her skirt, worried about Mrs Tulip and what she could do. Pa and Grandma don’t even know she has the locket. It doesn’t belong to Mrs Tulip and I didn’t steal it. ‘Thank you, Dame Coco.’

‘I’m glad your grandparents came to this street. This country. My good friends. You are all my dear friends.’ She smiles, but Louie’s heart sinks a little. She can see Dame Coco’s broken heart.

Home. The delicious smells of strudel waft into reception. Bert and Teddy sniff. Honey barks as they head for their usual retreat, the kitchen. Louie heads to their bedroom. She lays the locket next to the blue glass tile on Alice. Carefully, she opens the clasps, exposing the tiny pearl labyrinth. ‘I’m going to find your secrets. I found your alphabet. I’ll find your labyrinth.’

She opens her computer and searches. Hundreds of labyrinths appear, carved into pathways in the Stone and Bronze Ages, the Roman Empire, Middle Ages, Shakespeare’s England, Israel, even ancient India. Slowly, the screen fills with darker images. Evil. The underground labyrinth in Buda Castle descends into a maze of dungeons. She shudders at the torture with chains and iron, where Dracula was imprisoned and reemerged so wicked that he became a torturer. Hungary has a deep, black past. She shakes Dracula from her thoughts and the maze of cruel dead ends. ‘You’re not a labyrinth. Never a labyrinth. Just a pretender.’ She quickly scrolls the screen downwards, letting it roll until it stops on a different labyrinth. The light fills the screen. Bluey-grey circles shimmer like the mother-of-pearl labyrinth of the locket. I’ve found you.

Silently, she reads the words.

The labyrinth is eleven sandstone pathways, in an eternal circle, without beginning or end. It is the unity of the human spirit.






CHAPTER 8

I AM NOT AFRAID

Louie is watering the magnolias in the foyer when an angry crash sounds from the entrance of the Majestic. Startled, Pa looks up. Grandma drops her garden scissors, the magnolias half trimmed. Guests look up from the sitting room.

Mrs Tulip stomps into the Majestic in her green sunhat. Her voice grates like nails rusted into metal. ‘All I have done for you. The best flowers. Always helping you out. Look at your granddaughter,’ she snaps. ‘She’s a thief.’

Mrs Tulip spins towards Louie. ‘Where is it? She’s hiding it. The locket is mine.’

Louie’s grateful that the locket’s hidden in her skirt.

‘Someone stole it.’ She points her finger. ‘Louie stole it. I saw her steal it. In the shop. Yes, I saw her.’

‘I didn’t. I didn’t …’

Pa raises his hand for Louie to stop. His face is stone. ‘Louisa Anastasia does not steal.’ Tears ripple in Grandma’s eyes. ‘No one can anymore, ever, tell me, tell us, that we steal. No one will shout. No one will blame us for what we do not do. No one will take from us what is ours.’

Mrs Tulip splutters, ‘I’ll go to the police.’

‘You must do what you must. I am not afraid. Not here, in a free country. Our home.’

Mrs Tulip pulls her green hat tighter onto her head. Grandma puts her hand on Pa’s arm and her shawl floats to the wooden floors. ‘We are neighbours. Yes, and we can work together. You have made a mistake, that is all.’ Grandma takes the freshly cut magnolias from the vase. She glides towards Mrs Tulip, holding out the creamy flowers, with their golden centres. ‘For you.’

‘For me? I do not want your second-rate magnolias. I have my own magnolias. I want my locket. Go back to where you came from. You’re liars and thieves, like the rest of your people.’ She sneers. ‘You don’t belong here and never will. And I will get my locket back.’ Mrs Tulip storms out and Grandma bursts into tears.

Louie puts her arm around Grandma. ‘Your people’ rings in her ears. The locket pounds. Why does Mrs Tulip hate us? What people are we?

Pa wanders between the guests. ‘Everything is all right. Please do not worry. Would you like something to drink?’ Guests are reassured and go back to reading their books and sipping coffee. Pa strokes Louie’s hair. ‘Louie, go upstairs with Bert and Teddy.’ His smile is comforting, but his eyes are sad. ‘It is all right. Everything is all right.’

Is it? Louie refuses to cry, but that is what she wants to do.

Louie’s scared of sleeping. Terrible dreams run through her head. Naomi is growing bigger and bigger, into a giant clasping the locket. Louie’s running, running, running, saving Bert and Teddy. Saving Grandma crying in Pa’s arms. Crying. Until she’s sobbing in her sleep. And the locket’s getting larger and larger. A monstrous giant that can’t get out of the door, while Mrs Tulip’s words screech. Go back to where you came from. Louie wakes in fright, with the words my fault on her lips.

Louie scrambles for the morning air. Hanging over the balcony, she breathes in the garden scents, then she sees the broken maze in the courtyard. Or is it more? The mother-of-pearl labyrinth flitters into her thoughts. She peers down to look again, then she sees strange flapping white tissues criss-crossing the garden and courtyard. Or maybe they’re serviettes, caught by the wind, or riff-raff, swept in from the street. Squinting, she tries to make it out. Turning back into the bedroom, she pulls on her jeans and jacket. Instinctively, she picks up the locket and fastens it around her neck. Honey pads after her as she treads past the boys, asleep in their bunks.

Quietly, Louie heads down the hallways and the Grand Staircase, past the new night-shift receptionist finishing the accounts. Surprised at seeing Louie before the Majestic has woken, the receptionist asks if anything is wrong. Louie shakes her head. ‘Couldn’t sleep.’ The receptionist smiles. She looks tired, but Pa and Grandma will be in soon and she’ll go home.

The front door glistens as the break-of-day sun streaks through its etched-glass panels. Louie pushes it open, skirting the newspapers piled in a stack. Pa loves his newspapers. She smiles. He always has something to say on world affairs. Grandma never reads the paper. She doesn’t want to know. Louie bends to breathe in Grandma’s red roses. She’s careful not to touch them, as they have terrible thorns. She stretches and looks for the white fragments, then suddenly lurches forward like she’s been winded by a body blow. Her hands fly to her mouth, suffocating her scream.

Magnolia flowers. Ripped from the trees, they lie like orphans on the ground. Louie runs from one flower to the next, from one to another until she’s panting. Sinking into the graveyard of petals, she picks up a magnolia, cradling it in the hollow of her hands. Tears spill down her face. Magnolias do nothing but bring beauty to the world. Louie buries her head in Honey’s softness, whispering, ‘Why would someone do this? Why?’

Suddenly, Bert and Teddy are beside her. Louie rocks like in prayer. Back and forward. Back and forward. The locket is rocking too. Like it’s mad. Like everything is mad. Like hate fills their beautiful garden. Louie gasps. ‘It’s Mrs Tulip … It’s her … Mrs Tulip. My fault … my …’ She squeezes the locket in her hand. ‘Why? Why? I don’t want your secrets. You hurt everyone. I hate your secrets.’

Pa runs across the courtyard, his dressing gown flapping. Grandma’s behind him. Everyone is running towards the garden of fallen magnolias. Pa reaches them. His arms are around Louie. Grandma’s arms are around Bert and Teddy.

Pa’s eyes hide pain, so deep they look hollow. He strokes Louie’s cheek. ‘Look up, Louisa Anastasia.’ He points to the magnolia trees. ‘The flowers will grow again. It is their home. Our home. You must not let this hurt your spirit. Because then the thief will have stolen more than the flowers.’

Quietly, they collect the torn flowers, until the garden is peaceful again.

Louie pads to the pond and sits beside the bronze mermaid. Teddy splashes the water, making the goldfish scamper beneath the ripples. Bert sits beside Louie, looking out over the courtyard. Black cockatoos fly above them. The great protectors. Her eyes fill with tears as the courtyard stones glitter under their wings. With each flap, broken mazes appear. With each dive, pathways emerge. Louie and Bert gasp as a glittering sandstone circle appears from the broken lines. Eleven great rings of bluey-grey rise from the stones, like a mirage.

Trembling, Louie opens the locket and takes out the mother-of-pearl shell. Holding it up, Louie whispers to Bert, ‘The labyrinth. It’s always been here. We just never saw it.’

Breathless, Bert nods. ‘Because we didn’t look hard enough. We didn’t imagine enough. That’s what Einstein said.’

They stand at the edge of the labyrinth. Louie closes her eyes for a moment. She puts her hand over the locket. They each step onto a different path. Passing each other noiselessly, they tread the circles. Teddy holds Bagoly tightly with Honey padding beside him. The sunlight is lovely with its soft rays. Louie imagines Pa and Grandma walking the labyrinth with them. Her parents. Dame Coco. Longtime wisdom keepers. They are all walking the circles. Naomi is walking too. They wander through what looks like a maze, confused with dead ends, until they find the pathway at the centre. Together, they walk out of the labyrinth.






CHAPTER 9

THE LEATHER JOURNAL

Louie grabs Bert’s hand. ‘Do you remember? In the watchtower. The eleven circles of bluey-grey. Teddy was catching them.’ She’s breathless. ‘The labyrinth. It’s a sign. There’re answers there. Come on.’

As they race up the servants’ staircase, they pass Petra playing her lute. Her simple gold cross shines as Louie runs her fingers along Petra’s golden frame. Louie shivers. It’s as though Petra is watching over them.

Teddy charges after Bert into the watchtower. Bert climbs the rickety steps and wedges open the hatch, letting in streams of sunlight. ‘Now, Teddy. We’re looking for anything that shines.’ He grabs the rusty biscuit tin. ‘See, there’s marbles inside.’ Bert spots a glass inkwell. He puts it in the tin. ‘If you find anything that shines, or you can look through it, put it in here. Like an old watch or glass paperweights. Anything like that. We’re going to try and get those circles to appear again.’

Teddy jumps into a pile of bric-a-brac with Honey following him.

Louie holds out the locket, hoping to catch the light. No labyrinth appears. Bert waves Louie away. ‘Leave this to me.’

‘And me too!’ Teddy yells.

Bert winks at Louie. ‘Teddy and I have this under control.’

‘Okay, you keep trying. There has to be other clues.’ Sitting between dusty boxes and books, she fossicks through discarded papers, then pulls out a leather journal. She opens it, searching for Naomi through the list of names, dates of birth. Then photos slip out. Louie stops at a photo of a girl. She catches her breath. It’s Naomi playing the piano. ‘I know it’s you.’ Louie looks up at the loft, waiting for schoolgirl voices, but there’s nothing. Determined, she turns another page. Then another. Then another, and her fingers tremble. Peering from the journal is a photograph of schoolgirls, standing in front of the watchtower bookcase. The novels of Charles Dickens peek from behind them, and the words underneath the picture are:

No one is useless in this world who lightens the burden of it for anyone else.

A shiver runs through Louie. I refuse to be useless. She stares at a sepia-brown picture of the teachers. The men stand with serious faces behind the women. Their black academic robes are draped over their suits, white shirts and vests. Their ties are choking them in tight knots under their collars. Louie coughs, as if she’s choking too. The women look unhappy, wearing their buttoned-up blouses, long grey skirts and practical walking shoes.

She reads their names and what they teach. Music, German, Arithmetic, Art, Latin, Literature. With a jerk, she stops at a name. Herr Heinrich, Master of German. But Naomi’s name is Heinrich. Heinrich. Could it be Naomi’s father? Breathing quickly, Louie combs through other pages, then she finds the photo. Standing in front of the library of Charles Dickens’s books is Herr Heinrich. There’s a girl beside him. The locket throbs as Louie’s fingers rest on Naomi Heinrich. Under the photo, it reads:

The College expresses their deepest sympathy at the passing away of the wife of Herr Heinrich, Master of German. The College sends their very best regards to Herr Heinrich and his daughter, Miss Naomi Heinrich, and wish them safe passage on their return to live in Bavaria, Germany. The College thanks Herr Heinrich for his services.

1st December 1921

Time crashes around Louie. 1921. Naomi was a schoolgirl. Like her. But she left with her father to live in Bavaria, Germany in 1921. It’s 2000 now and Naomi must be old, very old. Has she died? But then how can the girl Naomi be here? Thrown back in time forever. Stuck at thirteen. Why? Louie’s heart is pounding. The locket is pounding. She looks up at the loft. That’s where the singing came from. The music. Naomi being sucked upwards into the roof.

Breathless, Louie turns to Bert. ‘Can you come here?’ She puts her hands over the locket, quietening the beats.

Bert saunters over. ‘What’ve you got?’

‘This.’ Louie holds up the journal, the photo of Naomi and her father, Herr Heinrich. Bert studies the photo. ‘It’s Naomi,’ Louie says. She can hardly control her excitement. ‘The lost girl on the street. The girl with the locket you didn’t see. But, Bert, you can see her here. You can see her.’

‘It’s just a girl, Louie.’ He scratches his head. ‘She can’t be real. Look at the date – 1921.’

‘She is. It’s her.’ Grabbing his arm, Louie pulls him towards her. ‘You’re always talking about Einstein. Impossibility. Somehow, some way, Naomi is here.’

A whooshing sound makes them look around. Teddy is sending marbles in all directions, catching light rays streaming into the watchtower. ‘Teddy, stop that,’ Bert calls out, jumping to catch marbles in mid-flight.

Louie pushes away the books and boxes from the pile around her. Puffs of dust shoot into the air. Quickly standing up, she grabs Pa’s discarded handkerchief. Coughing, she holds it in front of her nose, watching dust sprinkle through the watchtower. Watching rays of sunlight stream through the glass marbles. Watching light catch the dust, revealing broken bluey-grey circles of mist and mystery.

‘You’ve found it, Teddy,’ Louie whispers. ‘Pathways. The labyrinth?’

Leaning back, they gaze at the circles floating upwards, until they disappear, curling into the loft.

Louie shoves the handkerchief into her pocket. She turns to Bert. ‘It’s a sign. We have to get to the loft.’

‘A sign of what, Louie?’

‘I don’t know, Bert. There has to be a ladder somewhere. Are you helping or what?’

Bert laughs. He looks up at the loft. ‘Come on, Teddy. Let’s find this ladder.’

Bert and Louie search under the stairs, behind the curtain, between the bric-a-brac, then there’s a squeal. Honey barks. They turn around. A red cape is wriggling behind the bookcase. ‘Teddy, get out of there.’ Louie races over. ‘The bookcase could fall. Teddy.’

Teddy squiggles out and is excitedly pointing. ‘Look, look. The ladder.’

‘Stop jumping around. I see it, Teddy. Stand back.’ Bert drags out a very old, splintery ladder. ‘Good work, Teddy.’

Louie isn’t so sure. ‘Teddy, come over here. Out of the way.’

Bert leans the ladder against the loft edge. ‘It’s really creaky. I’ll go first. See if it can hold my weight.’ The ladder groans and moans as he clambers up. Bert shouts down, ‘All good! Ready.’

Teddy pushes back his red cape and zips up his imaginary superhero suit. He presses Bagoly under his arm. ‘I can do this by myself.’

Louie raises her eyebrows. ‘Even superheroes can’t do everything alone.’

‘I’m the best climber.’ Teddy sniffs determinedly. He scoots up the ladder. Louie waits below with her arms outstretched in case of a slip. Bert reaches for him and pulls him over the edge. ‘Didn’t need any help. See?’ he bubbles down to Louie.

‘Your turn, Louie.’ Bert whistles to Honey. ‘Stay. You’re on guard.’ She stands to attention, to defend the loft against evil enemies.

They’re all in the loft now. Shadows creep along its sloping roof, teased by the light piercing slots in the rafters. Louie searches for a piano, violin, treble clefs, semiquavers, music, schoolgirls singing, Naomi. There’s nothing. She swallows her disappointment.

An enormous trunk sits in the centre of the loft. Two thick leather straps and rusty buckles lock it shut. Bert walks around the ancient trunk. It smells a hundred years old. Mouldy and musty. Louie tugs the heavy straps wrapped around its middle, but it doesn’t move.

‘Stand back,’ Bert says. ‘Let me try this buckle. It’s looser. Less rust.’ He pushes and shoves the lock, then there’s a click and a release. Teddy jumps excitedly and Louie claps. Bert winks. ‘It was easy.’ Louie shakes her head and laughs.

The second strap is tougher, locked in an iron claw. In a tug-of-war with the claw, Teddy and Louie pull one side, Bert the other. Then with one mighty jerk, the buckle creaks open and the second strap releases. Bert walks around the trunk. ‘We need to be logical. The lid’s heavy. Louie, you take that end of the trunk. I’ll take this side. When I say “open”, we do it together. Right?’ He looks over at Teddy. ‘Stand there, right in the front, so you can see what’s in the trunk first. Make sure there’s nothing dangerous.’

Teddy is trunk-ready, standing at attention for the great discovery.

‘Ready, Louie?’ With a massive grunt, they push the lid up. Teddy’s first to see the treasure. He squeals excitedly. Louie and Bert run around to the front of the trunk. They stop dead still. Louie gasps. Presses her hands against the locket. ‘No …’

Shoes. Shoes. Shoes.

The enormous oak trunk is full of shoes. Old shoes. Baby shoes. Schoolgirl shoes. Army shoes. Dance shoes. Shoes. Shoes. Shoes … so many shoes. Bert starts to laugh. ‘Is this it?’ he splutters. ‘The great mystery? Naomi’s secrets. If she even exists.’

Louie rubs her eyes. She refuses to cry. Her legs become weak, and she slides alongside the trunk. Bending forward, she presses her head against her knees.

Bert nudges her. ‘Hey, Louie, it doesn’t matter.’

‘It does …’ She pulls out the locket. Holding the chain tight, she swirls it to the side, spinning it in the air. Disappointment burns into her.

Bert pulls her arms away from her legs. ‘Come on, Louie. It’s okay.’

‘But shoes?’ She stands up and stares into the trunk.

‘Yep, Louie. Shoes.’

Teddy unstraps his runners. He plonks himself, his runners and Bagoly inside the enormous trunk. Bert takes off his boots and climbs in after Teddy. Shoes are everywhere. Children’s shoes, laced, leather, gumboots, cuffed half-boots, brown lace-up shoes, shiny silver slippers with angel wings. A tremor trickles through her. Klara’s slippers? It can’t be.

Bert drags out a pair of sturdy farm boots. ‘What’re you waiting for, Louie?’

Slowly, Louie takes off her shoes with rainbow soles. She twists the locket back to her front and climbs into the trunk. Louie reaches for glittering ballroom slippers lying beside red gumboots. She imagines Grandma waltzing like a queen in the arms of Pa, sweeping her across the ballroom. Treble clefs, chords, bass clefs, semiquavers, flats, sharps, quadruple notes, crescendos, pianissimos, double flats sail in a symphony around her.

Bert calls out. Louie blinks and the symphony disappears. Her heart drops. ‘What is it, Bert?’

He waves a pair of sandals in the air. ‘These belonged to Einstein, for sure. He hated wearing socks.’ Bert throws them back into the pile.

Louie stares at the corner of the trunk. Are children crying? A pair of sad little raggedy shoes, with holes and scrappy laces, peep out of the pile. She crawls over to them. Picking them up, she cradles them like babies in her arms. The locket throbs gently. She pulls out the yellowed newspaper padding the bottom of the shoes. Carefully, she unfolds the pages. A black and white newspaper photo of three children is ripped down the edges, tearing away the arm of the little boy. They hold hands, their faces blank, their cheeks sunken and eyes hollow. Beaten and hungry. Afraid, like Oliver Twist in the workhouse. Louie gently puts back the newspaper so the raggedy shoes have soles.

Lying her head in her arms, Louie rocks back and forward, making the locket swing in a small circle. Round and round it goes as she pushes her toes deeper and deeper into the piles of shoes under her. Digging for something. Something unknown. Then she feels shoes on her feet. Not ordinary shoes. Not soft or pretty. Not kind or warm. Not worn or dirty. Not white or brown. But black, like fear. Shoes of iron.

There’s a massive shudder in the loft. A blinding light shines out from the locket. A cry pierces the air. Louie’s not sure if it’s her cry, or Bert’s, or from the little children with raggedy shoes. Louie lunges for Teddy, holding him close. Suddenly, Naomi is crouching beside her, and the heavy lid of the trunk slams shut.

Blackness. Louie, Bert and Teddy scream, spinning through space, fracturing light, rocketing beyond speed. A sonic boom explodes, crashing into the past, sweeping them through time.






CHAPTER 10

BUDAPEST, HUNGARY, 1944

WINTER

Trying to hold onto Teddy, Louie slides along the dark footpath. Teddy tumbles into bare magnolias, without flowers. Bert crashes after them, onto a cold cobblestone street. The iron shoes on Louie’s feet disappear. They’re in their own shoes now. Teddy’s still caught mid-scream, clasping Bagoly. Louie grabs Teddy. ‘It’s all right. It’s all right.’ She twists around, looking for the sloping roof of the loft. The watchtower. The Majestic. The trunk. But they’re gone. Instead, there are rows of cast-iron lampposts beaming yellow light along a shadowy street of balconies, arches and buildings with cherubs on their walls.

Bert struggles up, his mind whirring. ‘Mass. Energy. The speed of light. Is this what this is?’ Shivering, he checks that Teddy and Louie are all right. It’s bitingly cold.

‘We’re okay.’ Louie forces a smile onto her face. She rubs Teddy’s hands. ‘Warm now? Don’t be scared.’

Teddy’s eyebrows scowl into a wedge. ‘Not scared. I’m a big boy.’

‘I know that, Teddy.’ Her stomach knots into stone. ‘You’re a hero and we’re on a great adventure.’ Teddy stamps his feet determinedly. ‘Bert, where are we?’ Louie whispers.

He shakes his head, then a word slices through the shadows.

‘Winter.’ A girl in a flowing white dress is suddenly there.

Louie stammers, ‘You’re here.’

Bert studies the girl through the dim light. ‘It’s you. In the book from the watchtower. Are you … are you the girl in that photo?’ He looks at Louie. ‘That’s impossible. This is imposs—’ He stops. ‘No. No. Everything’s possible.’

Louie steadies her voice. ‘But where are we?’

‘A long way from home.’ Naomi touches the locket around Louie’s neck. Louie trembles. ‘You want to unlock secrets? They’re here, in Budapest.’

‘Budapest? Is that where we are?’ Louie peers at the icy street, the stone cherub frozen above the doorway, the magnolias without flowers. ‘It can’t be winter.’ She pauses. ‘It’s summer.’

‘Not here. Not now.’ Naomi’s grey eyes deepen.

Bert looks up into the sky and gasps. ‘That can’t be right. They’re the wrong stars. Look, Louie.’ He points to the three brightest stars in the constellation. ‘That’s the sword of Orion, the great hunter. They’re the stars of the northern hemisphere. Where are our stars? The Southern Cross?’

Naomi’s voice is wispy and whispering. ‘I’ve brought you to winter. In another time. In another place.’

‘I don’t understand. What time?’ Louie’s breathless.

‘Another year. A different year.’ Naomi stops. ‘1944.’

Just then there’s a loud click. They all turn. A black door engraved with golden brass peacocks opens. A woman is standing in the doorway, wearing a blue pinafore, white cap and black lace-up shoes.

Louie recognises her from the portrait in the servants’ staircase. ‘Petra?’ They stare at her, unsure if she’s real. Unsure if anything’s real.

Petra smiles. ‘We’ve been waiting for you,’ she says in Hungarian. ‘It’s very good to see you.’ Teddy pulls Petra’s white apron, as if he’s known her all his life. Petra takes his hand and he’s happy.

As they follow Petra inside the house, Louie turns to Naomi, but she’s slipped away. Louie clasps the locket. You brought us here, Naomi. You’re supposed to stay with us. To show us the way.

Naomi’s voice comes from nowhere. I am showing you the way. Trust me.

Bert gapes at the high ceilings, with rosettes surrounding brass light pendants. Dim light from the street sprinkles through the windows, framed by blue velvet curtains. The polished oak floors are covered by handwoven Persian carpets made of silk and wool. There’s a magnificent hand-carved oak bookcase. Curiously, it is empty. The walls teem with paintings of mythical Greek gods, fields of honey and gold, and generations of portraits.

Suddenly, Teddy squeals, rolling into a huddle with a fluffy ball of caramel ears and a scruffy tail. Petra sings out, ‘No, Honey.’

‘Honey?’ It can’t be Honey. She’s guarding the loft in the watchtower. Louie watches the dog bounce beside Teddy as they enter the sitting room. She notices a white patch behind her ear. It’s a different Honey.

Petra announces them to Professor Simeon. ‘We’ve been waiting for you to arrive,’ he says. ‘Naomi told us that you’ve travelled far to come here and have far to go.’

Bert nudges Louie. ‘Do you know him?’

Louie studies the professor. She gapes at his moustache that curls like a corkscrew. She can’t help smiling. Pa was right. All Hungarians have moustaches. She swallows her smile. But not the women. Professor Simeon is distinguished in his tailored navy three-piece suit, but as he lifts his arms, the elbows on his sleeves are worn.

She whispers, ‘I’ve never seen him before.’ Louie feels nervous. ‘How do you know Naomi?’ she asks the professor.

He looks curiously at her, as if she should understand. ‘Naomi helps children.’ He turns away abruptly, with no further explanation. Louie dares not ask him more. ‘Everyone, please come and join us.’

Louie notices a boy at the window, peering onto the street. He turns to look at her. His eyes are dark brown with a twinkle. A shiver runs through her. She knows those eyes. Who is he?

‘Now you are here, it is time for our concert.’ The professor leans on his walking stick and heads towards the grand piano.

Louie and Bert look at each other. This feels strangely familiar.

The professor waits until everyone is seated. He bows slightly at the lady in a pale violet dress at the piano. The girl beside her tightens the strings of her violin until the sound is perfect. Honey lies at the girl’s feet. The girl gently strokes Honey, then slides the violin under her chin and raises her bow. ‘Mamma, are we ready?’ The girl’s mamma nods and they begin to play, ‘The Blue Danube’ filling the room. The girl looks at Louie. Her eyes are emerald green. The eyes of Grandma, but it can’t be.

Louie reaches for the locket. It’s gone. Panic rises in her chest. The clasp must’ve unclipped. Where did I lose it? She studies the polished oak floorboards. Maybe it’s slipped through the cracks, never to be seen again. She can hardly breathe. Pressing her hands around her throat, she looks up as the violin strings shimmer. The girl on the violin is playing so beautifully. Then she sees it. Like it’s always been there. As if it’s always meant to be there. The rose-gold locket with its robin clasps is around the girl’s neck, sparkling like a jewel in a crown.

How did you find it? Why are you wearing it? You’re a thief. Thief. Thief. But Louie instinctively knows that the girl isn’t a thief or a liar. The locket has found its home. Ashamed, she shuts her eyes. I was beginning to believe you were mine.

There’s applause. Louie automatically claps.

‘My wife and daughter are wonderful musicians. Now for refreshments.’ The professor opens his arms, directing them to the dining room. Louie involuntarily follows him.

She can’t concentrate. She keeps glancing at the girl wearing the rose-gold necklace with its robin clasps and sparkling locket. The professor disturbs her thoughts as he explains that he taught science at the university. Bert’s spellbound by every word the professor says. ‘I’m going to be a scientist too.’

The professor approves. ‘Science is discovery. There is always something more to learn. You can build on the past, seek to understand the present and change the future.’ He looks at Louie. ‘And what will you be? Teaching is a noble profession. A good teacher inspires the search for knowledge. Perhaps you want to become a teacher?’

The professor waits, until Louie feels pressured to answer. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe a teacher. I don’t know. Professor, do you like teaching at the university?’

His forehead creases. ‘Yes, I do. But times have changed, Louie. This country has become ignorant. I don’t teach at the university anymore.’

‘But why?’

The professor looks at the empty bookshelf. ‘Nazi soldiers burnt my work. The Nazi Arrow Cross here burnt my work. The scientific papers and books I wrote.’ His voices catches.

‘I don’t understand.’ Louie looks strangely at the professor. ‘Books. But how can we live without books?’

‘It’s a madness. Soldiers and students, ordinary people, are burning books. Making bonfires. Throwing the works of philosophers, writers, artists, scientists and the most hated of all – books by Jewish writers.’ For a moment, he closes his eyes. ‘Into the fire.’

She looks over at the girl. Her hand is pressing the locket, as if she’s protecting it. Or is it protecting her? Louie catches her breath. ‘Did they burn Oliver Twist?’

‘Yes. They burnt Oliver Twist and the other books of Charles Dickens and Sigmund Freud and Albert Einstein. They burnt Leo Tolstoy’s great masterpiece, War and Peace. They burn ideas.’ His voice becomes heavy, like grief. ‘They burnt the books of Moses. The Bible.’

Louie feels the fire. Bert’s eyes flash disbelief. The face of the girl wearing the locket is flushed. Are they burning God? Louie shudders. ‘But why?’

‘They believe they are the master race. They are gods and scorn the rest of us. Slavs, Polish, those who are black, gypsies, disabled. So many people, and most despised of all, the children of Abraham. The Jewish people.’

‘I don’t understand. It makes no sense.’

‘No sense.’ He rubs his moustache like all Hungarians. ‘So now, I’m not permitted to teach in the university anymore. I am Jewish.’

A stab of fear makes Louie turn to Teddy and Bert. The secret. The secret. Is that the cavernous secret Pa hides? Grandma hides? They never speak about it. I think we’re Jewish. But they’ve never said that we’re Jewish. Pa and Grandma always told us that they were part of a universal tree. They gave me the hamsa. I always felt something. I sort of knew, except I didn’t. Are we really Jewish?

‘These are very dark times.’ The professor clasps his hands together, like a prayer. ‘But darkness must never take away the gift of hope. Of ideas.’ He unclasps his hands, the prayer inside him now. ‘How lucky are we to be here together?’ As if on cue, Honey woofs. The professor pats her. ‘Yes, we are lucky to have you too, Honey.’

Louie can hardly breathe. Honey? She was left behind. What will happen to her?

The professor leans on his walking stick. ‘Apologies that I’m slow. It’s my leg. I have arthritis. Come along. Let’s go to the table.’ His voice lifts. ‘I only wish my great German colleague and friend were here. He used to visit us, and he always had ideas.’ Then he shakes his head. ‘No, I’m glad he’s not here. That he’s safe in the United States. Albert can never come back.’ He taps his walking stick. ‘Now, Bert, that is a man of endless ideas.’ The professor smiles.

‘Do you mean—?’ Bert can hardly speak. ‘Well, you probably don’t mean … Albert Einstein? You wouldn’t know him?’

Professor Simeon laughs. ‘I do indeed know my old friend.’

Bert catches his breath. ‘I’m named after him. Bert for Albert.’

‘Then you have big shoes to fill, Albert.’

Suddenly, there’s a bump to the table as Teddy chases Honey. Bert grabs his cape. Louie sits him on a chair at the table, while Honey bounds over to the girl and settles under the table.

‘What a beautiful table setting, Petra.’

Petra touches her simple gold cross. ‘Thank you, professor.’

Louie examines the oak table with its curved legs and white embroidered tablecloth. In a corner of the folds is a six-pointed star. A tremor runs through her because she knows that star. Silver bowls, spoons, knives and forks have been polished until they’re like diamonds. She touches the red winter roses that leave a sweet scent on her hands. Starched linen napkins and crystal-cut glasses lie alongside gold-rimmed porcelain plates, brimming with hand-painted flowers. Louie catches her breath as she looks at her plate, decorated with the colours of the rainbow, protecting the sacred blue eyes of peacock feathers. She traces the feathers with the tips of her fingers. Peacocks are a blessing and you can never hurt a blessing. Her eyes are drawn to the centrepiece of the table, the seven-lamp candelabra made from ancient gold. Louie’s heart fills with the beauty of it all.






CHAPTER 11

THE BOY

The professor turns to the boy looking out of the window. ‘Zoltan. Come and join us. Everything is quiet now in the street.’

‘Zoltan?’ Louie jerks forward. She watches the boy reluctantly walk across the polished floors, away from the window. His sturdy farm boots look familiar.

Bert whispers to Louie, ‘Are they … the boots from the trunk?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

‘Zoltan. There is your seat,’ says the professor.

Zoltan? That’s the name of their Pa. It can’t be Pa. Zoltan’s only a boy. The girl who played the violin waves to Zoltan to sit beside her. Her emerald-green eyes water as she watches him.

The girl whispers, ‘Will they come? Are we safe, Zoltan?’

‘I’m here, Verushka. Don’t be afraid.’

Louie holds her breath. Verushka. Grandma’s name. But Verushka is only a girl. Twelve. Maybe thirteen. It can’t be Grandma.

Zoltan takes the girl’s hand beneath the table. Under his breath, he whispers, ‘I’ll protect you.’

The professor raises his arms like a maestro conducting an orchestra. ‘You played beautifully, Verushka.’ He pours thick Turkish coffee into small porcelain cups. The aroma wafts upwards. ‘So very good. Thank you, Petra. The coffee is just as it should be. Perfect.’ Petra’s eyes light up. Her smile is like hidden treasure. Petra carries a silver tray laden with a kuglof that looks like a rocky mountain with drippy chocolate, twirled between twists of dry-sweet vanilla cake. Teddy whoops excitedly at the cake. Bert and Louie look at each other strangely. How does the professor know it is their favourite? The professor motions to Zoltan. ‘Please have some kuglof. Petra made it especially for your arrival today.’

Zoltan takes a bite. ‘It’s very good.’ Petra beams.

Verushka and Zoltan sit next to each other at the glorious table. Zoltan is so handsome, even in his brown woollen jumper, army pants and farm boots. Verushka is a queen, in her blue gossamer dress. As Louie shuffles her chair under the table, she glances at Verushka’s glittering slippers. Louie pushes her curls away from her face, sipping water from a crystal glass. Her eyes rest on the golden sparkle reflected in the ancient candelabra. The glow is like the sun.

Louie turns to Verushka. She watches the locket dip and rise as it falls between the folds of her filmy dress. Robins whistle and mysterious symbols swirl. Verushka. Verushka. The locket is yours, Grandma. It’s always been yours.

‘Your parents are very old friends, Zoltan. Now, you are thirteen.’ The professor nods. ‘Your mother is in hiding with your sisters. May they be safe. Your father comes and goes from the farm. It is dangerous to send food. If he is caught …’ He catches his breath. ‘But there is starvation in the city with the bombings. Your work, Zoltan, with other young people in the secret underground, saves lives. Protects children in the safe houses. Their parents have been …’ His words spill into silence. He breathes in, then continues. ‘… taken to the darkest of places.’ The professor’s voice breaks.

Zoltan’s voice is uneasy. ‘The trucks are coming for me. We’ll leave when it’s safe to travel. After we hear the reports. If roads are blown up or there are soldiers, we wait. We will try to reach the farm before the sun rises. I’ll be back this week, with more food for you. For the underground. For the children’s houses.’

‘Zoltan, you make me believe that the war will end. That children will survive. You do the work of … angels.’

Zoltan frowns. ‘Angels? No, not angels. Not …’ He shakes his head. ‘But how can I live, if I do nothing?’

The professor nods. ‘There is an old wisdom. All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing. You understand this.’ He looks into Zoltan’s eyes. ‘Your parents must be proud of you.’ Zoltan’s wiry frame and shock of black hair makes him look older than thirteen. ‘Even though you are a boy, you are a man.’ They clasp hands and shake.

Suddenly, terrible screams and shootings break into the room. Zoltan pushes his chair backwards, racing to the window. The professor turns off the lights. Zoltan closes the curtains, leaving only a small gap.

Watching from behind the velvet curtains, they see soldiers in black leather boots marching along the cobblestone street, smashing windows, breaking down doors, whipping people, forcing them into lines. Yellow stars glimmer on the coats of their victims. A mother wails as her baby is torn from her hands. Weeping, she’s dragged away. Louie catches her breath when she sees Naomi in the shadows of a doorway, cradling the baby, hiding it from the soldiers. She looks up at Louie in the window.

‘Why are they doing this? What do they want?’ Louie puts her arms around Teddy.

Like venomous spiders, the soldiers with their crossed-arrow armbands attack. People are running. Hiding in alleyways. Jumping into underground drains. Darting up iron fire-escape stairs. Cowering in doorways. Bullets rat-a-tat-tat. Soldiers yell, ‘Over there! Over there!’ Then there’s sudden laughing. A very old man with a grey beard and ringlets dangling from under his hat falls. A soldier shouts, ‘Lieutenant, what will I do with this one?’

The Lieutenant shoves a young girl at the old man. ‘Dance, Jew. Dance.’ He claps his hands. ‘And smile.’ The old man’s eyes are afraid. A soldier shoves his gun butt into the old man’s back. He groans. ‘Smile, old man,’ the Lieutenant repeats. The old man forces his lips up. ‘Dance. Faster. Dance faster.’ The old man hobbles from side to side, the girl trying to hold him up.

The Lieutenant’s clapping increases like Beethoven’s ‘Tempest’, but there are no musical notes. The beat gets quicker and quicker, madder and madder, as the old man and girl dance and the soldiers laugh until they can hardly stand.






CHAPTER 12

THE LIEUTENANT

The professor speaks urgently. ‘Petra, please show Louie, Bert and Teddy to the loft. The roof. Now.’ He looks at Louie. ‘Please help Petra. Hurry.’

Louie’s face is flushed. ‘I want to stay with you.’

‘It’s safer for all of us if you go with Petra.’

Uncertainly, Louie walks behind Teddy and Bert. In line, they follow Petra. The air is getting colder as they climb the stairs. A wispy rustle makes Louie turn. Naomi appears beside her. Her brown eyes deepen, staring into Naomi’s grey eyes. ‘Why have you come into our lives? I don’t even know you.’ Louie’s voice shakes. ‘And there are terrible things happening in the street … and I have to look after Teddy.’ Louie presses her hands against her head. ‘I don’t understand why we are here. Why this is all happening? My grandparents – they’re our age. That can’t be right? Is it them? Is this just a mad dream?’

Naomi takes Louie’s hand. ‘It’s cold outside.’ Naomi’s hand is like ice.

Louie shivers. ‘Your hand is real. Are you real? The locket.’ Instinctively, Louie reaches for the locket, wanting to feel the warm throb of the rose gold. ‘It’s gone, so we can’t go home. I want to go home now. With Bert and Teddy.’

‘It’s more than the locket. There are past wrongs that have to be righted.’

‘We can’t change the past.’

‘Remember the baby?’

Louie shudders at the image of the mother wailing as her baby is torn away.

‘She’s in a safe house now. Righting wrongs.’ Naomi threads her arm through Louie’s. ‘We are saving the innocents.’

Bert swings Teddy onto his back, then he sees Naomi. ‘Have you been here all the time?’

Petra looks back for a moment. ‘Is someone there?’

Naomi whispers to Bert, ‘Not everyone sees me – until I decide they can.’

‘No one’s there, Petra.’ He looks at Naomi, then Louie.

They follow Petra up the winding back stairs. Honey scampers behind them. The landing is dim, with rough, unpolished floorboards that creak under their feet. Musty linen curtains hide a small window that overlooks the street. Fossicking behind the curtains, Petra pulls a braided cord, hidden behind the folds. There’s a snap. They look up at the ceiling as a ladder slowly drops to the floor.

Petra whispers, ‘Go up. It’s safe in the loft, but it’s very cold. There are shawls, blankets and cushions in the trunk. The floorboards creak, so tread softly.’ She pulls out a penknife and a small salami. She gives them a string bag with three apples. ‘For when you’re hungry.’ Petra quickly hands it to Bert. ‘Honey, you’re on guard. Let no one else up here.’ Honey’s ears point forward and she stands to attention, like the hero she is. Suddenly, Louie catches her breath. Grandma left her Honey behind. Honey the brave. It must have torn out Grandma’s heart. Honey would’ve been so afraid with everyone gone. Louie closes her eyes. I hate this. Naomi can’t change anything. We can’t either. I want to go home. With Bert and Teddy.

‘I’ll be back maybe tonight. Maybe in the morning. You must stay quiet.’ There’s a quick goodbye. Petra pads away, down the narrow stairs. Down the large staircase, past the alcove and the paintings. Petra looks back for a moment. They watch her walk along the corridor into the sitting room.

Teddy climbs the ladder to the loft, followed by Bert, who calls out to Louie and Naomi, ‘Hurry up.’

Naomi shakes her head. ‘Louie and I have to do something first.’ Bert bolts down the ladder. ‘You can’t come, Bert. Please. You have to stay with Teddy.’ He twists around. Teddy’s wobbling on the top rung.

Bert hesitates. ‘Okay. But be back soon.’

‘Honey, stay.’ Louie strokes her soft fur. She looks up at Bert. ‘Pull up the ladder. No one can know you’re here.’

The ladder slowly rises as Louie and Naomi creep down the stairs. They crouch in front of the leadlight panel at the top of the main staircase. Peering through the wooden railings, they can see everyone in the sitting room.

Banging shakes the foundations of the house. Naomi and Louie huddle together, leaning against the posts. Petra straightens her apron. As she disappears from sight, they listen to her footsteps tip-tapping in her brown lace-up shoes towards the front door. Professor Simeon rises and heads down the hallway. He turns to signal everyone to stay in their seats and be very quiet. Verushka and her mamma wait like alabaster statues. With his hands on the back of the chair, Zoltan stands behind Verushka. Heavy black boots stamp down the hallway. The ceiling pendants vibrate, flinging broken bronze beams through the sitting room. Four men march inside, wearing uniforms with spider crosses on their arms, guns in their belts. Louie gasps from the stair above. She quickly puts her hands over her mouth. They duck down low. A soldier glances up. He doesn’t see them, shrugs and marches after the Lieutenant.

Petra shows the soldiers inside the sitting room. The Lieutenant, young and blond, stops to question her.

Naomi whispers to Louie, ‘I know him. The Lieutenant is a true believer in the Aryan race. The Nazi generals admire him and he’s risen in the ranks so quickly. He’s only twenty-three.’

‘What’s your name?’ The Lieutenant’s question booms through the house.

‘Petra.’

‘A good German name.’

‘It’s Hungarian.’

He ignores that. ‘Why are you here? Working as a maid. As a servant for these’ – his face distorts into contempt – ‘people.’

Petra can’t look at the family inside, who have always been kind to her and given her a safe place to call home. She steps backwards into the hallway. The Lieutenant holds out his notebook. ‘We are making a record of everything here in this house.’ He smirks. ‘To take away for safe keeping.’ The soldiers study the walls filled with paintings of mythical Greek gods, fields of honey and gold, generations of portraits.

A soldier picks up the golden candelabra with its seven lamps of wisdom. Mamma cries out, ‘No … not … our candelabra … the light … for generations … my family and the families before and the family before that …’ Pain trickles through Mamma’s plea. ‘… being forced from their villages. Of the killings. Of the long marches. We never left the candelabra behind.’

The soldier holds up the candelabra to the Lieutenant. His response is sharp. ‘Take it.’

The professor grabs Mamma’s hands. ‘Leave it. You must leave it.’

Verushka whispers, ‘Shush, Mamma. They may take the candelabra, but they can’t take the light. That is always ours.’

Mamma leans back in her armchair. Her eyes cloud over as the soldier steals the candelabra. The silence is lead. The Lieutenant continues to write his inventory. ‘I want music.’ He motions to the grand piano. ‘Who plays the piano?’ No one answers. ‘I said, “Who’s the pianist?”’ Verushka stands. He raises his thin, blond eyebrows, then laughs. ‘Well then. You’re just a girl. Let’s see what you can do.’ Her slippers glitter as she glides across the carpet. She rests her fingers on the ivory keys. Glances at Zoltan. Breathes deeply. ‘The Blue Danube’ flows through the room, but the music is not beautiful now. The notes crack and twist between the waves of the great river as the Lieutenant writes the list of all the precious things that make up their home.

The Lieutenant raises his hand. ‘Enough music.’ He flaps his notebook in the air. ‘Do not think of hiding anything. Otherwise …’ He points to a soldier with a gun. ‘We’ll be back with a truck. The soldier will be at the front door.’ As the Lieutenant is about to leave, he looks over at Verushka, with her soft hair tied into a waterfall of white satin ribbons. He moves closer to her. Zoltan leans over Verushka’s chair. The Lieutenant laughs. ‘Hey, boy, so you’re protecting her?’

The Lieutenant bends down close to Verushka. As he reaches for her, Verushka jerks backwards. Zoltan jumps in front of her. The Lieutenant shoves Zoltan to the floor. ‘Give that to me, girl.’ He points at her necklace.

Verushka cradles the locket in her hands. ‘I can’t. Please, it belongs to my family.’ Her voice peters out as she watches his mocking smile.

‘Your family. Is that right? Who do you think you are? Judensau.’ He glances at the other soldiers, who snort and splutter. ‘Judensau. Family of pigs. Daughter of pigs. Generations of pigs.’ He raises his black, leather-gloved hand. ‘When I say give it to me, you give it.’ His slap cracks the air, leaving a glaring handprint across Verushka’s face. Zoltan scrambles to her side. Verushka’s parents reach out to her. The soldiers raise their guns.

Verushka’s eyes become greener than the most precious emeralds. She calls out, ‘The locket’s yours. Here. Here.’ She unclips the robin clasps. Forcing her hands to be still, she holds out the rose-gold necklace. The locket swings like a noose as she drops the necklace into the Lieutenant’s hand. He shoves the locket deep into the blackness of his army pocket.

The Lieutenant looks around. He points at a soldier to stand guard at their front door. Then he signals for the rest of the soldiers to leave. The door slams shut and they’re gone. Verushka clasps her chest. Her voice is defiant. ‘You can’t rip out my heart. You can take the locket, but not my heart. That is mine.’ Zoltan locks the front door. The professor and Mamma hold Verushka. Her tears feel like blood. Petra’s lips are frozen in grief.

Looking down from the staircase, Naomi presses her forehead against the railings. Her sobs are so terrible, they fracture the air. Louie puts her arm around her. Naomi’s breathing becomes quieter and her sobs stop. Naomi turns to face Louie. ‘He is … my … half-brother.’

Louie tries to understand. ‘Who? You mean Zoltan?’

Naomi shakes her head. ‘No, not Zoltan.’ There is silence.

‘Who then?’

Naomi speaks jerkily, like there are razor blades in her throat. ‘A very long time … after I was born. After my father and I went back to … Bavaria. After my father changed … After he followed Nazism … and learnt he was a great Aryan, a superman, and everyone else was sub-human. After he married again to his new wife, who hated me … and sent me to St Joseph’s home for girls …’ Naomi is breathless. She presses her fingers against her eyelids for a moment. ‘He said it was for a holiday camp and he would be back for me. They gave me a tunic with the number 104 on it. I was not Naomi anymore. My name was 104. They hit us. Gave us not enough food. Made us pray on our knees. I prayed my father would come. He never did because I didn’t exist anymore … and he had a son.’

‘I don’t understand.’

Naomi closes her eyes. ‘My brother … is … the Lieutenant.’






CHAPTER 13

THE MAP

Louie holds her hands to her chest. The Lieutenant. The Lieutenant. She wishes Naomi had never left the locket on the pathway. That Naomi had never appeared. That they never went to the loft in the watchtower, with Honey left behind guarding them. To find the other Honey here, who was left behind, alone and scared. She doesn’t want to know any more secrets. She knows now why Pa didn’t want to remember. Wanted to lock the past away. To protect her. To protect Grandma. To protect himself. The secrets were meant to be buried and she doesn’t want to be a grave digger. She wants the past to stay buried. But she’s in the past now and secrets are exploding.

Silently, Louie and Naomi tread up the stairs to the top landing. Louie can’t look at Naomi in her flowing white dress. Her head is splitting. Naomi. How could your father abandon you there? How can you be the older sister of the Lieutenant, in his spider gloves?

Honey bounces over to Louie. She buries her head in her fur. ‘I love you, Honey.’ The trapdoor hatch opens. Bert and Teddy pop out, like jack-in-the-boxes. It’s a relief to see them. Naomi pulls the loft cord hidden behind the musty linen curtains. There’s a snap and the ladder slips down. Louie climbs up the rungs to the loft and tugs the trapdoor closed behind her.

‘You took so long. What happened?’ Bert asks.

Louie turns to look at Naomi, but she’s disappeared. Without a word. Without a sign. Without Louie asking the questions. Are we trapped here? In this terrible place. How can we get home? Is it the locket?

‘Bert, I’ve found who owns the locket. It was never Mrs Tulip’s. She could never own the locket. Never. Not with all her hate.’ She tells Bert about the soldiers, the Lieutenant, the attack, the locket. The words choke in her throat. ‘The locket is Verushka’s. Our grandma’s locket. It’s been stolen and we have to get it back.’

Bert clenches his hands into fists. ‘Okay, but from who?’

‘The Lieutenant. We have to …’ Louie’s heart is pounding.

‘It’s all right. We’ll get it back.’

‘How, Bert? How? And how are we going to get home?’

Teddy clutches Louie’s hand. ‘I want to go home.’

‘You shouldn’t be listening, Teddy.’

Teddy’s face crunches into a frown. Tears edge into the corners of his eyes. He wipes his face and holds out Bagoly. ‘Bagoly wants to go home. He’s scared. Home, Louie. Home.’

Louie puts her arms around Teddy. ‘Promise, we will.’

Teddy hugs Bagoly. ‘Promise?’

‘Yes.’

They wait for hours for the loft hatch to open. But Petra doesn’t come. Louie makes a camp bed out of the rugs and blankets for Teddy. With Bagoly tucked under his arm, Teddy lies in his makeshift bed. He pulls Louie to lie down with him. Louie lays a blanket next to him. ‘We’ll see Pa and Grandma soon. In the Majestic.’ She kisses him and Bagoly. Teddy nods and slowly his eyelids close.

Bert lays a blanket next to Louie. They huddle together and fall into an exhausted sleep.

They wake with a start. There’s crashing below. Voices, orders, marching boots echo through the house. The crashing demolishes the silence. Scraping. Dragging. They hear trucks grind to a halt on the street. Yells and commands.

‘Shush. We have to be very quiet.’ Bert hands Louie and Teddy each an apple. ‘We have to eat now. Something’s going to happen.’ Only the crunching of their apples breaks the silence of the loft.

Petra’s knock is quiet. She edges the trapdoor open and looks through the hatch. ‘You can leave now. Hurry.’

Bert grabs a rope and ties it to his belt. ‘Could be useful,’ he says, tightening it. He stuffs the salami and penknife in his pocket. Teddy scrutinises the loft ladder and, with a well-planned throw, Bagoly flies through the hatch. Honey wags her tail excitedly, gripping Bagoly by the neck. They climb down the stairs. It’s quiet. Everything seems strange. They reach the ground floor at last. Honey scampers in front of them as they pad along the hallway. Suddenly, they stand still. Their eyes open in astonishment. Petra’s face is stone.

The polished oak floors are bare. The handwoven Persian carpets made of silk and wool have disappeared. The paintings of mythical Greek gods, fields of honey and gold, and generations of portraits have disappeared. Music sheets lie displaced on the floor, where the grand piano had once stood. Louie bends to pick up ‘The Blue Danube’. But there’s no music.

They walk farther into the house. The oak table with its curved legs is bare. The embroidered white tablecloth with its six-pointed star lies crumpled on the floorboards. The silver bowls, spoons, knives and forks – polished until they’re like diamonds – are missing. The red winter roses that left a sweet scent on their hands lie scattered, like blood drops on the ground. The blessings of hand-painted peacocks on gold-rimmed plates leave only a trace of feathers. Louie’s eyes are drawn to the centre of the table, where the seven-lamp candelabra made from ancient gold holding the wisdom of the ages stood. She holds Bert’s and Teddy’s hands. They gasp at the beautiful rooms stripped bare. Louie’s heart fills with the horror of it all.

Professor Simeon and Mamma are waiting for them at the front door. Petra has prepared warm clothing.

Professor Simeon waves to them to come quickly. ‘It’s not safe here for you. They will be coming back. There is a place you can go. You must leave now.’

Louie questions, ‘But what about you?’

The professor rubs his painful leg. Mamma rests her hand on his shoulder. ‘We will stay. We are too old to leave. They won’t care about old people. And these terrible times will pass.’

‘Where’s Verushka?’ Louie’s eyes flit through the hollow room. Mamma rests her head against the professor as the memory of the Lieutenant’s slap reverberates through the air, screaming to get out of its iron cage.

‘Zoltan has taken her with him. He will protect her.’

Louie can’t stop the words bursting from her. ‘We need the locket.’ Louie touches her throat. To find our way home.

‘It is not the time to talk about the locket.’ The professor edges them towards the door.

‘Wait a moment.’ Mamma takes Louie’s hands. ‘The locket is precious. A coming-of-age psalm for the oldest girl after she reaches twelve. To know she is always loved and must give love. It was mine, given to me by my mother, who was given it by her mother. Each of us put our secret mark on it. I gave it to Verushka. It carries a blessing for the daughter, but a curse for the thief.’

‘You must leave now.’ The professor gives Louie an address. Handing Bert a map, the professor’s voice is urgent. ‘It isn’t far. You will be able to follow the map.’ He smiles. ‘You’re a scientist after all.’

Bert checks the route with the professor, then selects several other routes with Louie, in case there are road blocks or trouble. He crouches next to Teddy, spreading out the map. ‘Teddy, see this? We don’t want to lose our way. So, we’re following this map.’ Teddy’s bottom lip trembles. ‘I know you want to go home. We all do, but for now, we’re fearless freedom fighters. Heroes. Isn’t that right?’

‘I’m a hero.’ Teddy presses his lips into determination and pulls his cape from under his new jumper.

Bert grins. ‘Yep, you’ll fly ahead and show us all the way.’

The professor’s face is serious. ‘There have been bombings in the city. There are tanks. Soldiers. Don’t talk to anyone. Trust no one. If someone speaks to you, just nod. Don’t tell anyone you were here. It’s not far, as I said.’

The professor and Mamma hug them. Petra gives them warm jackets. Mamma puts a scarf around Bagoly’s neck. ‘He has to be warm too.’

Petra steps back, holding Honey by her collar. She’s silent, like she’s painted into a portrait.

The professor opens the black front door. ‘Go now. Just go.’

Louie catches his eye. ‘Will you be all right?’

The professor puts his arm around Mamma.

Louie shudders as Grandma’s words swirl around them. We left my parents and … I never saw them again.

The professor closes the door.






CHAPTER 14

THE GLASS HOUSE

Standing outside the closed door, Louie touches the magnolia without flowers. There’s a stab in her heart. She remembers the magnolias torn from the trees. She presses her lips together. It’s winter here. But there’ll be flowers again in the summer. She turns to touch the black door. ‘Keep safe, professor. Keep safe, Mamma.’ She rubs tears away. ‘And Honey too.’

The sky is dull and grey. Light snow lies in corners, brightening the street. Louie holds Teddy’s hand. Bert’s memorised the map and hidden it in his coat. He doesn’t want to look suspicious, reading it. They pass two soldiers with spider signs on red armbands. They’re smoking. One soldier flicks his butt into the gutter when he glances at Teddy in his red cape. He nudges his mate and they laugh. Louie pulls Teddy faster down the street. When they’re out of sight, she tries to hide Teddy’s cape under his jacket. He grunts and wriggles, making a scene. Bert turns to Louie. ‘Too much noise. Just leave his cape where it is.’

A couple pushing a baby in a stroller glance at them. Louie’s curious about the yellow patches sewn on their coats. The family quickly pass, as if they’re afraid of being seen. As if they’re afraid of her. As Louie and her brothers turn the corner, they gasp at the row of bombed houses and a broken stone cherub lying in an old woman’s arms. Louie stares at a toilet, sitting alone in a house with no walls. A family is dragging a bin filled with blankets across broken rocks. People are searching through the rubble, when a big girl calls out to a smaller girl. Like a conqueror in a battlefield, the big girl holds up a can of beans.

‘Come on, Louie. This way.’

Louie grabs Teddy’s arm and they turn into a tattered alleyway. They pass two men and a boy. The boy glares at her. Louie shudders. Then he goes back to cutting pieces off the frozen carcass of a horse.

Louie puts her hands over Teddy’s eyes and whispers, ‘Everyone’s hungry.’

‘We’ve got to get there, Louie. Let’s go.’

It’s so cold and there are more people around. No one will notice them, so they begin to run. Louie’s relieved at feeling the icy air race past her. They just need to get to the next street, but it’s becoming crowded, and they are forced to slow down. The crowd’s huge, wearing dark winter coats with yellow stars sewn on them. She asks a man holding the hand of a little boy, ‘Why is everyone wearing a yellow star?’

Surprised, he looks at her coat without the star. ‘All Jews have to wear them. The law. My son doesn’t yet. He’s only five. Are you Jewish?’

He doesn’t wait for an answer as he pushes through the crowd, trying to get closer to the building. Louie glances at the faces. Young and old, families, men and women. A shiver runs through her. They’re the saddest people she’s ever seen.

‘Where are we, Bert? Is this the safe place?’

Bert struggles to pull out his map. There’re too many people. Louie tries to see, but the crush is too great. They’re jammed between children clinging to their parents’ coats; babies in their mothers’ arms; men wearing hats like Pa.

‘It’s over there, Louie. That’s the address.’ Bert points ahead. They stand on their toes. Teddy is too short. Louie grabs his hand, but he grumbles and pulls away.

It’s a plain concrete and glass factory between grand buildings with statues of angels and cherubs carved over its doorways. The sign on the factory wall reads, ‘Uvegházi’ Glass House. 29 Vadász Street. A white cross on a red shield is nailed to the front.

‘Bert, look at that. On the wall. The Swiss white cross. It was on Pa and Grandma’s papers in the gun shell with peacock feathers. It protected them. Remember? Grandma wouldn’t tell us what it meant.’ Louie’s stretching to see, but the crowd’s pushing ahead. ‘We’re meant to go inside.’

‘This is the place the professor marked on the map. It doesn’t feel safe to me.’ Bert looks worried. ‘What is it?’

He’s surprised when a girl squeezed against him answers. ‘A glass factory. Mr Weiss’s factory. The Nazis closed it because he’s Jewish. He lets people hide here.’ Her eyes close. ‘But no one’s seen him since the soldiers came.’

Bert wants to ask more, but the girl’s swept away in a surge towards the Glass House. A wave of cries flows through the crowd. ‘The door’s opening. The door’s opening.’

The crowd starts to push forward to try to get inside. But there are too many people, pushing in little waves, bigger waves, rolling into a rhythmic inescapable roll, until everyone’s trapped into a tidal wave of humanity. Louie and Bert are swept against the glass and concrete wall. Teddy slips, disappearing into an anonymous mass of legs. Louie screams, ‘Teddy! Teddy! Teddy!’ Bert drops to the ground, searching for Teddy. But there are only shoes, shoes, shoes.

The crowd is closing around them. ‘Bert, get up,’ Louie desperately cries, shoving her hand downwards, grabbing for him, forcing a sliver of space in the press of people. Bert gasps as he emerges, but Teddy’s gone. Gone. Fear rises from the deepest part of her. Gone. On their toes, they stretch between crushing adult shoulders until it hurts. Until they ache. They yell out Teddy’s name, but no one can hear them. There’re so many people and so much noise. Then a strange murmur begins to ripple through the crowd. The tide slows. The panic lessens. Everywhere hands are pointing to a boy in a red cape who is clinging to a notch in the factory wall.

Like Spider-Man, Teddy’s fingers find a hole. His superhero cape rises a little higher when he reaches the next hole. He slips. The crowd gasps. But he does not fall. He clings tightly to a broken brick, then is up again. The tidal wave stops pushing forward as everyone looks up to watch the small boy with the splashy red hair. His red cape flaps as he reaches higher, slips back, higher. Slips back. Higher. Cheers rise from the crowd.

Louie holds her breath, then sees a girl’s face in a second-storey window. Her honey-brown hair flitters in the breeze. Naomi’s hands reach for Teddy. She pulls him through the window. Naomi looks down at Louie.

Louie’s hand grips Bert’s arm. ‘I’m scared.’

Naomi’s voice whispers over the crowd, ‘I’m scared too.’

Standing inside the Glass House, Teddy waves like a hero to the crowd. The crowd shouts. Louie screams, ‘Teddy!’ but he can’t hear her.

Bert shouts, ‘Teddy!’

Men throw their hats with feathers in their hatbands high into the air. Women wipe their eyes and children smile, as Hallelujahs rise like angels singing. Sadness disappears for a moment. Then the crowd closes in again and the sadness returns.






CHAPTER 15

IF I FALL, YOU’LL BE THERE TO CATCH ME

Bert grabs Louie’s hand as he pushes away from the Glass House and the people. They run along Vadász Street, with its row of grand buildings marked by tall windows and arches.

‘Stop, stop. We have to get Teddy.’

‘I know. But we can’t get in through the front doors. We’ll find another way.’ He looks up, squinting at the top of the building next to the Glass House with the sign The Hungarian Football Federation. It’s boarded up and empty. ‘That’s the way we’re going to get Teddy.’ Bert points to a balcony two floors up with a pole sticking out of a service hole. ‘We can make it that way.’ Bert pulls Louie into a doorway. ‘Shush. I think someone’s coming.’ Crouching low, they watch as three trucks filled with soldiers and guns screech towards the Glass House. There’s going to be trouble.

‘Will the people outside be all right?’ Louie whispers.

‘Don’t know.’

They wait until the trucks have gone. ‘We’ve got to be quick. Too many soldiers around.’ He unties the rope on his belt, looping it into a noose. ‘Stand back.’ He swings the rope. Misses. Swings again.

‘Hurry, Bert.’ Louie watches two figures stop, look at them, then hurry away.

This time the rope catches the pole. Pulling the loop hard, he tightens it. ‘Ready, Louie? This’ll be strong enough to hold you.’ He double checks it. ‘But if you fall, I’m here to catch you.’

Louie puts her foot in Bert’s cupped hands. His fingers interlock, like a vice. ‘One, two, three. Jump.’ Bert throws Louie upwards.

She clasps the rope. Gritting her teeth, Louie puts one hand after the other, pushing her feet against the wall. It’s cold and her fingers are getting stiff. She’s halfway when her left hand slips. Louie gasps, dangling in the dark like a prayer in the wind.

‘Keep going. You can do this.’ Bert looks around. ‘Louie, go, go.’

She looks down at Bert. Closing her eyes, she thinks of Teddy. She gives a massive pull. Up, up, up … she reaches the pole. She stares down at the footpath and shivers. It’s a long way to fall.

‘Louie, move. Let go of the rope. Jump. Let it go.’

The pole seems so far. She looks down at Bert. If I fall … With a deep breath, she swings, swings, swings … finally letting go of the rope, reaching out as far as she can, grabbing the pole. Her heart’s pounding, lips stinging, hair knotting into a veil blurring her vision.

Bert’s voice cuts the air. ‘Move, Louie. It’s just there.’

She shakes her curls back. I can do this. Put one hand in front of the other. One hand in front of … Time is like treacle. Stuck on a pole. I can do this. I can … The balcony is just there. The leap feels huge. Like in slow motion, her arms and legs lift and rise through space. Only stopping when Louie cries out. She crashes onto the balcony, disappearing from sight.

‘Louie. Louie. Louie.’

Clambering up, Louie runs to the balcony wall. She waves at Bert. He waves back. Sprinting towards the wall, Bert jumps up. Grabs the rope. He’s quick, climbing the wall like a crab. The headlights of a truck glow along the street. Bert stops, hanging midway. The truck passes and Bert is climbing again.

Leaning over the balcony, Louie whispers, ‘Don’t fall, Bert.’

He reaches the top of the rope. Checking the distance of the pole, he lets go. Leaping for the pole, he dangles in the air for a second before pulling the rope towards him. He loops it onto his wrist, then scuttles sideways to the balcony wall. He calls out to Louie, ‘Watch out.’ He jumps, rolls forward and scrambles up.

‘Are you okay, Bert?’

He rolls his eyes. ‘Sure.’ Winding the rope into a coil, he loops it back onto his belt. ‘Let’s go, Louie. We’re getting Teddy. This way.’

They climb up a steep metal fire escape, then another metal fire escape, then another. Bert checks out windows, openings, any way in. He points to possibilities until they reach the roof. He gives a clap. ‘Louie, look over there. On the roof. Can you see it? The hatch. The way in.’

The wind is gusty. Louie bends against it, holding onto Bert. The Glass House is in front of them. She glances back at the red rays of sun setting on the Danube River. Louie misses their rooftop hideaway at the Majestic. She closes her eyes. You have to fight to the death for those you love. We’ll find you, Teddy.

She follows Bert across the rooftop, jumping over gaps, sliding down slopes. Splotches of dark grey triangles shriek over them. Bats. She watches them flying overhead. She and Bert lie on their stomachs, looking over the edge of the roof. There’s a steep drop from the roof of the terrace to the Glass House. Bert jumps up and throws the noose around a chimney stack on the terrace. ‘We’re going down to the Glass House roof. I’ll climb the rope first.’

‘If I fall, you’ll be there to catch me.’ Louie smiles.

‘Yeah, I will.’ Carefully, Bert scales the wall. He waves for her to come down. Holding the rope tight, she climbs down. Bert grabs her as she lands on the roof of the Glass House. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes. I’m good.’

Bert clambers over the roof to the hatch. Together, they push the lid slowly open. They stare down into a glow in the dark. There’s only one lit oil lamp on a long table made of boards, balanced on piles of bricks. Crates are pushed together to make chairs. A group of kids is playing marbles in a small circle, squeezing a little space in the crowded room.

Silently, they watch a girl light a candle. Children lean around her at the table. Her honey-brown hair gleams as she waves her hands over the flame three times. Putting her palms over her eyes, she sings softly:

May God bless you and guard you.

May the light of God shine upon you.

May the presence of God be with you and give you peace.

The girl shares small pieces of fried bread with the children. Louie presses Bert’s arm. It’s Naomi. Teddy is beside her.






CHAPTER 16

FOOTBALLS

Through the roof hatch, they can just see the edge of an iron ladder in the flickering gloom. It’s attached to the wall. ‘So far down.’ Louie closes her eyes. I’m not scared. Not scared.

Reaching through the opening in the trapdoor, Bert finds the top of the ladder. ‘We can make it. But I’m first.’ Louie half smiles. I know, because if I fall, you’ll be there to catch me. He drops himself down from the roof. Grips the top rung of the ladder and swings down onto it. Landing, he clings to the rung with one hand. Once he’s steady, he holds out his other hand. ‘Come on, Louie. Your turn.’

On her stomach, she shuffles into the opening. ‘Don’t look down,’ Bert whispers. She grabs the top of the ladder. ‘Give me your other hand. Okay. Go, Louie. Now.’ For a few seconds, she sways in the air, her pulse beating like she’s standing on the edge of the world. Then Bert’s arm is around her. ‘Got you.’ He steadies her on the ladder.

They stand in the darkness, high on the ladder, looking down at the multitude of people below. So many people, kids, noise. Louie shivers. ‘Teddy. Over there. Can you see him? At the table. There, at the back of the room.’ Bert squints, then he spots the red hair.

Carefully, they climb down the metal rungs, landing behind a makeshift wooden shelf. No one notices them as they slip into the dim room. They’re bewildered by the walls made of glass panels of many colours. So much glass. They edge past the kids playing marbles, past people gathered in families, then they finally reach the long table. There’s a gas lamp. Just one. But there are new people sitting around it. They search each face, careful not to disturb them. There are candles in a pile. One is alight. Louie’s breathing is erratic. She searches their faces for Naomi. Teddy has to be here. Somewhere. Where? Where? He’s not at the table. Panicking, she starts running between crates and narrow glass corridors. Bert grabs a candle. He bends to light it, then follows Louie as she opens one door, then another, then another.

‘Slow down, Louie.’

She doesn’t. Running. Calling out, ‘Teddy. Teddy.’

People look up with knowing eyes. ‘Not here. No. Not here. Not here.’

Opening doors, she sees men, women, children crammed into small spaces. She stops at a flash of red hair. It’s not Teddy. She presses her lips together, pushing away her disappointment. She checks the faces of the wide-eyed kids listening to a story told by a bigger boy. ‘We’re going to a land flowing with milk and honey.’

‘When?’ asks a little boy with a small, round black cap covering his brown curls.

‘Soon. Very soon.’

Louie shudders, because there’s no milk and honey here. And how will they get to that land? Quietly, she closes the door so as not to spoil their dreams. ‘Teddy. Where are you? Naomi?’ But there’s no Teddy or Naomi. She and Bert reach a shaft leading from the ground floor to the basement. Standing at the top of it, they peer into darkness. It’s hard to see, but they hear heavy breathing, coughing, quiet cries.

There’s a sudden draught and their candle blows out. Just then a girl passes them with a lighted candle. Bert asks if she would share her flame. Her brown eyes are sunken and her face is as pale as winter frost. The girl holds their candle to her light. ‘May God bless you and guard you.’

They descend into air that’s thick like soup. Unexpected draughts clear the air for a moment. Then the soup returns. Louie and Bert make their way into a long, narrow underground room. Four levels of wooden bunk beds line the wall, right to the ceiling. Layer after layer of people lie body to body. The cold, hard cement floor under the bunks is filled with more bodies, pressing against each other for warmth. The heavy smells are stifling. Dank, unwashed blankets; musty clothes; socks that cling to feet in shoes too precious to take off. Louie lifts her hands to her nose, inhaling the memory of roses. A scruffy boy runs through the room with medicine for an old woman bent over the edge of a bottom bunk.

Another sudden draught bursts past them, giving relief to the mustiness. Then there’s a thud, thud, thud of hammering, coming from the back of the chamber. ‘What’s that?’ Bert points the flickering candle towards the thudding and the whiff of air. They pad past exhausted sleepers who roll and shuffle against each other, but no one gets up. As they walk past the bunks, Louie searches for Teddy. But there’s no Teddy. They reach the end of the room. Bricks and cement are piled in the walkway. A gaping hole in the wall stares at them like an enormous wound. Bert raises his candle. An older boy, maybe sixteen, turns around.

‘What are you doing?’ Bert climbs over loose dirt.

The boy pushes his cap back and leans on his shovel. ‘We like digging holes. Keeps us warm, down in this fridge.’

He bounces a football to them through the hole in the wall. Like slow motion, Louie watches the ball dribble to her feet. ‘A football.’

‘You got it in one go. Yep, it’s a football. Now, you can throw it to me.’ He raises his thumb and points to the bunks. ‘Not much room in here for a game.’

Louie glares at him. Is he laughing at me? She lobs the football back to the boy.

‘Thanks.’ He throws it back through the hole, out of the basement. ‘Hey, why did the football quit the team?’

‘I don’t know.’ Bert shrugs.

‘No one was going to kick it around anymore.’ The boy laughs. ‘So, do you want to dig? We’re breaking into the Football Federation. What they don’t know won’t hurt them. No more footballs there, but plenty of extra room for more bunks.’

Louie shakes her head. ‘We’re looking for our little brother, Teddy. He’s got red hair. He’s only four.’ Louie’s voice catches. ‘Have you seen him?’

The boy’s face drops. ‘Sorry.’ He digs his shovel into a pile of dirt and rubble. ‘There’re a lot of lost kids. If Teddy’s lucky enough to be here, he’s safer than out there.’

Louie looks at the ‘lucky’ ones huddled in the bunks, on cement floors, scratching lice bites, with hardly any food and light. A thin tail disappears into a crack. Louie jumps.

The boy grins. ‘They won’t hurt you. Mice want to live too.’

Her eyes fill with tears. ‘Teddy’s somewhere here. Where?’

‘Hope you find him. Got to get back to work.’ He disappears into the dark through the hole in the wall.






CHAPTER 17

THE ADDRESS

Louie shivers as they make their way past the bunks. Shaking away the dank smells of the basement, they step back into the glass corridor. Moonlight filters light onto people crowded at the windows. They’re looking down on the street. Louie’s heart jumps. Maybe it’s Teddy, climbing the wall again? Louie burrows through the throng, with Bert behind her. They squeeze into a space next to an elderly couple. Bert apologises to them.

‘It’s all right. There’s always room for young people.’ The old lady nods.

Louie stands on her toes, searching along the sills, ledges, down the walls for a red cape. She searches for any sign of Teddy. But there’s no red cape. No Teddy. Her throat’s dry, breaking into tiny stings. ‘Bert … How … can … we … find … him? How?’

‘We just will.’

Louie stares back through the window. The crowds outside the Glass House are parting like Moses and the Red Sea. A long black limousine rolls to a stop. A chauffeur gets out of the car and opens the rear door. A tall, slim, elegant man with round rimless glasses steps out. His grey suit is exquisite, with a matching vest, white shirt and black tie. A black handkerchief stylishly pokes from his jacket pocket. His highly polished leather shoes glimmer in the night.

With her hands clasped, the old woman whispers to her husband, ‘It’s him. The Swiss Vice-Consul. Carl Lutz.’

‘Who is he?’ Louie questions the elderly woman.

Her face brightens. ‘A brave man. A mensch. A righteous gentile. He’s given our young people Swiss stamps to make false documents that protect the Jewish people of the city.’ Her voice trembles. ‘To save us from being forced into terrible camps.’ The old woman’s eyes cloud over. ‘Places where no one belongs, even the most evil.’

The old man begins rocking. Praying. ‘Whoever saves one life saves the world,’ he chants.

There’s a sudden commotion outside the Glass House. The doors have opened. Two men in berets and a woman with a scarf around her head stand at the entrance. Carl Lutz extends his hand and shakes hands with each of them. As he walks inside, the music of ‘The Blue Danube’ sprinkles through the ceilings. Louie pulls Bert’s arm. ‘Do you hear that?’

Bert looks up. So do the old couple and the people around them. A girl starts humming. A boy puts a piece of paper around a comb and begins blowing ‘The Blue Danube’. Parents are tapping their fingers. Kids chase each other in tag. Louie smiles.

The old woman touches Louie’s hand. She points to the ceiling. ‘The girls in the loft sing when they wash. It’s lovely.’

Brave, when danger threatens us,

Home on the Danube beach,

are our hearts bound,

‘Yes, it’s lovely.’ Louie closes her eyes. She tugs Bert’s sleeve. ‘“Music can change the world.” Beethoven said that.’

Music, singing in the loft, draws Louie upwards. Like at the Majestic. That seems so long ago. Maybe there are answers there. They follow the voices of the girls to the loft. Louie is at the lead, treading along corridors, through rooms crammed with people, up makeshift wooden steps to dead ends, retracing their steps, higher and higher, following the voices. Puffing, they reach the loft. Beams traverse the ceiling. Wooden poles hold up the roof. It’s cold, but not as cold as the basement. A washtub sits in a corner, with piles of sheets and wet blankets. Girls are scrubbing clothes, hanging them on strings tied to the corners of the roof. A shivering little boy stands under the only tap in the Glass House. A bigger girl is washing his shaved head, without shampoo or soap.

Louie waits with Bert while the girls sing the last line of ‘The Blue Danube’ – ‘Protect us all the time!’ The singing feels like milk and honey. ‘Come on, Bert.’ The floor is uneven. They are careful to not walk on the nails sticking up from loose floorboards. Even though their shoes have strong soles, the nails could pierce them. They stop in front of a tall, thin girl around fifteen, at the washtub. She’s directing two boys to carry sheets to the makeshift lines criss-crossing between the beams. The tall, thin girl stops and stares at them. Her voice is tired. ‘Do you want something?’

‘Yes. Have you seen a boy with red hair? He’s little. His name is …’ Louie’s voice catches. ‘Teddy.’

The girl starts washing again. ‘There are a lot of little boys here.’

‘But with red hair. He’s wearing a red superhero cape.’ The girl shrugs. ‘He was with a girl, with long honey-brown hair in a white dress. Naomi.’

Suspicious, she creases her eyebrows. ‘Naomi? There are a lot of girls called Naomi.’ She shrugs. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Teddy’s with her. We have to find …’ Louie can’t prevent a sob. ‘My brother. He’s only four.’

The girl stops washing. ‘We don’t talk about people here. It’s dangerous.’

‘But I have to find my little brother.’ Her voice breaks. ‘He’s lost.’

A wave of sadness ripples down her face. ‘I have a lost brother. Lost sister. My parents … lost.’ Her voice peters out.

‘Please, can you help us?’

The girl dries her hands with a cloth. ‘There are protected children’s houses across the city. They have a red or white cross nailed to the walls. If he’s lucky, if this Naomi took him there, if the children’s house is protected by the underground, then he may be safe.’

Breathless, Louie blurts out, ‘We know someone in the underground. Zoltan. He’s thirteen and takes food to the children’s houses.’

The girl nods. ‘I know Zoltan. He works with other kids in the Glass House for the underground.’ She rubs her sore hands, cracked by the cold water. ‘If Teddy is in a safe house, then maybe.’ She glances out of the small window. ‘The underground is out tonight. At the Danube River. There’s been more trouble there. More drownings. The best swimmers are going. The boys. The girls too. The river will be freezing. They’ll dive into the waters to save as many as they can. Maybe Zoltan is there tonight. Or maybe at a children’s house.’

‘Please, help us.’ Louie grabs the map from Bert’s hands and thrusts it in front of the girl. ‘Can you show us where the children’s house is?’

‘Everyone’s looking for someone who’s disappeared.’ Her voice is quiet. She gets a chewed stub of a pencil and draws a circle. ‘If he’s there … there’re so many lost children … and he mightn’t be there. This children’s house is close. Don’t hope too much.’

Louie takes the map back. ‘Thank you. Thank you.’

The girl watches them leave the loft. She closes her eyes and hopes they find Teddy. Then she goes back to the washing.

Standing on the landing, Louie and Bert look down from the stairs at the rabbit warren of makeshift glass alcoves. Families have set up tiny houses with their shoes tucked into the corners and brown suitcases in the other. Kids have made nooks and crannies and small places to hide. Some young people are studying with their books on the floor.

Breathless, Louie looks into Bert’s eyes. ‘We have an address. An address.’






CHAPTER 18

BLUE GLASS

They walk down the passageways of glass walls, left over in the Glass House from its manufacturing days, before the soldiers with the spider armbands closed it. Louie runs her fingers along the rose-pink glass walls.

They squeeze past a line of people waiting along the corridor for the toilet. There’s just one toilet in all the Glass House, with so many thousands of people living there. A boy Teddy’s age can’t hold on anymore. A little puddle pools at his feet. His lips quiver as he looks at the grubby brown tiles. Tears run down his pale cheeks. His mother wipes his face and hugs the boy in his wet clothes. ‘It’s just an accident.’ She unties the woollen shawl wrapped over her shoulders and puts it around the boy. The man behind her yells, ‘Wipe up that mess!’ The mother looks frightened. Her little boy is wet and cold. The floor is slippery. The man keeps yelling until Louie’s head hurts. Digging into her pocket, she pulls out Pa’s handkerchief. The woman looks up gratefully as she wipes the floor. The man stops yelling, and Bert nudges Louie. ‘We’ll find Teddy.’

They turn down another passageway. There’s another line of people waiting along the corridor to go inside a blue glass room. Louie and Bert stop to see what’s inside the room. They press against the large window, bordered by the small tiles. Young people are working at a desk, forging signatures, filling in papers, stamping a seal of the Swiss white cross. A boy, with his back to the window, hands papers to a girl. Louie leans against the blue glass border, then a tremor runs through her. The smooth tiles feel familiar. There are missing tiles, like wounds in the pretty patterns around the windows. Her stomach tightens, like pain. Was Pa here? Is this where he found the blue tile of courage he gave her as a little girl? Pa and Grandma’s papers came from here. Papers, hidden now, in the World War II gun shell with the peacock feathers at the Majestic. She can hardly breathe as she sucks in the smell of packed rooms, washing that never dries, hunger and fear. Her soft Grandma, with her shimmering shawl and emerald eyes, was in this place. Pa, with his big protective hands, was in this place. Pa, whose name means king. He gave her a piece of blue glass to keep her safe. She knows where it comes from now. The Glass House.

‘Are you all right, Louie?’

She grabs Bert’s hand. ‘Our Pa and Grandma were here. In this terrible place. When they were just as old as us.’ Louie looks around. ‘They’re all waiting to leave, hiding with false Swiss papers. Waiting to escape. And stay alive.’

Louie’s quiet as they enter the inner courtyard. Girls are chattering, ladling out cabbage soup without any meat. Endless queues wait for them. Girls are washing dishes and boys are preparing more food. Hundreds of people pile into the brick and glass courtyard. There are hundreds more waiting inside for their turn at the thin cabbage soup. Bert’s stomach rumbles. He remembers the salami. He’s hungry and reaches into his pocket, then he sees a boy and girl waiting for cabbage soup. Their eyes are hollow and faces so thin. Bert looks at the salami for a long time. Then he gives it to them.

‘I love you, Bert,’ Louie whispers. ‘You lighten the burdens of others.’

He pulls a face. ‘Right, Louie. It’s just salami.’

Bert heads out of the courtyard, back into the building. Stopping, he studies the corridors and stairwells, the rooms and partitions. ‘This way.’ Louie just follows Bert, her mind overflowing with Pa and Grandma, Naomi and Teddy and the necklace found on a street in another time.

They reach the room with the long table, lit by candles. The iron ladder, on the far wall, is only half visible in the dark. No one notices them or cares. Without looking back, they climb to the top of the ladder. Pushing open the trapdoor, they scramble back onto the Glass House roof.

Stars light their way as they pull themselves up to the Hungarian Football Federation roof. Louie wonders if the boy with the shovel is building more bunks now. The tiles are tricky, with the slopes and broken ridges. Bert waits for Louie to reach him. ‘We’re in luck. Over there. A metal fire escape. Didn’t see it before.’ They climb down the first flight, wait until a car passes, then clamber down the next flight to the footpath. They press against the wall when they hear soldiers’ voices. The voices fade in the other direction and the street is quiet.

Louie takes out the map. ‘This way.’ Dodging between doorways and under windows, they don’t talk about their secret fear. That Teddy may not be there. That he’s lost forever.

Checking each terrace, they walk in the shadows. When there’s a sound – a bird squawking, a tree branch cracking, a cry in the night – they crouch low and are very still. Bert pulls Louie behind an iron fence. They hide, watching through the metal bars. A magnificent, long, shiny black car with six wheels and gleaming headlights stops. The Mercedes three-star emblem gleams from its bonnet.

A Nazi soldier gets out of the car. He opens the back door for a man in a black uniform and raises his arm in a salute. ‘SS-Lieutenant Colonel Eicher, we are here.’

SS-Lieutenant Colonel Eicher gets out of the car, and the woman next to him follows. As she sweeps onto the street, he takes her arm. Louie shivers, watching them disappear through the columns of a grand building.

Silently, she and Bert pad along the footpath. ‘That corner.’ Louie points and they turn into a side street lined with apartment buildings. Some have stone angels over the doorways. Some have iron bars criss-crossing tall windows. There’s a statue of a mother and son. Louie’s heart jumps. Maybe it’s a sign. They look for a red or white cross. ‘It’s the next one. The next … no … not here … the next …’

Shivering in the darkness, Louie wraps her arms around herself. ‘We’ll find the house soon.’

‘Soon, Louie.’ Bert checks a sign in a doorway. He shakes his head, then Louie sees an earthen pot with a red winter rose. Like Grandma’s roses. A flush of warmth runs through her as she bends to breathe in the scent. It’s sweet like Grandma’s shawl around her. Her spirits rise. ‘We’ll find the children’s house. Could be the next one.’

The sign flickers in the scattered night lights. ‘Over there.’ Louie runs towards it. A red cross is attached to the wall. Written in four languages, there’s a stamp and signature. Under the protection of the Committee of the International Red Cross. The children’s house.






CHAPTER 19

THE CHILDREN’S HOUSE

Hardly able to breathe, Louie knocks as loudly as she can. Knock. Knock. Knock. There’s scuffling behind the door. Bert stamps his feet and rubs his hands to keep himself warm. Louie slides a look at him. ‘Please, please be here.’

The door creaks open. Light from the hallway streams into the night. Standing in the entrance, grey eyes peer out at them. Naomi’s voice is soft. ‘We’ve been waiting for you.’

Pain spurts out of Louie, like flames. ‘How could we know that you were here?’

Bert looks behind Naomi for Teddy. Naomi’s blocking the entrance.

‘We’ve been scared. So scared.’

‘I’m sorry. I thought you’d follow the girls singing. The thin girl told you the way here.’

‘She didn’t even know you.’ Louie’s face burns.

‘But I know her. I knew you’d come. Teddy was always safe with me.’

‘Safe in the Glass House? Where people can’t sleep and there’s no food or light and just one toilet and the soldiers are waiting outside?’ Louie’s voice breaks. ‘And we couldn’t find you, or Teddy.’

‘But you found secrets.’

‘Terrible secrets.’ Louie catches her breath.

‘Terrible secrets,’ Naomi repeats quietly. ‘We have to know the past, otherwise everything’s a maze. We just go around and around. We’re buried in lies and dead ends. It’s hard to find the way out then.’ Naomi stops. ‘This is the way home.’

Suddenly, Teddy rushes past Naomi into Louie’s arms. Clutching onto him, holding on so tight, their heartbeats feel like one. ‘Teddy, Teddy, Teddy,’ she says. Then Bert’s arms are around him too. Teddy huddles between Louie and Bert until he’s had enough and squiggles away.

Louie glares at Naomi, not sure if she trusts her. Teddy tugs Louie’s hand, pulling her past Naomi, down the hallway into the kitchen. Bert follows them. Teddy runs ahead, calling to a bigger boy, ‘Tomas.’ Tomas waves to Teddy to join the line. Five little children are standing in a row to wash their hands. Tomas pours water from a metal cup over the hands of a little girl in a white pinafore. The overflow splashes into a chipped metal bowl sitting on a low wooden table. The boy next to him dries the hands of the girl. Then the next girl, then the next boy, then identical twin girls. Louie looks around for their parents. Her heart drops because she knows – the children are alone. Louie takes a towel to help dry hands.

Naomi slips into the kitchen and sits beside a boy hunched in the corner on the floor. Louie looks at the boy. Sadness fills her. His eyes are vacant. Naomi whispers, ‘Everything will be all right, Samuel. We will find your parents.’ She strokes his hand. He doesn’t respond, staring blankly nowhere. Louie watches Naomi and slowly her anger fades. No one has parents here. No one has parents anywhere. A cold tremor runs through her. I want to see our mother and father.

A girl appears from the hallway. Louie stares at her. She’s seen her before. But where? Louie gasps. You’re the girl from the portrait. Klara is maybe thirteen or fourteen. Her blonde plaits are scrolled around her head, like a shimmering halo. Her blue eyes sparkle when she calls the children.

Klara’s voice tinkles through the room. ‘I have something special for you, my kiraly. My kings and queens of Budapest.’ The children giggle. Louie smiles. There are so many kings and queens in her life.

Teddy flies over to Klara, with Bagoly under his arm. The other children follow. Naomi holds Samuel’s hand. Louie takes Samuel’s other hand. The table is magical with coloured pencils, blue streamers, paints, scissors, glue, paper, brushes and little bowls of water. There’s a blackboard to stick the drawings onto. ‘You can paint and write what you like. What you dream about. Where you’d like to be. Anything that you feel,’ Klara says, and kisses the twins, stroking their hair. ‘Twins are very special.’ She glances at Louie and Naomi. ‘We must keep them especially safe.’

The twins cut out a house with a red roof in a green field. There’s a blue river and a sailing boat and two girls and a brown dog. But no mother or father. No grandpa or grandma. Just the twins together.

Teddy’s kicking the chair under the table. Louie doesn’t care. He can kick as much as he wants, as long as he is here with her. She bends to investigate the kicking, then sees red gumboots on his feet. ‘Where did you get them?’ He happily points to the big boy Tomas. A warmth runs through her. Kindness even in dark times. The big boy Tomas is eight. Teddy draws a picture of Louie in red gumboots, and Tomas with a crown. Everyone likes Tomas wearing the crown.

Naomi puts coloured pencils in front of Samuel. He doesn’t move. ‘You can draw anything.’ Samuel’s eyes flicker. ‘It’s your journal.’ Slowly, he reaches for a lead pencil. He presses his thumb heavily on the pencil, drawing deep lines. Drawing soldiers with sticks, standing on tanks. Drawing a boy with his back to the soldiers; standing alone with braces on his legs. Samuel puts down the pencil and his eyes become vacant again.

Louie misses her journal, deserted on her desk in the Majestic. Misses home so much. Resting her chin in her hands, she watches Teddy laughing as Bert traces Bagoly’s owl feet onto his paper. Louie’s voice catches. ‘We kept looking for you, Teddy. We would never have stopped, until we found you. Never, ever stopped looking for you. Never.’

Louie takes a sheet of paper from the table. Picks up a pencil. Sharpens it with a small penknife until it’s pointy. She writes, Journal in Budapest – We found Teddy.






CHAPTER 20

THE YELLOW STAR

Everyone is so busy writing and drawing that no one hears the boots walking down the hallway. Zoltan suddenly appears in the doorway. The children run up to him. Laughing, he swings them around like baby cubs. Naomi smiles at Louie. ‘He always has little treats for them. An apple or a toy he’s found. He brought the coloured pencils and paper.’

‘See what I’ve got for you.’ He pulls caramels out of his pockets. As they chomp happily away, he whispers to Klara, ‘Soldiers. They’ve already got the children from the other safe houses. They’re on their way here. We have to leave now. You know the drill. The children know the drill. Get the torches. We have to go.’ Klara hurries to the kitchen. Zoltan calls Louie and Bert. ‘Shoes. Hats. Coats. Gloves. For everyone. There are extra ones in the wardrobes. It’s going to get colder tonight.’ Zoltan looks at Samuel with his leg braces.

‘We need to take special care of him. They’ll kill him first.’ Naomi slips beside Samuel.

Klara’s pre-packed knapsack is filled with water and supplies. She bends low so the children can see her face. ‘Hold hands. We’ve practised this. Remember? Two by two. When we get outside, we’ll walk in a very quiet line.’

Louie glances at the table. Quickly, she gathers their drawings and her journal. Bert grabs Teddy’s hand. They’re not losing him again. Louie buttons up the coat of a little girl and hums ‘Für Elise’ to her, then Klara touches her shoulder. ‘Children over six have to wear the yellow star. She’s seven.’

Louie nods. She snips off the yellow star sewn onto the little girl’s coat, then holds her face between her hands so she can’t look away. ‘Today, you’re five. Can you remember that?’

‘I’m not. I’m bigger. I’m seven.’ She stands tall.

‘But this is our secret. I’m five too. So, no yellow star on you or me.’

The little girl giggles. ‘Our trick.’

‘Yes, our trick.’

Louie goes to Tomas. She snips off his yellow star too. ‘We are five today.’

Tomas understands and kicks the star across the room.

Naomi ties the laces on Samuel’s boots. They are special, with metal braces. One of his legs is shorter than the other. She buttons his coat and cuts off the yellow star. Brushing his face with her hand, tears form in the corner of her eyes. ‘You’re not a cripple. You’re a boy. Always remember that. A boy.’ She throws the star on the floor.

‘Klara, keep the twins close to you. They’re taking them for experiments.’ Zoltan watches the twins for a moment. ‘For … cruel experiments.’ His voice breaks. ‘So they can find out why they are twins.’

‘I’ll protect them with my life.’

‘I know you will, Klara.’

Zoltan holds up his hands and everyone listens. His voice is light, but his eyes are dark. ‘This is a game. We cannot say even one word when we’re outside. You’re all so clever; I know you can do this. There’ll be another caramel afterwards, as a prize. You like games. Can you play it?’

The children love games. They call out, ‘Yes.’

‘Hats on. Coats buttoned up. Gloves. Shoes.’ Zoltan signals Louie and Naomi to check the children. ‘Now quiet, everyone. Not a word and walk very fast.’ Zoltan leads them out of the house into the cold night. They march quickly down the darkened street, hand in hand, with each breath making a small frosty cloud in the air. Klara is at the end of the line, making sure there are no stragglers. Zoltan keeps looking back for soldiers. As soon as they turn the corner, he motions to Louie and Bert to take his place at the front. Zoltan hears a noise and races back to see what’s happening. An army truck, filled with black uniforms and spider bands, stops at the Red Cross children’s house. The soldiers get out. They knock on the door. Bang on the door, kicking it in with their black army boots. But the house is empty.

‘Where are we going?’ Louie whispers to Zoltan.

‘There’s no more room in the Glass House. Food is running out there. I have a place to hide for a few days. It’s difficult to reach, but safe. Then a truck will take them out of the city. To my farm. Follow me.’

The children don’t complain as they walk in the shadowy night, with sirens screeching, angry voices and gunshots breaking the silence. They hold each other’s hands very tightly. Naomi has her arm around Samuel, who struggles to keep up. But they can see the Danube River ahead. The Margaret Bridge is murky with only a few dimmed lights and broken arches.

Zoltan speaks calmly. ‘We’re going to the bridge. It’s been bombed, but there’s another way across to Margaret Island.’ He looks up. ‘There’s enough light with the stars and moon. Only use your torches when you have to.’ Zoltan swings Samuel onto his back. ‘No noise now.’ The children are as quiet as feathers in the breeze.

Waiting for the sounds of cars and voices to disappear, Zoltan waves his arm to follow him. They cross the road quickly. Huddling together, Zoltan points to the broken iron and stone lying like a graveyard at the river’s edge. He looks back at the children. ‘Be careful.’ Klara treads cautiously in her angel shoes, with the twins under her wings. Teddy’s cape flaps behind him as he clambers after Bert. Louie watches from the rear, making sure no one is left behind.

At the banks, Zoltan crouches for Samuel to get off his back.

‘I’ve got him.’ Naomi gently takes his hand.

‘Put your torches on,’ Zoltan says. ‘We won’t be seen here. This way.’ He leads the line of small figures around jagged rocks, iron pikes, broken wings of statues. Louie pulls downs the woollen hats of the children to stop the wind biting and the cold stinging. Zoltan stops. ‘We’re here.’

Hidden between the broken arches, there’s an old wooden boat. There are squeals and giggles. ‘A boat. A boat.’ Their voices are lost between the water splashing and wreckage beneath the bridge. ‘Shush’ comes from all directions, but Louie just watches them. It’s nice to hear them laugh.

‘We have to go.’ Zoltan signals. Klara lifts one twin, then the other up. The bigger children help the smaller children. Samuel won’t move. Can’t move.

Quietly, Naomi pads towards him. She whispers in his ear, ‘I love you. We love you.’ For a moment, Samuel’s eyes register and he lifts his arms. Zoltan pulls him into the boat. Louie takes a breath, feeling relieved.

Teddy clambers aboard and stands at the front as the lookout. Louie tries to hold his hand. He pulls it away from her. ‘But I’m the captain, Louie.’

Louie smiles. ‘Yes, you are.’ She sits beside him to make sure the captain doesn’t fall into the Danube.

Everyone turns at a winding screech as Zoltan starts the engine. It’s loud, but Louie isn’t afraid because it’s her Pa there. Protecting them all. They pass the remnants of statues of Hercules and winged mythological angels who couldn’t save the bridge. Zoltan gives wide berth to the dangerous eddies and whirlpools that swirl between the submerged wreckage of the broken pylons. The moon lights the way towards Margaret Island, lying like a diamond drop in the middle of the Danube.

They reach the island. Safe. Far away from the soldiers smashing down the front door. ‘We beat them.’ Louie presses Naomi’s hand.

Zoltan and Bert tie the boat to a rock, hidden from the shore. Turning his torch towards the children, Zoltan checks everyone is all right. Louie squints at him. Is there a moustache on Zoltan’s lip? Or just a shadow of a moustache? Louie watches him pass out caramels, like his name – a king. Her heart aches because she knows it’s her Pa.

‘You won the game. You are so clever.’ They giggle, but Zoltan can see how tired they are. ‘It’s not far now.’

They go deeper and deeper into the island, between centuries-old oaks and poplars as red-breasted robins warble their songs, in their protected bird sanctuary. Louie jumps in surprise as a white rabbit scurries past, disappearing into a burrow. Naomi touches her arm. ‘We’re on the Island of Rabbits, in the time of kings and queens.’ The ruins of a convent appear where a princess once lived.

Zoltan turns around. ‘We’re here.’

Hidden in an alcove, between glorious magnolias blooming like crowns and red winter roses, Verushka is waiting. Like a queen. She’s spread blankets on the soft beds of earth, and lit candles so they can see the way.






CHAPTER 21

THE PLAN

Arrows of sun push away the night. Louie opens her eyes in fright. Panic makes her urgently skim their hiding place. The twins are snuggled together in a ball. Samuel, Klara, Verushka … they’re asleep. Samuel is lying with his leg braces next to him. Safe for now. She breathes easier. But where’s Teddy? Teddy? Louie sits up as panic starts to rise again. Then she sees red gumboots sticking out from under a blanket. She smiles. Bert’s sleeping beside him, but there’s no Naomi there. Louie twists around. There’s no Naomi anywhere. Disappointment grips her and she holds her stomach. Shivering, Louie pulls her woollen hat down to cover her ears. Pa told her once that it gets so cold sometimes in Hungary that your ear lobes can snap off. So, you have to pull your hat over your ears. Louie rubs her ear lobes. She looks up and Zoltan’s rubbing his ear lobes too. He winks at Louie.

Verushka is up now and making breakfast. Cutting bread into chunks, she spoons strawberry jam from a jar and spreads it thinly, right to the crusts. Zoltan pulls his woollen hat over his ears. He turns to Verushka and Louie. ‘I’ll be back. We’ve left a store of supplies at the other end of the island. There’s a walkie talkie there. Need to work out the way out of here. I’ll be back by tonight.’

Verushka reaches out her hand to Zoltan, her green eyes shimmering in the morning light.

‘I promise I’ll be back as soon as I can,’ he says, and smiles. ‘I’ll always protect you.’

Louie closes her eyes, wanting to be back at the Majestic, safe at home in a country far away from here. Zoltan strides away, fading between the trunks of the oaks and poplars.

As Klara wakes up, so do the twins. Emergency wees. Klara takes them behind a tree, then hugs them until they squeak. The children line up for their bread and jam in an orderly way, just like they’ve been trained to do, in the children’s house. Louie brings out their drawings and pencils. They beam and yelp, except for Samuel. Verushka puts her finger to her lips. ‘Sometimes soldiers come to the island. We have to be very quiet so no one finds us in our hiding place.’ They all nod seriously, because they know about soldiers taking away their parents and people they love. They know about hiding in cupboards and under beds. They’re as quiet as mice, like their parents told them to be. The soldiers with the black spiders on their arms must never find them.

Leaning on a tree, Bert is deep in thought. ‘We have to get home, Louie.’

‘I know.’

‘Curiosity. Einstein said that’s the way to find the answers.’ He looks at Louie. ‘It’s the locket, isn’t it?’

Louie nods. ‘Unless we get the locket back, we won’t ever be free.’ She presses her chest as if the locket is still there. ‘We have to find the Lieutenant.’

Suddenly, there’s a squeal. Teddy’s throwing Bagoly into the air, making him fly like a super-owl. ‘You’ve got to be quiet.’ Louie runs over to him.

Bert follows. ‘Come on, Teddy. Let’s see what great rocks we can collect. Quietly.’ Bert nods at Louie. ‘We’ll find him.’

Louie wraps her coat around herself, on the lookout for Zoltan to return. Everyone’s on the lookout for him. The day passes, and the kids play noiseless games, sleep under the blankets and keep hidden in the ruins. Verushka and Klara chat as they cut bread, slice paprika salami and pickles for dinner. Louie watches their intimate whispers, secret smiles, hands touching. Warmth ripples through her. They’re girlfriends. Grandma never left Klara behind and her portrait will always hang in the Majestic.

Louie wanders over to them. ‘Can I help?’ Klara shakes the empty cups. Louie fills them with water.

Klara speaks softly. ‘I will find my family.’

Louie’s throat tightens.

‘The soldiers didn’t take me, because of my blonde hair and blue eyes. They thought I was one of them.’ Klara’s blue eyes shimmer. ‘But I’m not one of them. I’d never want to be one of them.’ She pulls out a necklace from under her jumper. ‘My parents … they gave this to me when I turned twelve. It’s always with me.’ She can’t hold the tears back anymore. Louie stares at Klara’s necklace with its golden six-pointed star, like the yellow stars sewn onto the children’s coats, like the star in the painting. She has not seen it before, but there’s a golden n in its centre. An n like on the rose-gold locket. But how’s that possible, when the n stands for Naomi?

Klara kisses the star with the n. Like protecting a baby, she softly hides it under her jumper again. As Louie pours the water, she keeps glancing at Klara. Can I ask her what the n means? Suddenly, she hears a familiar voice. She shivers. Where have you been? Why did you disappear? Do I want to see you anymore? Naomi is back. The children run up to her. Naomi wraps a soft scarf around Samuel’s neck. ‘See what I’ve brought you? To keep the wind away.’ Samuel blinks, as if he hears her. But no one’s sure.

Louie finishes pouring the water and walks towards Naomi. Louie glares at her, unwilling to speak first.

‘Don’t be angry that I left,’ Naomi says. ‘I needed to do this, Louie. To speak to the underground. They know things. I’ve found where the Lieutenant is tonight. There’s news about the locket.’

‘What news?’ Louie grabs her arm.

‘No time now to explain.’ Naomi calls to Bert.

He runs over. ‘What’s happening?’

Louie’s breathless. ‘We’re going to get the locket.’ She quickly buttons up Teddy’s coat.

‘Not Teddy. He’s too little.’ Naomi’s voice is urgent.

‘I’m not little,’ Teddy grunts in disapproval. He stands with his arms crossed in front of him.

Louie puts her hands on his shoulders. ‘I’m not going without my brother.’

‘Time’s running out. We have to leave.’

Louie’s brown eyes stare into Naomi’s grey ones like a duel.

Naomi hesitates. ‘All right.’

‘How can we get off the island? We can’t take the boat.’ Louie looks at the children. ‘They’ll be trapped here.’

‘I’d never do that. I’ll just tell Verushka and Klara we’re leaving. Then we must go.’

Verushka and Klara look up at Naomi, unsure where she’s been, but they know Naomi’s mysterious and a friend. ‘We have to leave now. You understand.’

‘It’s dangerous. Wait for Zoltan to come back.’ Verushka peers into the dark, her gentle eyes trying to see Zoltan.

‘We can’t.’ Naomi’s voice pierces the quiet of the night.

Naomi leads them away from the hidden alcove, between the glorious winter magnolias blooming like crowns and the red winter roses. They wave goodbye to Verushka, Klara and the children. Louie turns for one last look at Verushka. She whispers, ‘I love you, Grandma.’

It’s very dark. They switch on their torches, following Naomi over the frozen ground. As they get closer to the mooring, they hear the Danube splashing against the island. ‘Over there.’ Bert shines his torch ahead. The boat bobs in the water. Next to it there’s a rubber dinghy. Naomi turns to Louie. ‘See, the children are not trapped.’

Bert climbs on board and immediately takes the throttle. He’s pulled apart engines before. He knows about boats. Pa taught him. ‘Ready?’ Bert checks to see everyone’s in the boat. He jerks the start cord back as hard as he can. It dies. He jerks it back again. The engine coughs and he pulls the choke. Suddenly, the wind’s in their hair and they’re buzzing across the Danube. Louie grips the seat, hoping people mistake the noise of the boat for trucks on the road. It’s loud.

They land, drag the dinghy to the shore and hide it among rubble. They’re ready. They move like commandos, creeping through the dark, watching for threats. Naomi leads them between the shadows of the night, crouching in doorways, hiding when soldiers with black spider armbands patrol. Hiding when soldiers with green arrow-spider armbands patrol. They cross Vadász Street, away from the Glass House and the hundreds of people waiting to get inside purgatory. Protectively, Louie takes Teddy’s hand when the street opens to a wide boulevard. Andrássy Street with its magnificent buildings and palaces. The glorious Hungarian Royal Opera House rises in front of them. Magnificent arches, soaring columns and grand balconies force their eyes upwards. Beethoven, Verdi, Puccini, Mozart and other marble statues of the greatest composers in the world stand like stars on its rooftop.






CHAPTER 22

THE HUNGARIAN ROYAL OPERA HOUSE

Naomi, Louie and her brothers hide behind the half-woman, half-lion stone sphinx guarding the Opera House. Peering from the sphinx’s tail, they look in wonder. Men in black penguin suits climb the wide stone steps, past the statues of the famous Hungarian composers, Franz Liszt and Ferenc Erkel. The starched white shirts, glossy vests, black bow ties and shiny black shoes shimmer in the night. Gorgeous women in jewels, amazing dresses, fur jackets and elegant slippers sweep into the Opera House.

Naomi’s voice is urgent. ‘We’ve got to get ready.’

Louie smiles at a chubby boy whose suspenders snap and knickerbockers slide down his legs. His father gives him a hard slap and Louie stops smiling. The father straightens his armband with the green arrows.

Crouching low, the children creep behind the sphinx through a door. ‘I’ve prepared your clothes for the opera. I put a set in for Teddy just in case. They’re in there. Be quick.’ Naomi slips a cream shawl over her white dress and waits outside on guard.

In no time, the three of them pile out of the door, dressed for the opera. ‘We’ve got to go.’ Naomi hurries past the sphinx. Her white shoes tap-tap on the stairs as they follow her into the Budapest Opera House. Breathtaking goldenness is everywhere, sweeping up the circular staircase, shining in the grand gilt mirrors at the top. A majestic chandelier lights the marble arches, soaring columns and cherubs frolicking across ceilings. Louie and her brothers stare open-mouthed at the gloriousness of it all.

‘Grandma loved this. It has to be the most beautiful opera house in the world,’ Louie whispers.

Teddy burps with excitement. Louie glances at him and stops. She hadn’t noticed before what he was wearing. She can’t help laughing. With his face scrunched, Teddy stamps his foot. Louie swallows her laughs. ‘I love the sailor suit. It’s so … blue.’ Teddy isn’t sure. The red gumboots have been swapped for his old shoes. Louie flicks his sailor collar. She pushes him towards the tall mirror, framed by angels playing harps. Bert checks himself out too. They stand gawking into the mirror at Bert’s black suit and bow tie. His boots are hidden under trousers. Gawking at Louie’s long scarlet dress, with satin sleeves and a silvery sash. Bert points to her shoes peeping from under the petticoats. ‘Matches the rainbow soles.’ They stare at each other, then start to splutter, chuckle, laugh. Teddy points to the eight shiny gold buttons on his sailor jacket. His face beams as he rubs them. Louie and Bert burst into more laughter, laughing until they can’t laugh anymore. ‘Shush, shush.’ Naomi tries to stop them, but she’s laughing too. She pushes them into an alcove until they all catch their breath. ‘All right. It’s time to go.’

They join the opera-goers streaming up the majestic staircase. Teddy loves Louie’s scarlet dress. He flaps his arms. ‘Yes, it’d be perfect with a cape.’

Louie grins. ‘Yes, I’d be Supergirl then.’

They’re nearly at the top of the staircase when there’s a commotion from below. Turning to look back, Louie grabs Teddy. Bert freezes. Naomi stands very still. Officers in black uniforms and spider swastikas on their arms raise their right arm in a Nazi salute to the crowd. Other officers in black uniforms and green spider crosses on their arms raise their right arm in a matching salute. The beautiful women in their sweeping gowns stop and raise their arms. The men in their penguin suits stop and raise their arms. Boys and girls raise their arms, copying their parents.

Silver badges of eagles on the black uniforms glare in the light of the chandeliers. ‘They don’t soar, Bert. They’re not eagles. Never will be eagles.’ Louie pulls his arm. ‘Let’s go.’

The box balcony is magnificent, with rich red carpet and red-cushioned seats. As they sit, Louie catches a glimpse of a candelabra on the stage, next to the crimson velvet curtains with gold braid. She looks up in wonder at the glorious angels across the ceiling. Just like Grandma had told her about. They lean over the railing and watch the audience below. Army uniforms, with black spiders on their armbands, stand out like talons between the finery of the ladies and penguin suits of the men. ‘Heil Hitler,’ echoes through the theatre as SS-Lieutenant Colonel Eicher and his wife, Frau Eicher, walk down the aisle. Bert nudges Louie. They’ve seen them before in the long black car. Colonel Eicher and his wife are shown to their seats in the front row, next to an officer who’s wearing a black spider armband too.

Louie looks over at Naomi. ‘The locket?’ she whispers.

Naomi puts her finger to her lips. ‘Shush.’ The orchestra is on the stage, ready to begin. The conductor bows to the audience, and his yellow hairpiece flips up. Teddy bubbles excitedly at the flying hair. ‘Shush.’ Louie gives him a serious look. But it is funny. When the conductor stands up, he brushes back his wig. Luckily, it stays glued on, even when he nods at the pianist sweeping across the stage. With a look of arrogance, she swans onto the seat at the grand piano, taps the brass pedals and motions for the conductor to begin. He raises his baton, swinging it in the air like a ballroom maestro. Strings and woodwinds, brass and percussion, the sweet chimes of the triangles and the triumphant horns fill the Opera House with the overture of the ‘Viennese Waltz’. The pianist’s fingers dart across the keys, unlocking the secrets of the Danube River. On the stage, blue cardboard cut-out waves rise and fall with the music. Louie closes her eyes and imagines her mother playing.

Just then there’s clapping, disturbing the orchestra. Naomi looks down into the audience. Louie looks down too, then her body becomes rigid. Louie’s fingers grip the golden balcony railings. The officer with the spider armband turns to the SS-Lieutenant Colonel and Frau Eicher. The silver eagle glints on the officer’s black hat, sitting arrogantly on his blond, slicked-down hair. He bends his handsome head sideways, towards Frau Eicher.

Louie’s voice trembles. ‘The Lieutenant.’

Naomi takes a deep breath. ‘Yes.’

The music begins again. The audience murmurs in delight when swan-like girls in satin pointe shoes spin onto the stage, into the arms of boys in black tights. Deep baritones and high sopranos sing. Like the girls in the Glass House, like the girls in the watchtower loft, warning of danger, as the cardboard waves of the Danube splish and splash behind the dancers. The waltz fills the stage with so much beauty, except Louie’s heart doesn’t sing. She stares at the back of the Lieutenant’s head. She shudders as she remembers the old man forced to dance, windows smashed, the theft of things so precious to them all. Mamma trying to hold onto the candelabra until it was ripped from her home.

Her eyes fasten on the seven-branch candelabra, peeping between the waves of the Danube. Could it be? ‘But how did it get there?’ she whispers.

Naomi presses her hand. ‘The Lieutenant loves the operas of Wagner. He gave it as a gift, to the Opera House. So that he is always welcomed.’

‘But it’s not his to give.’ Louie leans over the balcony railing, staring at the stage. The candelabra lights the way for the dancers, waltzing around and around the stage.

‘Bert. There. There. The candelabra. Can you see it? Can you?’

He squints. ‘How did it get there?’

She points to the Lieutenant in the first row.

The Lieutenant turns again to Frau Eicher, who rests her bare arm on the back of the chair. Frau Eicher’s fur stole, with its scared minks’ eyes, falls from her shoulder. Across her pale white neck, hanging like a lie, is the rose-gold locket.






CHAPTER 23

SS-LIEUTENANT COLONEL EICHER AND FRAU EICHER

Louie glares at Frau Eicher, the Lieutenant and the stage with the steps from the wings descending into the audience. She studies the shimmering cardboard Danube and the dancers gliding across the floor.

Louie looks at Naomi. ‘We have to get the locket.’

Naomi nods. ‘Yes.’

Quietly, they all leave the balcony box. A dimmed light catches the shimmer of Louie’s silvery sash as she leads them out of the performance. ‘Walk quickly, but not too fast.’ She lifts up the edges of her dress carefully so as not to trip. ‘No one can notice us.’ They pass the ushers waiting for intermission. Louie leads the flight down the sweeping staircase. Reaching the foyer, she points. ‘This way.’ Passing the box office, the marble columns, the bronze page-boy statues, frescos of angels and music, they follow Louie into an alcove. They huddle. Louie speaks quietly, but her eyes blaze. ‘The candelabra. It can’t light their way. It lights our way. Never theirs.’

‘All right. We have two targets. The candelabra and the locket.’ Bert surveys the foyer. ‘Intermission is when the audience is looking away from the stage. The musicians and everyone are in the back. There’ll be a couple of stagehands moving props. That’s all.’ He spots the stage door. ‘We’ve got to get through there. The candelabra’s my mission.’ He looks at Louie and Naomi. ‘But how will you get the locket?’

‘I think I know,’ Louie says.

‘Do you? This is dangerous, Louie,’ Bert warns her.

‘We have to do this. It’s our only chance to get the locket.’

‘Okay.’ Bert points to the stage door. ‘See over there. We’re going through the Do Not Enter sign. And we’ve got to go now, before intermission and the crowds pour out.’

They inch up to the Do Not Enter sign. Bert stands in front of the doorknob. Behind his back, he turns the knob and pushes the door ajar. He nods at Louie. She looks around to make sure no one’s watching and whispers to Teddy, ‘Let’s go.’ They scramble behind Bert’s back and through the door. Naomi follows. Then Bert.

They’re inside. There are so many passageways and doors. Which way to go? Something slides past Louie’s leg. She shivers.

Bert groans at the striped ginger cat. ‘Quiet. It’s just a cat, Louie. Just a cat.’ The cat pads beside the wall.

‘It’s a sign,’ she says. ‘And look, it’s leading us that way.’ She turns to Bert. The cat’s tail flashes and disappears through a narrow doorway. ‘This way.’ She follows the Cheshire Cat.

They seem to be getting nowhere when the passageway ends, opening into an enormous space. The hugeness is breathtaking, with countless lights, endless wires, pulleys scrolling up and down to massive heights. The platforms and metal ladders rise to higher platforms and further ladders, then rise again to even higher platforms and more ladders, going up and up and up, right to the gods. They walk towards the stage.

‘What are you doing here?’ A stagehand’s voice makes them start.

Louie’s face freezes into a smile. Bert pushes Teddy behind him. Naomi flicks back her honey-brown hair and lies, as sweet as sugar. ‘Neni. Our aunty asked us to wait for her in the wings. She’s playing the piano. Our aunty is wonderful.’

‘I don’t know about this.’ The man glares at Naomi.

‘She left instructions with the manager. She’ll be angry if you throw us out.’

He scratches his head, grumbling. ‘Neni is difficult when she doesn’t get what she wants.’ He shrugs at Naomi. ‘I haven’t got time for this. Got to get to the next set.’ He points to a quiet spot in the wings. ‘Don’t make a sound. Stand there.’ He pokes Teddy in the stomach. ‘And you make sure you don’t even squeak. That owl as well.’ The man grins, then hurries away.

Louie presses her hands over her mouth, smothering a laugh. ‘Our aunt? Our Neni? Does she look like you? Or me? Or maybe Bert? Teddy?’ She blows the curls off her face. ‘I didn’t know you could lie like that.’

‘It’s not a real lie, when you have to.’

‘It’s a lie, whatever way you look at it,’ Bert says, and winks. ‘You were good.’

Louie and Bert whisper plans. Then they’re very quiet. They stand in their hidden spot in the wings, waiting for intermission. Louie bends down to Teddy. ‘You have the most important job. You’re the watch. You’re our hero. If that man comes back, you run to tell us.’ Then they wait.

Intermission. The orchestra stops. The conductor bows with his hair still stuck to his head. The pianist opens her arms to receive the applause she knows she deserves. The audience claps loudly. The conductor strides off stage. The musicians close their music pages, put down their violins and triangles, clarinets and trumpets. A stagehand snuffs out the flames on the candelabra. The audience is chattering. Some people stand beside their seats. Bert sticks his head out of the wings just as the Lieutenant glances at the stage. He looks at Bert, tilts his head curiously at a boy on the stage. But then SS-Lieutenant Colonel Eicher speaks to him. He turns to listen. No one is watching the stage as the musicians walk towards the wings. Peeping through the stage curtains, Louie whispers to Bert, ‘The plan.’

Bert edges onto the stage. Ducking behind the cardboard waves, he dashes forward every time a wave rises. He spots the candelabra, just in front of the last wave. Ducking up and down, he reaches the end of the waves of the Danube. Lunging for the candelabra, he grabs it, ducks back, skidding behind a wave. Panting, he hugs the candelabra. ‘Got you. Take that, Lieutenant.’

He scrambles off the stage. Louie says urgently, ‘I’ll meet you outside. You know the place. Go. Go. Go.’

Suddenly, Bert doesn’t look sure. ‘I’m staying with you.’

‘Please,’ Louie pleads. ‘No change of plan. There’s Teddy. You’ve got the candelabra. Bert, Naomi, just go. Go.’ Naomi takes Teddy’s hand. Louie watches them disappear down the passageway. The plan. It’ll work. It has to. She slips past the violinists, quickly padding down the stairs from the stage into the aisle of the front row. Louie takes a deep breath. I can do this. Or maybe I’ll lose my head. I don’t care. It’s for Grandma. For my mother and all the generations before and after. It’s to get us home.

People sitting in the first row move into the aisle to allow SS-Lieutenant Colonel Eicher and Frau Eicher to pass. Others gather around Eicher and his wife to flatter and compliment them. The Lieutenant is talking to Frau Eicher. No one notices the girl in the scarlet dress who has slipped between them. Louie stands behind Frau Eicher, staring into the glass eyes of the two dead minks around her throat. The diamonds in the rose-gold clasp sparkle. Louie waits until Frau Eicher’s back is to the stage, next to the steps, with no one behind. Louie lunges, ripping the locket from her throat. As Louie pulls the necklace, the rose-gold robin clasps open. Frau Eicher screams. Everyone is confused. A red line forms around Frau Eicher’s neck. Louie darts up the stairs, dashing onto the stage into the wings. She turns back just as the Lieutenant’s eyes lock onto her. She runs through the backstage, away from the Lieutenant, who is trapped in place by a screaming Frau Eicher. SS-Lieutenant Colonel Eicher’s face is thunder. The Lieutenant’s face is ice.

Louie sprints along the basement corridor painted with the portraits of hundreds of past Opera House stars. The locket throbs in her hand and Louie cries out for her mother.

Thunderous voices come from everywhere. The ceiling, the walls, as the portraits sing to Louie – ‘Run, Louisa Anastasia. Run.’

Louie crashes through the door with the Do Not Enter sign, running, running, running away from the Opera House. Running to their meeting place. Panting. Her side hurts. Sprinting, she holds one hand against the stitch, pressing against the pain. The other hand keeps clenched with the rose-gold locket in her palm. She can’t see Bert. Where are you? Where? She glimpses a light, shining like a beacon in the half-moon. It’s the candelabra, its gold reflecting the street lamps’ light, showing her the way. With a final spurt, Louie reaches Bert and Naomi. Teddy throws his arms around her. Winded, trying to get air, Louie opens her hand.

The locket.






CHAPTER 24

BAGOLY

‘Naomi, we have the locket.’ Louie clips it around her own neck. ‘But how do we get home?’

Naomi trembles. ‘We’re on the way, but there’re still wrongs to right. Secrets we have to uncover. The locket has to find where it belongs.’

‘It’s Verushka’s. We have to go back to Margaret Island then.’ Louie presses her hand against the locket. ‘They’ll be waiting for us.’

Teddy yawns. ‘Okay, Teddy,’ Bert asks, ‘do you want a ride?’

Teddy lifts up his arms and Bert swings him onto his back. ‘Need room for Bagoly.’ Teddy squeezes Bagoly between his chest and Bert’s back.

‘Now, Teddy, you hang on.’

Bert walks slower with the candelabra in one arm and his other arm locked behind to make sure Teddy doesn’t slip off. Teddy’s fallen asleep, dribbling on Bagoly.

‘Let me carry the candelabra,’ Louie says, and tries to take it.

‘No, I’m fine, Louie. Let’s just get to the boat.’ Bert peers down the street. ‘We’re nearly at the Danube. Keep close to the walls. They could be after us.’

Naomi and Louie are behind him when high beams glare into their eyes. Stunned like rabbits, they’re caught in the headlights. Naomi and Louie recover quickly and scuttle into the open drain at the side of the road. Bert runs as fast as he can, then Teddy wakes and falls off his back. Bert grabs Teddy’s hand. ‘Come on. Run, Teddy. Run. Run.’

Soldiers jump out of the car, yelling at them to stop, pounding the road with their heavy boots. Teddy trips, taking Bert with him. The candelabra crashes to the ground, somersaulting to a halt. Teddy screams, ‘Baaaaagoly!’ as Bagoly rolls into the dark. Bert grabs Teddy’s hand, pulling him away from the soldiers, but Teddy keeps turning for Bagoly. Suddenly, Bert jerks to a stop. A man’s hand is clutching Bert’s hair, dragging him up by the roots. Bert cries out. Teddy tugs Bert’s hand to get him away.

‘Stop, Teddy … stop. Help me … stand still. Good. You’re … helping … me,’ Bert pants breathlessly.

Teddy stands guard next to his brother. The soldier stands to attention as the Lieutenant gets out of the back seat. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ he asks. He bends down and brushes imaginary dust from his polished black boots. With a sweep of his arm, he picks up the candelabra. Shoving it into Bert’s face, his lips curl. ‘Dirty little thief. So, you’re her accomplice.’ He puts his face right into Bert’s. ‘Where is that girl? I want that locket back.’

Bert shakes his head. ‘Don’t know.’

The Lieutenant towers above him with his legs astride. He holds up the candelabra and calls out, ‘Girl. If you want them to stay alive, come out with the locket.’

Louie gasps. ‘Have to go.’ She starts to climb out of the drain, then Naomi pulls her back.

‘Not now, if you want to help them. The Lieutenant isn’t going to let them go, if you go out or not. It’ll be worse for them.’

‘But I can’t’ – Louie’s voice cracks – ‘leave them.’

‘No, we have to, Louie. We have to wait.’

The Lieutenant shouts out again. ‘Girl. I know you’re out there. I want that locket.’ He laughs. ‘We’ll be at the Danube, if you want to see them again.’ He gets into his magnificent, long, shiny black car, with its six wheels and gleaming headlights. The Mercedes three-star emblem gleams in the night.

A soldier shoves Bert and Teddy. ‘Walk.’

Teddy tries to go back for Bagoly, but Bert grabs his arm. Teddy’s bottom lip wobbles. ‘Hey, Bagoly’s a superhero, like you. He’ll find us.’ Bert looks back, as if hoping Louie heard him.

Louie and Naomi watch the Lieutenant drive off. Louie grips the locket. Teddy. Bert. Burning tears slip down her face. They watch Bert and Teddy being marched away. When everyone is out of sight, they emerge from the dark. ‘Bagoly,’ Louie chokes. They search the street, footpaths, doorways and stone pot plants. Suddenly, Louie glimpses a wing in the gutter. She runs for it. ‘Bagoly. Bagoly.’ Holding him against her cheek, she stares at Naomi. ‘We have to get them.’

Naomi strokes Bagoly’s feathers. ‘Yes.’

They skim through the streets, alleyways, murky hollows, and then Louie presses Naomi’s hand questioningly. ‘Nearly there, Louie.’

The banks of the Danube stretch far into the distance. On the other side, the magnificent castles and churches of Buda cast warnings over the waters. The spider armies have made camp in the dark labyrinth under Buda Castle, but there’re no pathways there.

‘Soldiers are everywhere,’ Louie whispers. Padding beside the walls, they’re careful not to be seen. They stop to rest and turn to look at Margaret Island in the distance. Fear washes over Louie. ‘I hope they’re safe.’

‘Yes, safe.’

Silently, they watch the Danube’s waters breaking against the half-bombed Margaret Bridge. Louie squints at the circle of flickering lights playing at the edge of the water. As the yellow glow of the moon glimmers over the circle, the lights move up the bank. Louie’s heart jumps. ‘It has to be them. They’ve crossed. They’re on the way to the farm. Zoltan’s farm. A safe place.’ Louie repeats softly, ‘A safe place. Now we have to get Bert and Teddy.’

They look away from the bridge, at the cars and trucks stopped further down the banks. Silhouettes of people huddle along the river bank. Darting between shadows, Louie and Naomi make their way towards them. The girls find a hidden spot, as close as they can get to the group, and crouch behind a bombed wall, peering through a gap. People of all ages are being herded into lines. Louie takes a sharp breath when a soldier pistol whips a girl. She falls to the ground, blood dribbling from the side of her head. ‘Get up. Move.’ The others quickly get into line.

Even in the dark, Teddy’s red hair flickers. ‘Teddy.’ Louie squeezes Bagoly against her.

Naomi grabs her hands. ‘Shush. Shush. We know where he is now.’

Teddy turns, tripping out of the line. He’s heard something. Maybe Louie’s voice. Another soldier lifts his rifle butt to slam Teddy’s back, then Bert drags Teddy to him. The rifle butt slams into Bert’s side. He jerks forward, stumbles, but stops himself falling. In a flash Teddy puts on his imaginary superhero suit to defend Bert.

Louie gasps, ‘Berrr—’ when Naomi’s hand covers her mouth. The soldier turns around at the sound. He raises his rifle, pointing it at Louie and Naomi’s hiding spot behind the wall. They hardly breathe, then high-pitched cries make the soldier look up. Bats glide above him. He lowers his rifle.

Bert struggles to stand. He stammers, ‘Need you … beside … me, Teddy.’ Teddy’s big brown eyes narrow, because he is brave. ‘When there are two of us … we’re stronger. Not by yourself.’ Teddy looks unsure. Then he stands next to his brother.

Louie whispers to Naomi, ‘When there are three of us, we’re even stronger.’

‘When there are four, we are stronger. And when there are more …’

Bert and Teddy are standing quietly now. Louie whistles the sweet notes of a robin. Her signal. Bert twists, studying the shadows. He knows Louie is there. Cowering people are huddled in small families, small groups, pairs and alone. Yellow stars are sewn onto their coats. Two men leaning against each other wear yellow stars, with a pink triangle sewn on each. Everyone shivers as gusts of wind catch the tips of the waves, hurtling spray over them.

Soldiers start shouting. ‘Over there! From Margaret Island. There’s more of them coming!’

Louie and Naomi turn quickly. Louie gags when she sees Zoltan, Verushka, Klara with her blonde hair wrapped like a halo over her head. Klara is holding the hands of the twin girls. The children. All of them. Louie can’t breathe. ‘He didn’t keep them safe. My Pa said he’d always keep us safe.’

‘Hurry up!’ a soldier shouts. ‘Here. Get over there.’ He snaps at Zoltan, ‘Where’s your yellow star?’ Verushka hides behind Zoltan. ‘And yours?’ The soldier shrugs, then smirks. ‘You won’t need it where you’re going.’

The Lieutenant climbs out of his limousine, turns back and takes out the candelabra. He holds it up to the moonlight. Then he walks to the bank. He puts the candelabra on the ground and surveys the children, his eyes stopping at the twin girls. So alike, with their brown eyes and olive skin. He waves to his soldiers. ‘Take them.’ The twins cling onto Klara. She puts her arms around them, holding the twins as tightly as she can. The soldier’s whip comes down onto her hands. She doesn’t let go. The whip comes down again. Red welts cross her hands, but she won’t let go. The Lieutenant’s voice is irritated. ‘I want those twins now.’ The whip is merciless, beating down again and again until Klara cries out. She lets go. The twins are dragged away, calling for her. Klara’s sobs are so quiet they are beyond pain.

Verushka bandages Klara’s hands with her handkerchief, which she’s torn in half. She tries to soothe her, but knows she can’t. ‘The twins have each other. They’re not alone.’ Soldiers shunt the twins into the back of a truck.

The Lieutenant rubs the silver eagle on his jacket, then looks down at the candelabra. He tightens his fists. ‘No, I will get the locket back.’

The Lieutenant drags Bert out of the line. He stands in front of him, looking down from his full height. ‘You know where the girl with the locket is. So tell me.’

Teddy stands beside Bert, because two are stronger than one. Bert pushes Teddy behind him. ‘Get back, Teddy.’ The boot comes from nowhere. Bert lies spread-eagled on the banks of the Danube. Teddy crouches next to his brother.

‘You talk when I say to talk. Get up.’ Bert’s unsteady as he struggles to his feet. ‘The girl. Where is she? The locket?’ The Lieutenant clamps his hands onto Teddy’s shoulders so that Teddy can’t move. ‘You’ll tell me, or this red-headed boy will go with the twins. You will never see him again.’

The blood drains from Bert’s face. ‘Choose.’ Bert’s eyes look around desperately.

The Lieutenant waits. ‘Answer now or the boy goes.’ Teddy’s brown eyes widen as he looks up at his brother. Bert’s as pale as ash, like he’s about to be sick. ‘I said, answer.’

Pressing her lips together, Louie turns to Naomi. ‘I have to go now.’ Naomi doesn’t stop her. Leaving their hiding place, Louie glances back. Naomi isn’t coming. ‘I thought you’d be beside me,’ Louie whispers. ‘I thought you were my friend. We are in this together.’

‘We are.’

With Bagoly under her arm and her head held high, Louie walks out from behind the bombed wall.






CHAPTER 25

THE DANUBE

If you fall, I’ll be there to catch you. Emerging from the shadows, Louie whistles the robin’s song.

Bert twists around. ‘No. Go back, Louie. No. No. Go back.’

But Louie keeps walking forward. The Lieutenant turns. She stops in front of him. He looks down at her, with her defiant eyes and soft brown curls. Louie opens her hand. Lying in her palm is the rose-gold locket. Its patterns swirl, encompassing the hidden letter n. The Lieutenant takes his time as he lifts the chain from her hand. He lets the locket swing, enjoying his victory. As he flips the locket into his black-gloved hand, he dismisses Louie. ‘Get over there.’

A soldier pushes his fist into her back. Louie buries her face in Bagoly’s feathers so that no one can hear the pain. She stumbles into the line. Teddy’s arms are around her. Louie rests her chin on his head. She stammers, ‘Missed you … so much, Teddy.’ Teddy hugs Bagoly.

Bert murmurs to her, ‘You shouldn’t have come.’

‘I had to. We can’t lose Teddy.’

Klara holds Samuel’s hand. The twins are gone. Her blue eyes are expressionless. Zoltan and Verushka put each child’s hand into another’s. Every child is connected so no one is alone. The Lieutenant lays the candelabra next to his feet. He gives an order. ‘Take off your coats. Everyone.’ It’s so cold. Nearly as cold as when your ear lobes freeze, like Pa said.

The Lieutenant orders, ‘Take off your shoes.’

The frozen pavement bites into their bare feet. Klara slips off her silver slippers with angel wings. She unbuckles Samuel’s leg braces. Children’s shoes, laced, leather, boots, ballroom crystal slippers, black shiny patent men’s shoes, red gumboots, sparkling dance shoes, sad little raggedy shoes with newspaper in their soles lie like orphans on the bank of the Danube River. Louie’s shoes with rainbow soles, Bert’s boots and Teddy’s runners huddle together.

A man runs from the line. A green arrow-spider rifle aims. The man falls as the bullet hits his back.

‘Running away. What can you expect from these people? Cowards.’ The Lieutenant orders, ‘Tie their wrists behind their backs. Tie their feet as well.’ He glances at the two young men with the yellow stars and pink triangles. ‘Tie them together. That should make them happy.’ Smiling, he enjoys his joke.

Louie whispers to Teddy, ‘Remember, you’re a superhero.’ Teddy’s hair glistens in the moonlight. She smiles at Bert. ‘And you are my best friend forever, Einstein.’

There’s a shadow of a moustache on Zoltan’s lip as he smiles at Verushka. ‘Don’t ever be scared. I’m always with you.’ He looks over at the children, Louie, Bert and Teddy. ‘And all of you.’

‘Schnell. Hurry. Here. Here.’ The soldier leaves Louie’s ropes unfinished, rushing to his Lieutenant’s orders.

Soldiers lift their rifles. The Lieutenant gives the order. ‘Now.’ The rifle butts smash through the night, crashing into the backs of the men, women and children as they drop into the freezing river. Zoltan and Verushka fall. A mother with her baby falls. The two young men fall together. Klara and Samuel fall … as the Lieutenant watches at the edge of the Danube.

Heads hit the waves, sinking, floating, falling, rising, disappearing, taken by the current deep into the river. Gunshots come from the banks in a game of shoot-and-kill. As Louie hits the water, she’s not prepared for the icy shock. But she moves quickly, ripping the loose ropes off her hands. She jerks the ropes free from her legs. Swimming to Bert and Teddy, she shouts, ‘Kick, Teddy! Kick! Stay afloat. Stay afloat.’ Bert’s kicking too. She grabs a piece of ragged driftwood, half submerged in the water. With all her strength, she forces the waters apart. Her arms are aching. Her legs are throbbing. Time seems endless, belting the water, pushing, kicking. Louie pants, ‘I’m coming. I’m coming.’

Further downstream, Zoltan kicks with his tied feet, submerging, re-emerging, trying to reach Verushka. Klara’s untangling blonde plaits slowly circle around her. Samuel is in her arms, his legs free at last. His eyes are smiling as they drift downwards. Zoltan grabs some flotsam, pushes up on it. With all his strength, he breaks the surface and breathes. He sees Verushka, but can’t reach her.

Suddenly, hands emerge from the water. Untie the ropes around Zoltan’s wrists. Louie looks around. The Glass House kids dive again and again into the Danube. The heroes of the secret underground search and plunge into the icy waters. Saving Zoltan. Saving people. Pushing people up to the air. Freeing tied hands, saving the drowning. Dropping driftwood into the water, like life rafts. Then swimming back to the shore, before they freeze. Zoltan dives for Verushka. He dives again. Holding his breath longer and longer, he dives, dives … until she’s in his arms.

Louie doesn’t know how, but Bert’s hand is next to hers on the driftwood. Exhausted, she looks at Teddy. ‘Hold on, Teddy.’

Bert drags a waterlogged Bagoly out of Teddy’s jacket and puts him on the driftwood. He nods at Louie and Teddy. ‘We’re together.’

Louie rests her head on Bert’s shoulder and her hand on Teddy when slivers of silver and flashes of tails ripple the waters around them. An undercurrent encloses them in a circle of water near to the bank. They look up. The Lieutenant towers above them, like the world is his plaything.

He is watching heads and bodies disappear and does not see the small trio floating so close in the shadows. He smiles as he opens his black, leather-gloved hand. The moonlight catches the rose-gold locket lying there, like a jewel. Its etched patterns of generations glimmer. He opens it, admiring the exquisite mother-of-pearl labyrinth. He shuts the locket, clasping it in his left glove.

An unexpected blow catches him from behind. The Lieutenant trips, knocking the candelabra over the bank into the Danube. His anger is like hell as he spins around. He’s shocked for a moment when he sees just a girl in a white dress and schoolgirl shoes. Her eyes are piercingly grey, like his. Clenching his right hand, he thrusts his fist through the air at Naomi’s face. He misses as the silver eagles on his Nazi coat and hat glow and shriek in the moonlight. He swings again. Misses.

Naomi accuses, ‘The locket was never yours. Everything you have taken was never yours. You have stolen from the innocents.’

Suddenly, he stops, amused. ‘Innocents?’ He surveys the line of humanity from the banks of the Danube. ‘Sub-humans. Look at that cripple. The Jew. Homosexuals. Blacks. Gypsies. They’re rats with plague. I’m ridding the world of lice. Doing God’s work.’

Naomi shudders. ‘Not God. Never. The Devil’s work.’

The Lieutenant sneers. ‘Enough of this.’ He waves soldiers to stand behind him. Then he motions for them to raise their guns.

‘Herr Heinrich is your father. You look like him.’ Naomi’s face fills with revulsion. ‘He is my father too.’

‘How dare you say his name.’ The Lieutenant isn’t smiling anymore. ‘Your father? He had only one child. You’re a liar and you’re lying now, when he’s dead and he can’t call you a liar.’

‘His wrongs have to be righted. Your wrongs have to be righted.’ Naomi spits out the words. ‘Otherwise, evil lives forever. And I’ll be a girl trapped in time, between earth and the heavens, forever.’

‘You’re insane. There are camps for you. With the Jews, the crippled and the other vermin.’ He lifts his arm to the soldiers to fire just as Naomi dives for the locket lying in his left hand. He closes his hand into a fist, but Naomi will not let the necklace go. Will never let go. The Lieutenant will not let the necklace go. Will never let go.

In fury, he rips the locket from Naomi’s grasp, shouting at the soldiers, ‘The girl! Kill her! Fire!’

Snap, crack, crack echoes through the night. Bullets pepper the air and the Lieutenant begins to falter, to trip, turn and twist. His face shocked by the stray bullet lodged in his back. Soldiers run to save him, but he’s falling, falling, falling. His mouth is open in surprise. Spinning between heads and bodies, he is whirled by the Danube’s current further into its waters. For the last time, his fingers release the locket. Gasping for air, water fills his lungs as he’s sucked down into the depths of the river, deeper and deeper. The Danube opens up and swallows him.

Slivers of silver and flashes of tails ripple the waters around Louie, Bert and Teddy, carrying them away from the banks. Against the current on its journey to the sea. Towards Margaret Island.

Louie is shaking. ‘Naomi’s trapped here. Like us.’






CHAPTER 26

THE MOON

‘Margaret Bridge … the island … is over there, Bert.’ They hold onto the driftwood. ‘We’ll … make it … to land … safety … and then … work out … what to do.’

Shivering, Bert pulls Teddy alongside him. ‘Just a bit further, Teddy.’

‘Okay … Berrrt … I’m a goood … swim … mer.’ But Teddy’s speech is slurred as he struggles to remain conscious. Louie tries to force seasickness away, but she’s exhausted. The locket is gone. How do we get home? She closes her eyes as consciousness fights with unconsciousness.

They dip and rise as the whirling eddies take them towards the island, then the voices of mermaids wake them. Their song is so sweet:

… a song from old times

and with the brightest sounds

your song leads you ever on.

Louie opens her eyes. There are no mermaids. Swirls of water spin them towards the half-submerged bridge. Breathless, Louie reaches for Bert. ‘Look. Look up. The Margaret Bridge. We’ve got to get onto it, but the water is spinning.’ Her dark eyes are afraid. ‘Teddy’s freezing. He could … we all could …’ She doesn’t finish the sentence.

Adrenalin rushes through them. With a flood of new energy, Bert and Louie wedge Teddy between them on the driftwood. Bert is calm. ‘Louie, got to think scientifically. Otherwise we won’t get out of this. The broken bridge’s making eddies. Whirlpools.’ Spitting out water, Bert kicks them away from the whirlpools. ‘Eddy line there. Can’t get forced into it. We’ve got to get to that pillar. It hasn’t been bombed.’

They paddle furiously. ‘Over there. There, there!’ Bert shouts. The water crashes over them, tossing them from side to side. Teddy’s sliding and Louie struggles to hold him.

‘Teddy, wake up. Wake up. Teddy …’

Suddenly, there’s a splutter as Teddy’s eyes slowly open and he smiles at her, as only he can.

‘Hold on, Teddy!’ Bert shouts. ‘It’s just there.’ The stone angel, with her carved wings spreading out from the pillar protecting the Danube, rises in front of them. An extraordinarily strange light begins to glow in the sky. They gaze up. The moon is so round, with reddish beams changing the yellow to orange.

Louie whispers, ‘We have to get to the angel.’

Paddling with everything they have, they’re exhausted when they reach the pillar. ‘Tread water,’ Bert pants. Waves beat against the pillar, pulling them towards it, then away. Bert checks for a place to land. ‘When I say move, we move. Together. No waiting. Move and we go. Right?’

Louie squeezes Bagoly under Teddy’s jacket. She looks up at the stone angel, then nods. Teddy’s so brave. He nods. They bob at the will of the waves. In and out, in and out, in and out. Bert sees the chance. He yells, ‘Now!’

Their arms thrash, legs kick, eyes sting, pounding ahead to the pillar. With superhuman strength, Bert grabs the stone platform. Reaching for Teddy, he pushes him up. Teddy clambers onto the platform, shoving Bagoly ahead.

Bert turns for Louie. She’s holding on. ‘I’m okay,’ she splutters. They climb together onto the platform pillar. Teddy reaches for them and they collapse onto the stone. They hold onto each other for warmth and because terrible things happened on the banks of the Danube and because they have each other. They huddle together for a long time.

Bert looks at Louie. ‘What next? Where are we going, Louie? Are we here forever?’

Louie shakes her head. ‘We’re safe now.’

Bert looks out over the river. ‘Where are the others?’

‘The underground saved Zoltan and Verushka.’

Silently, they scan the waters of the Danube. They search for Klara, Samuel, the children, the others. The word drowned is left to float between them. Too scary to say. Too scary to think about.

‘There’ll be a way out …’ Her voice peters out. Why do I deserve to live? When so many have died? Why? Louie’s heart throbs as she watches the Danube. She catches a glint of gold below the angel. ‘Do you see that, Bert? Just there. There.’

‘Hey, stay with Teddy, I’ll see what it is.’ Bert heads for the edge of the water. Turning around, he shouts, ‘I’ve got something!’ He holds up the seven-lamp candelabra made of ancient gold. Teddy flies over to him and touches it.

Louie whispers, ‘The Danube brought you back to us. The candelabra.’ She looks up at the angel with its spreading wings. ‘At the feet of an angel.’ Good and evil float in her mind. She crouches at the very edge of the pillar. Leaning over the waters, there’s a strange oasis of calm. Silver tails shimmer beneath the surface. Breathlessly, Louie plunges her arms deep into the Danube. Deeper and deeper, her hands outstretched, mermaids singing … when the rose-gold chain catches between her fingers and the locket lies in her hands.

Bert and Teddy freeze, holding the candelabra. Louie with her outstretched arms. Frozen. The locket in the palm of her hand. Frozen. Time frozen.

The moon is changing. Gold, orange, red spread across its crescents and craters. The Danube is still. Only the mermaids sing, calling Louie. Calling Bert and Teddy. Calling the children swirling in the Danube. The moon turns blood red and time unfreezes.

On the tails of mermaids, they slip through the water. Bert with the candelabra. Teddy with Bagoly. Louie with the locket still caught in her fingers. They glance back at the angel on Margaret Bridge, then look ahead. The army trucks are gone. The soldiers with the black spider armbands are gone. The soldiers with the green spider crosses are gone. The Nazi flags are gone.

On the banks of the Danube, only shoes remain: children’s shoes, laced, leather, boots, dancing crystal slippers, diamanté, brown farm boots, sad little raggedy shoes with holes and scrappy laces. Shoes with silver wings. Their shoes.

Teddy straps on his runners. Bert pulls on his boots. Louie puts on her shoes with the rainbow soles, then the eerie red of the moon begins to spread over the rest of the shoes. The tips of silver wings are turning black. Raggedy shoes are changing. All the shoes are changing. The colour is leaving their soles as the shoes on the banks of the Danube become hard and dark and everlasting. Transformed into iron.

The banks begin shaking. Louie grabs Teddy. The ground sways, splits, then there’s a sudden crack. They scream, but no one hears them, spinning into space, sucked into a whirlwind. The sonic boom crashing them through time, speeding out of control, speeding … speeding … speeding … They black out.






CHAPTER 27

BITTER HERB

Teddy’s face is hidden in Bagoly’s feathers. Bert’s hands clasp the candelabra against his chest. The rose-gold locket is quiet around Louie’s neck. They lie still in the trunk, in the mountain of shoes. Slowly, they open their eyes. Speckled light flitters through the loft and time seems infinite. Space seems infinite. Place seems infinite.

Louie’s unsure how long they lie there, until Teddy peeps from behind Bagoly’s wings. Bert lays the candelabra beside him and sits up. Louie touches the necklace. She whispers, ‘We’re home. We’re home.’ Blinking away tears, she catches a shadow in the rafters. Naomi? Is that you? Naomi? Are you free now? Are we? Louie sees the pair of sad little raggedy shoes with holes and scrappy laces. Gently, she lays them beside the silver-winged slippers. ‘Klara. Samuel. I know the mermaids are with you. You’re not alone.’

Teddy fumbles to put the red gumboots on his feet. Louie smiles at Teddy. An act of kindness in dark times. ‘You have to leave the gumboots here,’ she says. ‘For Tomas. The big boy, in the children’s house.’

Teddy leaves the gumboots for Tomas. Bert stares at the brown farm boots. He knows now that they belonged to Pa in another time.

Louie reaches deep down into the mountain of shoes, stretching her arm, spreading her fingers, pushing deeper and deeper until she feels … Her heart splits a little as she lifts out the iron shoes.

‘We can’t take anything. The shoes protect everyone who lives in the house against evil. But you can remember them.’ Louie holds back a sob. I remember them.

They climb out of the ancient oak trunk and stand beside it for one last look inside. Louie and Bert close the heavy lid. They buckle the thick leather straps around the trunk. The iron-claw lock clangs shut. The ancient trunk lies alone in the ghostly loft.

‘Stand behind me, Teddy.’ Bert holds the ladder steady as Louie climbs down backwards from the loft.

She treads carefully on the creaky rungs, but trips as Honey jumps onto her. Honey’s tail wags furiously. Burying her face into the dog’s caramel fur, Louie closes her eyes. Her throat is dry and scratchy as she murmurs into Honey’s ear, ‘There’s another Honey, far away. In another time.’

‘Watch out. Teddy’s coming down,’ Bert calls out.

Louie raises both her arms. Her voice catches. ‘Careful … Teddy.’

‘I’m a big boy. Look out,’ he says. Bagoly somersaults through the air. Teddy follows him.

Bert climbs down, one hand on the ladder and one hand holding the candelabra. Honey bounces between Bert and Teddy, as if they’d been lost, but now are found.

Louie trails behind the boys. Running her fingers along the strings of the harp, she listens to the sweet sounds of the chords. The voices of schoolgirls singing ‘The Blue Danube’ surround her. Louie smiles. ‘Thank you,’ she says, and holds the locket up to them. ‘Goodbye, watchtower.’ Louie touches the wooden bookcase filled with Charles Dickens’s books. We all have to lighten the burdens of others. Otherwise, how can we save the world? ‘Thank you, Charles Dickens.’

Sun pours through the window onto the servants’ staircase. They stop at Petra. Her golden cross glows. ‘Fantasia’ tinkles around them. There’s no smile on the portrait’s face. Louie whispers, ‘Thank you, Petra. I know now that you’re protecting us all. Protecting the innocents.’ As they walk away, Louie turns for a moment. The portrait’s smile is tiny, momentary.

It feels different, walking along the hallways to their bedroom. Louie’s hand trembles as she opens the door. Teddy races past her and jumps into his bottom bunk with Bagoly. He hugs his pillow and wraps his quilt over himself, smelling home. Bert leaves the candelabra at the door, then climbs to the top bunk and picks up Gracius’s eagle book. He opens the page on a wedge-tailed eagle, then glances at Louie standing at her desk. ‘We flew, Louie, didn’t we? Saw more than five times the world. No, we saw much more. The universe.’

‘Yes, we did, Bert.’ Louie smiles, washing Teddy’s superman cape in the handbasin before he goes to bed. ‘A hero needs a clean cape, doesn’t he?’

‘And Bagoly.’ Teddy holds up the owl.

‘I’ll wash him too, Teddy.’ She kisses him goodnight and hugs him for so long that Teddy squeezes away. Louie laughs.

Everything looks the same. Louie sighs with relief. The small blue glass tile lies on Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, next to her bed. She kisses it. Pa, I know about the Glass House. I understand courage now. We followed the rabbit down the dark hole and fought the evil Jabberwock with its eyes of flame. She opens her jewellery box. The silver hamsa gleams, with its intricate palm. I hate war. She closes her eyes to block out guns shooting on the banks of the Danube. Photos of Pa and Grandma smile from the walls. Louie lingers on the photo of her parents. You’ve been away so long. Louie glances at Teddy sleeping, safe in his bed. Their bedroom is the same, but nothing feels the same. Everything is different now.

I need to see you, Naomi. Something’s not finished. I know there’s more. She touches the locket. Are we really back? Louie checks. Were the last days only days? But we’ve travelled so far. Away for so long. I love you even more now, Pa, Grandma.

Louie tosses and turns all night. In the morning, she’s grateful for the daylight streaking through their bedroom. ‘I love summer.’ She slips on a fresh dress, with its scent of lemon soap. She presses the locket against her cheek. ‘It’s yours, Grandma, and I’ll give it back.’ She hides it beneath her dress.

‘Ready, Bert? Teddy?’

There’s excitement as they speed down the Grand Staircase. Honey woofs, jumping between them. Louie’s heart jumps when she sees Pa at reception. She races to him, hugging him as if she’ll never let him go. He raises his grey eyebrows and his brown eyes twinkle. ‘What have I done to deserve this?’ Bert hugs him too. ‘I am very special this morning.’ He laughs, turning to Grandma.

Teddy’s in her arms. His red cape is drooping from his shoulders. He bursts into tears.

‘What’s wrong, Teddy?’ Grandma holds him. ‘It is all right, Teddy. Everything is all right.’

A shiver trickles through Louie as she watches Grandma stroke Teddy’s red hair. Slowly, his sobs subside into little gulps. ‘I missed you soooo much, Grandma.’

‘But I’m here. Always here for you.’ Grandma kisses the top of his head.

A guest interrupts Pa to ask him about extending their booking. The chef waves Grandma over. Guests are arriving for breakfast.

‘You better go, Grandma. Teddy’s fine. He just had a nightmare,’ Louie says, crossing her fingers so it’s not a real lie. It was a nightmare.

Louie bends low to be at Teddy’s height. ‘Hey, Teddy, are you hungry?’ Teddy’s eyes light up. ‘Come on. Let’s have buffet. It’s really delicious.’

Between mouthfuls of scrambled egg, Teddy watches Grandma like a hawk. She serves guests while Bert and Teddy scoop up eggs, muffins and jam. They know what it means to be truly hungry now. Honey lies at their feet. Louie takes a bowl of berries, watching Pa at reception. We’re back. Home.

There’s the usual breakfast clean-up. Bert and Louie smile at each other as they stack coffee cups. No complaining today. Teddy carries a load of serviettes to the cupboard. Pa strides over. Grinning, he announces, ‘We’re having a party tomorrow. It is at the last minute. I just decided that we must not waste beautiful summer days.’

Warmth fills Louie. Yes, we’re home.

‘You know the magnolias. They will grow again. Mrs Tulip cannot cut away our happiness. Our neighbours are coming. I have phoned some old friends who we have not seen for a long time. They are coming too. Of course, the guests of the Majestic will be invited. We will celebrate this important year. Do you all remember why?’

‘I remember, Pa.’ Louie smiles.

‘Sure, Pa.’ Bert looks at Louie.

‘And me too. I know what it is. It’s for peace.’

‘You’re a good boy, Teddy.’

Teddy puffs up, standing as tall as he can.

‘A party.’ Grandma sweeps between the tables, tinkling her light shawl with its chiming fringe. She loves a party.

‘Mrs Snoote isn’t invited, is she?’ Louie rubs behind Honey’s ear.

Grandma’s eyes soften. ‘Mrs Snoote is a sad lady with no family. Just Peppy. Her words can be harsh, but she always stays with us because it is like another home. She is lonely. It would be unkind if we did not ask her.’

‘Please not Mrs Tulip.’

Pa looks at Grandma. ‘No. Not Mrs Tulip. We will never be cruel to her as she is to us and the people we love. But there must be a price to pay.’

‘For making Grandma cry?’

‘Yes, Louie, and because she is a bitter herb. She has nothing sweet to share. Mrs Tulip is not welcome here at our celebrations.’

Grandma straightens Pa’s orange-spotted tie. Pa winks at Louie.






CHAPTER 28

THE LOCKET

Louie sips water while she watches Pa welcome guests at reception. Pa’s old now, with hair that isn’t black anymore. She stares into his eyes. They’re the same dark brown eyes as the boy in the secret underground. The same eyes that promised he would always protect them. Pa, I know your secrets. I know now how brave you are.

Louie walks over to the grand piano. She tinkles ‘Für Elise’ on the black and white keys. She looks up at the portrait of Klara, wearing silver slippers with wings. Klara’s blonde hair is still tied in plaits around her head like an angel. Her eyes are as blue as the heavens and as profound as the Danube. Two tears glisten on Klara’s cheeks and her gold star with its n shines from her neck. Louie whispers, ‘The twins know you didn’t let them go.’

Grandma walks past, carrying her Bohemian crystal vase filled with red roses. There’s one with a golden centre that smells the sweetest. Louie hurries to help her. Grandma’s old like Pa, with streaks of silver in her hair like jewels in a crown. Louie stares into her eyes. They’re the same emerald-green eyes as the girl in the secret underground. The same eyes that embraced the children on Margaret Island. Grandma, I know your secrets. I know now how brave you are.

Louie takes the vase from Grandma and puts the roses on the mantelpiece, under Klara’s portrait. Grandma bends to smell them, her hand brushing the petals. ‘For you, Klara. My great friend.’

You’re beautiful, Grandma, even now that you’re old, even always. Louie touches the red rose with the golden centre. A thorn pierces her skin. She gasps as a droplet of blood falls between the roses. Mesmerised, Louie watches it drop into Grandma’s hand. The locket throbs, like a knife. She has to speak. Too much has happened. It’s time to uncover the secrets of the locket. It’s time.

Louie takes Grandma’s hand, and they sit in the alcove, with sunbeams streaming through the window. She pulls out the rose-gold necklace. The locket glimmers.

Grandma’s eyes become greener than the greenest emeralds. Breathless, she gasps. ‘But how do you have it? It can’t be. It has been gone for so long. I never believed I would see it again.’

‘I know the secrets of the past now. Bert knows and Teddy too. We have to know them, otherwise who are we?’

Grandma presses her hands together. ‘You can’t … can never know.’

‘But I do.’ Louie waits for a moment. ‘The Glass House.’

Grandma’s cry is like a knife in her heart. She whispers, ‘Who told you?’

‘A girl called Naomi.’

‘Do I know her?’

Louie shakes her head. Yes and no. She unclips the robins from her neck. The diamond clasp throws tiny rainbows over Grandma’s shawl. Louie puts the locket into her grandma’s hands. Grandma rocks gently.

Louie asks quietly, ‘What does the locket mean?’

‘I do not want to talk about it.’ Grandma cradles the locket in her palms.

‘Grandma, please. It’s time. You need to tell me now.’

‘You know so much already.’ She sighs. ‘All right, Louie. Mamma gave it to me at your age. I wore it, like all the oldest girls in our family when they turned twelve. Twelve is an important age. When you become responsible for yourself and for kindness to others.’ She smiles at Louie. ‘You are kind. You look after Teddy so well.’ Grandma puts her hand over Louie’s.

‘I don’t, I should be better.’

‘Shush, Louie.’ Grandma’s eyes smile. ‘My mamma was beautiful and my father very wise.’

Louie presses her lips together, just listening. I know.

‘I left them. My parents. In their house in Budapest when I knew the soldiers would come and take them to a terrible place. They said I must go with your Pa. Leave Hungary forever.’ Grandma stops. ‘It is the past. This locket is the past, and your Pa and I … we have closed the past … to protect you and Bert and Teddy. Protect you from those times and from it happening again.’

‘Grandma, the past is part of us. How can we understand today? How can we go into the future?’

‘The past is too terrible to ever know.’ Grandma closes her eyes, her face as pale as death.

‘But we know it now, and there were heroes.’

Suddenly, Pa is there. ‘What is wrong?’ Then he sees the locket in Grandma’s hands. His face becomes as pale as death. Memories of the Lieutenant rip the sunbeams into two.

Pa opens his arm behind Grandma, guiding her into the sitting room. He calls, ‘Louisa Anastasia, Bert, Teddy. Please come.’ He waits for everyone. Honey bounds inside. Then he closes the tall oak doors. Grandma sits in an armchair. Her hands are open on her lap. The locket lies in her palms. Pa stands beside her.

‘I do not know where you have found that necklace, but one day you will tell us about it. There are many who have been through the past. For now, it is time for me to explain.’ Pa turns to Grandma.

She smiles at Pa and nods. ‘Your mother never wore the locket. I could not pass it on to her when she became twelve, like we have done for generations for the oldest girl. You know what happened. The locket was taken by people who did not believe all humans have the right to live. Who believed that we should not have traditions and wisdom to pass on. I buried the memories of that time so it would never hurt my family again.’ She holds out the locket. ‘See how beautiful it is, with its labyrinth of swirling shapes, circles and lines.’ Tracing the patterns with her finger, Grandma reveals pathways, symbols, strange letters, until her finger rests on the n. ‘Each girl had to think deeply of what they wanted for life and the world, then put their own sign in or on the locket. Mine is this.’

‘Is it an n?’ Louie looks up for Naomi. Waits for the music of the schoolgirls to flow from the chandeliers. There’s nothing.

Grandma shakes her head. ‘It is two letters. Chai. It means To Life. It is a blessing on you and to all. The mother-of-pearl labyrinth lies inside. It is wondrous. I do not know which girl in our past put it there. But it has been there a very, very long time. The labyrinth is the pathways of life. Each pathway looks different like a maze, but they come together at the end so we can live in harmony.’

Grandma lifts the necklace and holds it out. ‘Louie, it would be a great blessing for you to wear this locket.’

‘Louisa Anastasia,’ Pa says, ‘it would be a blessing to us all.’ He takes the necklace from Grandma’s hand. Louie brushes her curls to the side while Pa fastens the necklace. It feels so right. Like the world is coming together. Louie glances at Klara with her golden Star of David sparkling from the portrait. Louie raises her [image: images] to Klara.

Slowly, Louie and Teddy follow Bert up the Grand Staircase to their bedroom. Honey pads behind them. Bert stands in the open doorway for a while. Then he picks up the candelabra and heads out of the bedroom.

‘Where are you going, Bert?’ Louie points to the candelabra.

He holds it in front of himself. ‘Putting it back where it belongs.’

‘Grandma and Pa will see it.’

‘Yep, they will.’ Bert smiles at her. ‘We’re home, Louie. Home.’

She presses her hand against the locket. We’re home.

As Bert leaves, he calls back to Louie, ‘No one will ever steal it again.’

Louie walks to her desk. The blue glass tile gleams beside her computer. She straightens the photographs of Pa and Grandma and her parents. Turning on her computer, she presses Search and types, Chai.

She closes her eyes. What do I want? Then her search begins. The symbols flash onto the screen. The dove, olive branch, hamsa, white rose, rainbow, a circle with an upturned Y, a red poppy. Different stories. Different symbols. Different. Where’s mine?






CHAPTER 29

THE MAJESTIC

Party preparations are in full swing. Pa carries a cardboard Cupid with bows and arrows. It’s a leftover prop from Valentine’s Day last year. He winks at Grandma. ‘To spread love.’ Grandma smiles, like she’s still a girl. Pa sets up the cardboard Cupid under the paperbark tree, with its silver bark spreading like confetti on the grass.

Dame Coco brings lemon-iced fruit cake. She calls Louie over. ‘It’s my special recipe with a splash of brandy, glazed cherries and—’ She stops mid-sentence. ‘Oh, you’re wearing the locket. It’s beautiful.’

‘I know who it belongs to now. It’s Grandma’s, and before that it was her mamma’s, and before that it belonged to generations of girls in my family.’

‘It is lovely on you and just perfect.’ Dame Coco smiles. ‘Like you, Louie.’ Louie blushes. ‘Now, I’m looking forward to the party. There will be neighbours and friends. But I must tell you that I am very disappointed with Mrs Tulip.’ Her rings tinkle as she reaches for Louie’s hand. ‘There’s no place for hatred because a person comes from another place or looks different. We all deserve a home. Your family belongs here.’ Her voice is determined. ‘Mrs Tulip and I are not friends anymore. I won’t be buying flowers from her shop. There’s another florist on the street.’ Louie loves Dame Coco so much more.

Bert and Teddy are setting up tables and chairs in the garden. Rugs and umbrellas are dotted over the grass. Grandma, with the help of the chef and housekeeper, has prepared a table overflowing with cabbage rolls, bagels with cream cheese and smoked salmon, dill pickles, chocolate walnut pancakes, poppyseed cake, strudel and kuglof, which looks like a rocky mountain with drippy chocolate, twirled between twists of dry-sweet vanilla cake. Everything’s ready.

Mrs Snoote is sitting comfortably in a picnic chair, in her diamanté high heels. Peppy wears his matching diamanté collar, playing with Honey. A guest sits beside Mrs Snoote and they chat about the warm weather.

Louie looks over at Cupid, then she notices Dame Coco under the paperbark tree. Dame Coco pulls the bow and aims the arrow. Letting go, the arrow zooms through the air. Dame Coco gives the saddest smile. Suddenly, Louie feels sad too. Sad for Dame Coco with her broken heart and no family.

The farmer in his wide-brimmed Akubra hat throws a ball to his cattle dog. He always stays at the Majestic, like a lot of country people. Grandma beams when she sees her bush band arrive, with their triangles and harmonicas. Grandma is proud that she’s the only violinist in the band. They’re going to play a few tunes at the party. School friends with parents and other guests arrive.

Pa and a tall, tanned man about Pa’s age, wearing a white turban, give each other a huge bear hug. Louie squints at the man. She’s never seen him before. Bert offers him a lemonade. Louie gives him a serviette. He thanks them in a lyrical accent. His words are curious. ‘So good to be here again. It has been more than forty years. Before you were born. Another time, when I didn’t understand that I must stand up for what’s important.’ It’s as though he is talking to himself. ‘I don’t live here anymore. But I made a special trip today.’

Grandma and her bush band set up on the grass. Bert and Pa erect a large umbrella to give them shade. Louie carries out a tray with a jug of water and glasses for them. She carefully puts the tray on a picnic table. Just then a laugh makes her turn. It’s Dame Coco. Beside her, the tall, tanned man takes her hand and puts his hand on his heart. Louie smiles. The cracks in the world are shrinking.

Everyone watches and sings along with the bush band. Grandma plays on the violin. There’s clapping and, when she plucks the strings in a pizzicato, everyone laughs and jigs.

Smiling, Louie turns away. She holds up the locket with its [image: images] symbol. What symbol will I make on the locket? she wonders. Walking across the grass, she leaves the partygoers behind her. She follows the shimmering bronze mermaid, with her tail rippling the waters of the sandstone pond. Louie hums a thank you.

Carefully, she treads between hidden lines and half-circles camouflaged in the stones. The crystal-blue skies are glorious and the sun warms her face. Startled by the black cockatoos with their splashes of yellow in their tails, she stops and watches. They glide and dance above her. The great protectors. With each flap of their wings, pathways and arcs emerge. A glittering sandstone circle appears from the broken lines. Eleven great rings of bluey-grey rise from the stones, like a mirage.

With a certainty she has never felt before, she feels no confusion or dead ends. Louie steps into the outer circle. Padding along the pathway, there’s so much light. The locket glows, then a shadow flickers over it. Her certainty disappears. Something’s not finished. There’s a flutter of movement, and Naomi is beside her. Tears edge into the corners of Louie’s eyes. ‘I never thanked you,’ she says. ‘For the locket. For knowing where I come from. Who I am. Who my family is. What I’ll fight for in this world.’

They walk together, holding hands in the labyrinth. Naomi’s white dress ripples in the breeze.

It’s peaceful and beautiful. Louie’s mind floats and travels the path. Others join them, walking in their own circles. Three children in sad little raggedy shoes, with holes and scrappy laces. Twin girls, holding hands. Klara carrying Samuel in her arms. The Glass House children following each other in a line. The watchtower schoolgirls singing. Petra with her lute, walking beside Mamma and the professor. People with yellow stars and pink triangles treading the labyrinth. Louie’s heart stops when a boy and a girl walk towards them. Zoltan and Verushka.

Silently, Louie and Naomi continue circling the labyrinth, moving towards the centre. Naomi’s grey eyes are quiet, resolved. ‘My father’s crimes, my brother’s crimes, have kept me here. As a girl, I have righted wrongs. Now, I am free to go. To leave this world and rest.’

‘Rest here. Don’t leave.’

‘You’re free too, Louie. You’re not trapped by the secrets of the past. You’re now a witness to the past. To honour those who have suffered and let no one ever forget so it cannot happen again. You’re free to create your future now.’

As they reach the centre of the labyrinth, Naomi lets go of Louie’s hand. ‘I won’t be travelling this way again.’

The light is so bright. Louie reaches for Naomi, but she’s just beyond her fingertips. Her silky white dress floating upwards. Her long honey-brown hair changing as silver streaks trickle between the strands. As the soft face of Naomi the girl becomes the woman. As the wrinkles of time age her, but her eyes are always her eyes. Timeless grey. Fading into sunbeams, until there’s only sky and clouds, sun and the rose-gold locket.

Louie walks the pathway that everyone walks. Leaving the labyrinth, she knows what will be her symbol on the locket. The five fingers of the hand. The hamsa. For peace.

Teddy barges through the shiny black door of the Majestic, with his splashy red hair and cape flying and Honey woofing. Louie and Bert stop on the front porch. They watch the milky-white magnolias at the top of the trees, flip-flopping in the breeze.

‘Magnolias will be in the world forever and forever.’ Louie sighs. ‘What do you think Grandma will say when she sees the candelabra?’

‘She’ll be happy, Louie. We’ll tell her sometime. We still have some of our own secrets.’

Pa raises his hat, opening the front door for Grandma. ‘The party was very beautiful, my darling Verushka.’ Pa smiles. ‘Like you. Very beautiful.’

Grandma’s green eyes dance as she swishes her multicoloured shawl around her.

Pa takes Louie’s hand and puts his other on Bert’s shoulder. ‘Come inside. We will have drinks and coffee. Strudel and music.’

Grandma’s beaming. ‘Such a party, with so many friends.’ She carries her violin and bow. Louie slips onto the piano stool. ‘Can we sing “The Blue Danube”? It is flowing through Budapest tonight.’

Louie presses the brass pedals on the piano, making the notes sound soft and long. Grandma rests her violin under her chin, testing the strings until they are as sweet as summer days. She nods at Louie to begin. Music fills the Majestic: in the sitting room, along the hallways, through the alcoves, winding up the Grand Staircase, right to the watchtower and the shoes that protect them all.

Pa and Bert sing. Honey thumps her tail. Teddy holds Bagoly under his arm, but won’t sing.

Danube so blue,

so bright and blue,

…

The mermaids from the riverbed,

whispering as you flow by,

are heard by everything

under the blue sky above.

The rose-gold locket swings around Louie’s neck. You’re home. Louie glances at the candelabra. You’re home. We’re home. A warm shiver runs through Louie, and she feels someone slip beside her. Her heart jumps a beat. Naomi. You came back. I knew you would come back. I knew. Louie turns, reaching out.

It’s not Naomi. Not Naomi. Not …

Louie’s mother embraces her. Her words spin like silk around Louie. ‘We have been gone too long. Never again. Next time we’ll take you to Budapest.’

‘Yes, next time.’ Louie holds on so she’ll never go.

Bert is in their father’s arms.

Teddy opens his eyes wide. Dropping Bagoly, he runs with his cape flapping, as only a superhero’s cape can flap. ‘Mummy, Daddy!’ he shouts, flying towards them.






GLOSSARY

Budapest

With a turbulent and long history of rulers and wars, Budapest, the capital of Hungary, was created in 1873 by the merger of three cities: Buda, Óbuda and Pest under the Austro-Hungarian monarchy.

The Danube River flows through Budapest and around several islands, including the beautiful Margaret Island. The Buda side of Budapest is on the steep west bank, with Buda Castle and the palaces of the Hungarian kings, and Gellért Hill overlooking the city. Pest is on the flat lowlands on the east bank, with the golden Hungarian Parliament built on the banks of the Danube. There are seven bridges from one side of Budapest to the other, including the grand Margaret Bridge.

The Nazis invaded Budapest in March 1944, even though Hungary was an ally of Germany. The British and Americans bombed Budapest in July 1944, followed by the Soviet and Romanian armies attacking the city. By the end of the war, approximately 50 per cent of the population had died and 80 per cent of its buildings were destroyed or damaged. The seven bridges spanning the Danube were destroyed during the conflict or by the retreating Nazi forces.

Most of Budapest has been restored and rebuilt since the war – from the bridges to the palaces to the iconic domed Parliament building. Today, Budapest is regarded as one of the most beautiful cities in Europe. It is a city of art, music and the waltz, spreading along the UNESCO heritage banks of the Danube River. However, it is the gold and marble neo-Renaissance Hungarian State Opera House, considered one of the finest opera houses in the world, that best captures the art and music of the city.

‘The Blue Danube’

Johann Strauss II (1825–1899) was an Austrian composer who became known as the ‘Waltz King’. In 1866, Strauss composed ‘The Blue Danube’ (in German: ‘An der schönen, blauen Donau’ – ‘On the Beautiful Blue Danube’). The name refers to a poem about the Danube by Hungarian poet Karl Isidor Beck. Each stanza of the poem ends with ‘On the Danube, bright and blue’. The Vienna Men’s Choral Association’s poet Joseph Weyl added satirical lyrics to ‘The Blue Danube’ that were unpopular.

‘The Blue Danube’ was first performed on 15 February 1867 by the Vienna Men’s Choral Association. It was a huge success when it was performed at the Paris Exposition later in the year with only the music. This performance marked the beginning of Strauss’s international reputation, where ‘The Blue Danube’ was performed from New York to London. It has become one of the most loved pieces of classical music.

An alternate text for ‘The Blue Danube’ was written by Austrian composer Franz von Gernerth and performed to major success. The third stanza references another popular myth of the Danube:

The mermaids from the riverbed,

whispering as you flow by,

In the myth, a merman king and his daughters live in the depths of the Danube, in a castle made of blue-green crystal. Like the river itself, the ‘Danube Maidens’ were beautiful but dangerous. In this tale, which Strauss based another waltz on twenty-two years after ‘The Blue Danube’, the mermaids save a village from drowning in a storm – much as they saved Louie and her brothers from drowning in the Danube’s waters.

The Glass House

The Glass House was designed by the architect Lajos Kozma in the 1930s for the Weiss family, dealer of glassware products for building construction, and had each of these glassware products built into its design giving its name. The Glass House was shut down in 1944 by the Arrow Cross Party, after the Hungarian parliament introduced anti-Semitic legislation in line with Nazi policy, banning Jewish owners from running businesses. The building became one of many safe havens for Hungarian Jews, issuing safe-conduct passes (Shutzpass) to those within. The secret underground of Jewish youth set up their office in the Glass House, working with the Swiss Vice-Consul Carl Lutz to provide counterfeit papers to Jewish families to be smuggled out of Hungary. They also organised mass escapes into Romania and Czechoslovakia.

In 1944, the rounding up of Jews to be sent to death camps escalated. Arthur Weiss was taken by the Arrow Cross and never seen again. More and more people crammed into the Glass House. Thousands of men, women and children found refuge there, and in a neighboring building. The living conditions were terrible, food was scarce, with crowded multi-level bunks to sleep on, only one toilet and armed attacks by Arrow Cross militants. Despite this, almost everyone who took refuge within the Glass House survived the war until the building was liberated on 18 January 1945.

Carl Lutz

Carl Lutz (1895–1975) is best known for saving approximately 62,000 people – half of the Jewish population of Budapest – from deportation to Nazi extermination camps during World War II. Among those were approximately 10,000 children.

Soon after being appointed as Swiss Vice-Consul in Budapest, Lutz began issuing Swiss safe-conduct documents to Jewish children, allowing them to emigrate to Israel (at the time Palestine). Once the Nazis took over Budapest in 1944, Lutz negotiated to allow 8000 further Jews to emigrate. He then ‘misinterpreted’ this permission for 8000 individuals, and issued protective letters to 8000 families instead.

Lutz set up over seventy safe houses around Budapest, including the Glass House. Lutz also took personal risks, hiding Jews in his car, intervening in forced marches and pulling Jews out of firing lines.

After the war, Lutz was condemned by the Swiss government for having gone too far in his efforts, because they were concerned that Switzerland should remain neutral in any future war. Later, the government changed their view and Lutz was honored by them in 1957. He was further honoured in 1964, becoming the first Swiss national named ‘Righteous Among the Nations’ by Yad Vashem, the Holocaust memorial in Israel.

Albert Einstein

At the age of twelve, Albert Einstein (1879–1955) picked up a book on geometry and read it cover to cover. He called it his ‘holy booklet’. Einstein was fascinated by maths and taught himself the great scientific discoveries of the age. However, Einstein was bullied at school and, at sixteen, he dropped out and ran away. He went on to finish his studies in Switzerland.

Einstein became one of the world’s greatest scientists. His scientific theories on relativity laid the framework for a new branch of physics, Quantum Theory. Einstein’s E = mc2 on mass–energy is one of the most famous formulas in the world. In 1921, he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics.

When the Nazis came to power, Einstein publicly criticised them for their racism and human rights abuses. The Nazi government hated Einstein because he was a German Jew who was admired around the world. The Nazis made death threats against him in the media, including a photograph of him with the threatening caption, BIS JETZT UNGEHAENGT – ‘not yet hanged’.

From 10 May 1933, Nazi student groups began huge book burnings of ‘un-German’ books, especially books by Jewish and liberal authors like Einstein. Einstein never returned to Germany. He gave up his German citizenship, moved to the United States of America and took up dual citizenship in both the United States and Switzerland.

Einstein’s clever quotes highlight his philosophy, love of science and hatred of war and injustice. He called himself a universal citizen: ‘I am by heritage a Jew, by citizenship a Swiss, and by makeup a human being, and only a human being, without any special attachment to any state or national entity whatsoever.’ He was an original free-thinker, pacifist, fought against racism and believed that ‘All religions, arts and sciences are branches of the same tree’.

Gracius Broinowski

Gracius Broinowski (1837–1913) was born in Poland, son of a landowner and military officer. As a teenager, he fled Poland after the Russian government began forcing Polish boys to join the Russian Army. He studied art and the classics at Munich University; however, life was difficult in Europe with little money and no support. At twenty, he boarded a windjammer sailing to Australia.

He struggled in Australia too, working at odd jobs, farming, teaching art, and travelling the countryside selling his landscapes and illustrations. He quickly discovered a love for Australian birds and wildlife, and by the 1880s, his illustrations of Australian birds and mammals hung in most schools. His books include Birds and Mammals of Australia, The Cockatoos and Nestors of Australia and New Zealand and the huge work of six volumes called The Birds of Australia with 300 full-page illustrations, and notes on over 700 species, published in 1891.

Otto Eichmann

A German SS Nazi lieutenant colonel, Otto Eichmann (1906–1962) was a major organiser of the Holocaust. He managed the mass deportation of Jews to death camps in Nazi-occupied Eastern Europe during World War II. In March 1944, when Germany invaded Hungary, Eichmann oversaw the deportation of the Jewish population. Most were sent to Auschwitz concentration camp, where 75 to 90 per cent were murdered upon arrival.

In 1960, Eichmann was captured in Argentina by the Mossad, Israel’s intelligence service. He was found guilty of war crimes and hanged in 1962.

The character of SS-Lieutenant Colonel Eicher in Heroes of the Secret Underground is inspired by Eichmann.

Adolf Hitler, Nazism and the Holocaust

Born in Austria–Hungary, Adolf Hitler (1889–1945) left school for Vienna in order to become an artist. After the death of his father, he moved to Munich, Germany. He fought for Bavaria in World War I, where he was wounded at the Battle of the Somme and later blinded by a mustard gas attack. After recovering from the war, he remained in the army and was appointed as an intelligence agent.

The Nazi Party began in 1919 as a right-wing anti-capitalist, anti-Semitic workers’ party. (‘Nazi’ is a short derogatory form of the party’s German name, Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei.)

Hitler was originally assigned by his army superiors to infiltrate the Nazi Party, but his skills as an orator made an impression on party leaders and he joined the party (again under orders from his superiors). Hitler was a powerful speaker who addressed huge rallies to gain the support of the German people, and he used this to his advantage, becoming leader of the Nazi Party in 1921. After a failed coup attempt in 1923, Hitler was arrested and tried for treason, but received a light sentence and was released from prison a year later. This time, he attempted to seize power through democratic means.

In 1933, with the Nazi Party polling just over a third of the votes (the largest party, despite holding no majority), and the Communist Party preventing a majority government with the remaining parties, Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany. Four weeks after this appointment, an arson attack occurred at the German parliament. Hitler used the ‘Reichstag fire’ to claim that communists were plotting against the government, convincing the Reichstag (parliament) to suspend civil liberties. The Nazi Party then threatened members of the Reichstag to force through a vote that allowed the Chancellor to make laws without requiring parliamentary approval, in essence making Hitler the dictator of Germany. He called himself the ‘Führer’ of the German Empire, the Third Reich. On 1 September 1939, Germany invaded Poland and began World War II.

Nazism is a set of extreme right-wing political beliefs based on racism and anti-Semitism: the hatred of Jewish people. Nazism advocates that Germanic people are the supreme master race and should rule the world. All other races and ethnic groups are regarded as ‘sub-human’ and should either be enslaved or killed. ‘Sub-human’ groups include the Jews, Roma (Gypsies), Slavs and people of colour. They also include homosexuals, disabled, mentally ill, communists and those with different political views to Nazism.

Between 1941 and 1945, the Nazis sought to eliminate the entire Jewish community of Europe, during a period now known as the Holocaust. In one of the greatest crimes in human history, Jews were starved, worked to death, murdered by death squads or transported to horrific extermination camps, where they were gassed in death chambers. Six million of the eleven million European Jews perished. The Holocaust mainly occurred in Eastern Europe, in places such as Poland and Ukraine.

The Holocaust is also the systematic murder of Romani (Gypsies) and other groups targeted by the Nazi regime including disabled people, Soviet prisoners of war and civilians, Polish civilians, homosexuals, socialists, communists and trades unionists, Freemasons and Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Arrow Cross Party

The Arrow Cross Party was a Hungarian political party led by Ferenc Szálasi. Modelled after the Nazi Party, it led the government of Hungary from 1944 to 1945, during which time it murdered hundreds of thousands of Jews and Roma, and deported 80,000 people to concentration camps in Auschwitz–Birkenau. Party members forced death marches of Jewish men, women and children to Austria, where thousands were shot or died of starvation and freezing conditions. The prisoners who survived the death marches were sent to Dachau, Mathausen and other concentration camps.

Arrow Cross Party members wore a similar uniform to the Nazis, and their symbol – two barbed arrows crossed in olive green or black with a red background – bears a resemblance to the Nazi swastika. Within the book, this symbol is referred to as resembling a spider.

Nazi Holocaust Badges

The Nazis made their victims wear a large cloth badge to identify their classification or race. If you wore a yellow star like the children in the Glass House and other safe houses, everyone would know you were Jewish. The yellow star was aimed to degrade Jewish people and identify them as sub-human. It was a sign for others to hurt and humiliate them. It was also a way to identify them more easily so they could be deported to death camps.

Wearing of the yellow Star of David cloth badge was first introduced in German-occupied Czech lands in 1941. At the time of Heroes of the Secret Underground, Jews in Hungary over the age of six had to wear a 10×10cm yellow star on their clothing. However, in some ghettos in other Nazi-occupied countries, even babies in prams had to wear the badge.

The Nazis ordered different cloth badges for different groups of people so they could identify them, hurt, discriminate against them and send them to concentration camps. If you wore a pink triangle, everyone would know you were gay. If you wore a black triangle with Stupid written on it, everyone would know you were mentally disabled.

Shoes as Symbols

Hidden shoes have been discovered in chimneys and ceilings, under floors, and around doors and windows in monasteries, churches and many houses in European countries, England, North America and Australia for centuries. They were placed there – as Pa did in Heroes of the Secret Underground – to protect the occupants against evil. The earliest discovery of hidden shoes was found in Winchester Cathedral in 1308. The majority of shoes discovered were worn, with half of them belonging to children.

On 16 April 2005, film director Can Togay and sculptor Gyula Pauer erected the ‘Shoes on the Danube Bank’ as a memorial to honour the people who were killed by the Arrow Cross Party during World War II. The sculpture consists of sixty pairs of shoes cast in iron and is located on the Pest side of the Danube Promenade, in the exact location that Louie and her brothers are forced into the water by the Lieutenant and his soldiers. Across 1944 and 1945, up to 20,000 Budapest Jews were similarly ordered to take off their shoes before being tied, lined up on the banks of the Danube, shot and then forced into the river so that they would be carried away to their deaths. The iron shoes of the sculpture represent the shoes left behind on the banks.

Symbols of Peace

The seven-branched candelabra, also called a menorah, is first mentioned in the Bible in Exodus (25:31–40), where it was revealed to Moses by God on Mount Sinai. In Judaism, the branches represent human knowledge, and the flame represents universal enlightenment.

Chai ([image: images]) is the Hebrew word for life. The word consists of two Hebrew letters: chet ([image: images]) and yud ([image: images]).

The hamsa is an ancient Middle Eastern symbol symbolising the Hand of God. It is a palm-shaped amulet with five fingers and represents protection in many faiths. In the Islamic faith, it is known as the ‘Hand of Fatima’, and symbolises the Five Pillars of Islam: Faith, Prayer, Charity, Fasting and Pilgrimage. Hamse is the Arabic word for five. In the Jewish faith, the hamsa is known as the ‘Hand of Miriam’, and symbolises the five books of the Torah: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. In the Christian faith, the hamsa is known as the ‘Hand of Mary’, and symbolises the protection and blessing of women. In the Hindu and Buddhist faiths, the hamsa represents the chakra-giving energy of protection, peace and deep inner security.

A maze is a confusing place where there are many pathways and dead ends, and where you can become lost trying to find a way out. A labyrinth is different. It is circular with many pathways, but there are no dead ends. All pathways lead to the centre and the one way out.

The labyrinth comes from ancient traditions, where you travel the pathways as a way to think, reflect, meditate, find harmony and peace and unity with humanity and the world.

The Star of David is a six-sided star consisting of two overlapping triangles. It is named after King David of Ancient Israel. It is unknown how this came to be a symbol of Judaism, but it was first used in the Middle Ages.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

As the child of Hungarian refugees, fighting for justice drives everything I write.

My father endured unimaginable atrocities during Nazism, and lost his mother, two sisters, their babies and so much of his family in Auschwitz. My parents survived Nazism and Stalinist communism. Leaving everything they owned, telling no one, they made the dangerous escape across minefields from Hungary to Austria with my grandmother and little brother. The refugee camp was very hard, but they lived in hope that a free country would accept them. Their past was always a secret to me, but at times my father would tell me small stories. The one that began the journey of Heroes of the Secret Underground was set in 1944, when he was taking supplies to a children’s safe house protected by the Swiss Cross. The house was empty. The children had been captured by Nazis.
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