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Prologue

	Charlotte’s father stared intently at the television screen. The news was showing various border crossings in Berlin, where endless lines of waiting pedestrians and an even longer line of Trabants had formed. Since the previous evening, everyone had been eager to visit the West. Without prior announcement, the East German party leadership had granted the population permission to travel the night before. On this very day, Charlotte finally set off from Hamburg’s district Blankenese for a weekend visit to Kiel to her parents. A courtesy visit.

	During her visit, she kept wondering why her mother was hardly interested in this earth-shattering event, the uprising of the people in the German Democratic Republic, the GDR. People were climbing onto the Berlin Wall, and the television news was showing scenes of it. The whole world saw life, how strangers embraced each other.

	Generally, her mother had no friends, and she had no relatives in the GDR. Therefore, all this probably did not bother her. Charlotte’s sister Annemarie and their mother were like best friends; they travelled together and went out together.

	Mother continuously made every effort to gather her entire family around her, but despite her initiatives, it remained impossible. She was in her mid-fifties and, unlike her father, had now erased her youth in the GDR from her memory, along with her dark past in today’s Poland. Her father, Bruno, surprised Charlotte with his reaction to the unfolding events on screen. He was a relatively level-headed and even-tempered guy. But now Charlotte witnessed him jumping up and down, shouting enthusiastically that it was not true and that a miracle had happened. Deep down, he had hidden his longing for his siblings and nephews, and now it was bubbling over in his euphoria.

	Strangely, Charlotte felt nothing. A good ten years earlier, she and her family had visited her father’s sisters in the GDR. After that, there was no contact between her and her relatives in Leipzig. Not one phone call, no letters, and she had definitely no desire for another visit.

	Charlotte had completed her studies, which formed part of her dreams to become a literary pupil or an art historian. Unfortunately, the job market presented a quite different reality, and she was not experienced at the time. Thus, she seized the opportunities advertised in the local newspapers and secured employment as a translator for phototypesetting machine manuals. She had cut herself off from her parents several years before and similarly did not foster a particularly close relationship with her sisters. She felt it was necessary. The reasons for leaving Kiel were manifold. For one, she still doubted that her parents, Bruno and Gitta, would ever overcome their traumatic past experiences. And on top of this consideration, her father’s hoarding and repairing of objects, regardless of their usability, had increased. He also no longer hid his secret love of beer and strong drink. In retrospect, it was probable that his deep faith saved him from becoming an alcoholic. Joyous occasions just seemed to find him, giving him a reason to celebrate and get inebriated. Perhaps he could no longer stand his wife’s grumbling and complaining anymore. And equally, she also never seemed to stop burdening Charlotte with her problems.

	Mother Gitta wanted to go by that name without exception, even though her real name was Brigitta. It was yet another reason she did not want to get reconnected with her former self at any cost. It became apparent that she saw Charlotte less as a daughter and more as an older friend or sister. She would sometimes slip up and call her by her aunt’s name, who had passed away due to her extremely high alcohol consumption.

	Father never talked much about his feelings. And neither could Charlotte imagine that Mother would reveal more details about the suffering she had experienced as a child any time soon. Mother did not allow anyone to probe into the causes of her pain. So, all one could do was piece things together.



	




	 

	 

	
THE SCREAMING EAGLE




	





	A Bouquet of Sedatives

	It was springtime. Gundula, Brigitta’s and Hans’s stepmother, was urging everyone to hurry. She had prepared breakfast for both of them as usual, sent Hans off to school, and pulled her grey-blue plaid smock over her undershirt. Before leaving for the children’s home to do the cooking, she was determined to mop her own hallway stairs. Woe betides any of the neighbours who dared to say that the “Polacks” were dirty. Whenever she repeated this, Brigitta and Hans would exchange meaningful glances. Unlike Gundula, they no longer minded living in substandard lodgings nine years after their expulsion from Pomerania. Gundula had left the front door wide open, and the first few steps down to the first floor were sparkling clean. Suddenly, somebody threw the heavy street door at the bottom of the staircase open with force. Brigitta had listened to Gundula mop and now stepped curiously into the doorway as heavy boots approached the upper floor. A People’s Police officer stood with a serious expression in front of her stepmother, who was kneeling in the middle of the landing with red cheeks, rinsing a mop in a zinc bucket, and looking grumpy. A highly inconvenient situation – she would certainly not let the man pass her, as he would dirty the freshly scrubbed steps with his dirty heels. She would have to start all over again. But the man remained standing in front of her stepmother. He had no intention of entering the premises.

	‘Mrs Radke?’ She nodded. ‘Would you please come with us to St. George’s Hospital. Your son…’ Gundula stood up abruptly, accidentally knocking over the bucket, which clattered down one step after another to the landing with a deafening noise, spilling several litres of water. She turned pale as a ghost, her hands trembling.

	‘What happened?’

	‘Hans Radke lost control of his bike and slipped off the edge of the pavement. A lorry ran him over.’ Brigitta stared down the staircase, frozen. It took a second before she processed the statement, let out a long, shrill scream, and just managed to grab the bannister. In the next moment, Gundula ran past her into the hallway, grabbed her shoes, rushed back, and rushed headlong down the stairs. Brigitta hurried after her, only realising in the police car that she was only wearing stockings on her feet. The police officer factually described the situation: An eyewitness had observed Hans following a girl of about the same age and accelerating to overtake her. One assumed that he had rung his bicycle bell because the girl riding in front of him had tried to prevent him from overtaking by zigzagging. Frozen, Brigitta sat in the back of the car while the police officer continued his report. One also assumed there was no malicious intent, that the teenagers were probably teasing each other, and that the boy rang the bell vigorously but failed several times to overtake the girl. While swerving, he lost control of his bike, skidded off the curb, and fell directly in front of the semi-lorry.

	In the operating room, the surgery was in full swing. It would take a long time, and it was utterly pointless to wait, advised a nurse on duty; the patient had lost a lot of blood. Brigitta was allowed to use the clinic’s telephone to call her employer, the trade organisation HO. She was allowed to stay away from work without any problems. They seemed very accommodating and understanding in this matter, and she may devote herself to her brother for as long as necessary.

	Brigitta spent eight agonisingly long hours awake, thinking constantly about Hans. He was the youngest child and estranged from his siblings. She was the only one left, always looking for his presence – was that good for him? Was she smothering him with her love? She had secretly watched him several times as he carefully combed his side parting with pomade in front of the mirror. The girls had taken notice of him, while to Brigitta, he was still the cute boy who joked with her, devoured Gundula’s cake, competed eagerly in board games on Sundays, or perfected his Russian folk music on his accordion, which Gundula had kept for him after they arrived in Leipzig.

	The surgeon finally stood before them, his exhaustion obvious. The operation had been successful, but the patient was still in critical condition, and they should keep it brief. Gundula kept her composure for the moment, pressing for more details. A tyre had run over Hans’s lower abdomen, and one of his legs had to be amputated. They were allowed to visit the patient for a few minutes. Brigitta did not comprehend what had been said. Like her stepmother, she now burst into uncontrollable tears. The sobbing echoed through the otherwise quiet intensive care unit. They found her brother, Hans, pale and dazed and took his hands, one on each side of the bed. He smiled.

	‘Mum, don’t worry, I’m not hurt.’ She stared at the sheet, just like Brigitta, trying in vain to make out a missing leg; the blanket lay shapelessly over his body. Did he have any idea? ‘The doctor said I could do my schoolwork at the hospital. I need my maths book, please bring it to me, Gittel.’

	The following day, before starting work, she purchased a Russian grammar book and the requested mathematics book, then delivered both to the hospital reception desk. One told her that Hans Radke was not allowed any visitors at the moment, and no one was allowed to see the patient. Brigitta’s heart hurt. Hours passed, and her nerves were on edge. As a precaution, she asked her boss to let her leave work early. Undoubtedly, she would make up for the lost work time.

	At the hospital, she ran into Gundula. Her snow-white face barely stood out against the whitewashed wall. Brigitta knew in her heart before anyone said a word. Hans, her beloved brother, who had survived their mother for only thirteen years, was dead. Brigitta had spent sixteen years with him. Only sixteen years. He had his whole life ahead of him, her beloved brother, who, without realising it, had kept her going since their father’s death. She wanted to go with him right then and there. Why did she have to suffer this, too? She had nothing left.

	 

	The church was bursting at the seams. Hans’s classmates and friends from the Free German Youth organisation, the entire teaching staff, and numerous parishioners were in attendance. The oppressive silence, which lasted for minutes, was interrupted only by occasional coughs. A tattered hymn book fell from the pile and landed with a dull thud on the marble floor. The church door creaked as a latecomer entered, whose heels clicked loudly as she mingled with the mourners standing at the back.

	Brigitta remained numb, unable to move a muscle as she sat at the front of the first row of pews. Next to her, Gundula wrung out handkerchiefs drenched with tears – a picture of despair. The sedatives had not calmed Brigitta. She wanted to fly away, soaring into the vastness of the sky with the imaginary eagle, just as she had during her childhood, to escape reality. But she knew it no longer worked. She wished she had heard his intense cry, high above, piercing the air.

	As the organist began to play, every chord hurt. How could she escape this? Her back was stuck rigidly aligned with the pew. Her ears rang. Darkness rose within her.

	 

	Unfamiliar sounds woke Brigitta, drawing her attention to a disturbing, distant babble of voices. She opened her eyes and saw a nurse renewing her IV and a man with white hair and a white coat, leaning over her, his face filled with concern. The equipment next to the hospital bed emitted regular beeping sounds. She had no idea what had happened. She did not even feel her limbs, and gradually, felt cold, wet cloths around her calves and forearms. Where was she? Who was she? Nothing filled her mind but a fierce desire to die. She wasn’t speaking, and feelings of despondency and despair rose within her. Why wouldn’t they let her die in peace? To a place where the pain would end.

	‘What a blessing, you are back with us. Thank our nurse, Cornelia. She tirelessly applied calf compresses,’ came the voice of the white-haired man from afar, who was now approaching her face, checking to see if she was sinking back into unconsciousness. An irritating movement demanded her attention, but it was impossible to tell. It made her blink – the room had brightened. In a second bed further back in the room, an elderly woman laboriously unfolded a square scarf and held it up: the bleeding face of Jesus Christ with a crown of thorns on a purple background. A sense of comfort overcame Brigitta. The doctor continued to speak, reassuringly and quietly, saying that sleep would do her good now as the worst was behind her. He explained that she had lain in a coma for three days, followed by two more in a semi-conscious twilight sleep. Rita and Christa, visiting her, were relieved and told her about the horror that had overcome them when Brigitta, their dear friend, had fallen sideways off the bench and hit the stone floor of the church: They had jumped up and taken turns patting her cheeks until someone had picked her up and carried her away.

	When the doctors discharged her from the hospital, somebody handed her a bag of various sedatives. Sedatives, arranged like a funeral wreath, she thought by herself. Her brain did not register how she made it out of the clinic, nor did she notice if anyone was with her. Sleep did not come; pain and numbness haunted her. The night ended, and the pain remained. Hans had left her. Unexpectedly. Brutally. What was left? Nothing in this world had any meaning anymore. A sword of pain had pierced her.

	At home, a gruesome scene awaited Brigitta. Gundula waited motionless on the sofa with deep circles under her eyes. It did not escape Brigitta’s notice that Gundula had sat there silently for two days, not eating or sleeping. Until she spat out a few words: One would not give Hans a proper funeral; there were not enough savings. Without a word, Brigitta opened the drawer of her dresser, took out some banknotes fluttering around inside, and threw them carelessly on the table. She did not need money for herself. Money had no value. Money was a pile of dirty paper. 

	 

	 

	Traces of Hans were in every corner of the room: his school bag, his shoes, the cap he wore in every season. The weeks passed like black holes. Brigitta breathed, moved her limbs, and spoke empty sentences. Her girlfriends tried their best to help her.

	Bruno, a childhood friend, did not leave Gitta’s side after the incident in the church. He would take her out and guard her ferociously for hours.

	On a pleasantly warm Sunday afternoon, he suggested they visit the zoo. Gitta, her typical blunted self since the accident, agreed. But as they wandered around the grounds, an intense sound startled Brigitta out of her complacency, a sound that made her prick up her ears and grab Bruno’s arm. The cry was indescribably beautiful. Enticing, plaintive, demanding. Brigitta recognised the call immediately, quickened her pace, and reached the bird enclosures around the bend in the path. She peered into each one: eagle owls, vultures, snowy owls, parrots. She stopped at the second-to-last enclosure. Sure enough, the bird she had suspected was staring back at her. Her sudden joy turned to melancholy at the sight of him – the friend of her homeland, the confidant of her fantasies, crouching there, locked in a cage. As if he had read her thoughts, he let out another cry, long and wistful. The lesser spotted eagle would never fly away again. Suddenly, Brigitta knew what she had to do. She would do it. She would fly into freedom instead of him. Brigitta turned to Bruno.

	‘I am terribly sorry – I’m going to leave the GDR. I don’t belong here. I’m not sure if I can free myself, if I’ll ever be free. But it will never happen in this country. It oppresses us, keeps my family members from me. Everything I have left.’

	‘Pardon? I don’t understand. Where are you going to go? You’re not going to flee the republic, are you? They passed a new passport law last summer; you could get three years in prison if they caught you trying to escape from here. Some rumours show that one holds trials against GDR citizens who work for Western services.’

	Brigitta was touched. She had just rejected him, and he was thinking about her well-being, wanting to protect her. He knew about her displeasure. However, he prioritised the political situation, which he could handle more effectively. Political ambitions were not her primary focus. Thus, she calmed him. 

	‘I’m far too insignificant for that, Bruno. Even if they did target me, I’d take the risk.’

	‘Please remember, the occupation is almost over, we are looking forward to a better future.’

	He frowned at her reckless idea, and doubts now arose in him. ‘Be honest: Do you want to leave me?’ His face turned pale. Brigitta ignored his anxious question. She had to let out her pent-up anger.

	‘Don’t believe for a moment that the Soviets will leave. They’ve completely dismantled our industrial facilities, and the piles of rubble, bomb craters, and bullet holes that are still everywhere stare back at us. Nothing will change. And they will continue to impose their system on us.’

	As a Christian, you were a red rag to the Socialist Unity Party of Germany, the SED, anyway, she thought to herself, having once caused a stir with her silver cross pin. 

	The chaplain had informed the parish youth that the government had introduced a so-called youth initiation ceremony, which served as a back door to heaven for all, regardless of confession. It had also been largely orchestrated to commence replacing the Catholic First Communion and the Protestant Confirmation.

	Brigitta wasn’t able to overcome her inner fears. So, she wanted to eliminate the external constraints at least. Bruno, next to her, looked miserable.

	‘Remember that you were the one who predicted last summer, after the church congress, that we Christians would be harassed again here in the future. My siblings are more important to me, and they live scattered across the West.’ It was the truth, but no comfort to her boyfriend. She did not even begin to mention her feelings for her lost beloved family and for her homeland. Bruno wouldn’t understand; his parents and siblings had survived the turmoil of war with him and made it to Leipzig. Inside her, everything had died since Hans’s death. Bruno’s pallor deepened, and he began to counteract, understanding her grief and advising her to think carefully about her reckless plan. The GDR had certainly considered tightening its borders, meanwhile, shortly before the signing of the Warsaw Pact. It wasn’t just his colleagues who were talking about a panicky mood of departure to the West, and the party was well aware of it.

	‘Apart from that,’ he concluded, swallowing hard, ‘I assumed we had agreed to spend our future together. What will become of that?’

	 

	Brigitta felt an urgent need to visit her former landlord and grandfatherly friend, Mr Leinweber. He had been a landlord with a heart. Although she did not mention her plans, he looked at her wisely, smiling, and then looked sad. Did he sense that this was a farewell? A final farewell. He courteously helped her into her wool jacket, wished her a lovely evening, and hugged her lovingly, composed. If only there were more people like him in the world. This remarkable man had enough sensitivity to realise that every detail reminded Brigitta of Hans whenever she visited their cramped room that took her breath away and made her soul ache unbearably.

	 

	On a sunny, cool Saturday morning, Brigitta grabbed her brown bag and snapped it closed, and was about to leave when she suddenly remembered the last poignant words her three-year-older sister, Irmgard, had said in Pomerania about the Radke family book. The sisters had been torn apart because Irmgard refused to leave her homeland due to her Polish boyfriend. His father, a farmer, had supported Irmgard’s plan as he needed all the help he could get. Brigitta had always listened to her older sister’s advice. She quickly stuffed the family register heirloom under the tight front of her waistcoat. Then she called out her usual ‘See you later!’ The door slammed shut. Brigitta had chosen a flowing dress in a muted lime green, a colour that made her feel secure, paired with a dark grey Loden cape. She rounded off her outfit with ultra-chic glasses featuring darkened teardrop-shaped lenses and contrasting silver frames. She strolled casually to the tram stop, took a seat on a wooden bench, and looked at her surroundings through the glass pane. Would she miss this city? Her stepmother? Images of her friends and colleagues flashed through her mind, her heart began to pound, and her conscience hammered. Who among them would understand her now voluntary second departure into nowhere? The longing for her siblings in West Germany was overwhelming, as was the deep desire to be near them, even if they could never replace Hans. Bruno would cope. Besides, she had made it clear to him that she could imagine a life with him, just not here, not in the GDR. Everything here was too cramped, too cold, too grey. He had confessed his love for her. Was it deep enough for him to follow her? He would have to leave his family behind, except for two half-siblings in the West, Franz and Anna, with whom he had minimal contact. Both Bruno and Brigitta, as an unofficial couple, had agreed not to flee together before they had even begun to think about it seriously; it would have been too conspicuous. Brigitta considered it far-fetched that one could imprison them under the current passport law.

	At Leipzig Central Station, she bought a single ticket to Berlin Friedrichstraße and settled into a window seat. An attractive young man in a dark suit opened the compartment, politely asked if the seat opposite was free, and joined her. During the two hours to Berlin, she had a wonderful time and completely forgot her initial fears that ticket inspectors might drag her off the train at one of the stations. The stranger, seated across from her, lifted her spirits with his flattery. Bruno could take lessons from him. He did not shower her with compliments. Who could have taught him charm – he had never known a girl before her. The stranger stated that he was visiting his uncle in Berlin, and he asked where she was going. Now something clicked in her mind. She did not know the stranger at all, and now it seemed odd that he had chosen to sit directly across from her, even though she had subconsciously noticed that there were seats available here and there. Was he working for the State Security? She dismissed the suspicion. What an absurd thought! Wasn’t she just a small cog in the wheel? She calmed herself. Still, she would be careful. In no time at all, she concocted a believable lie for the dark-haired, slim man: She wanted to surprise her superiors and check out the shops of the trade organisation HO in Berlin. Her explanation satisfied the curious fellow passenger, as she had no more follow-up queries.

	She frantically went through her list of acquaintances. Except for Bruno, she had not told a soul about her escape plans, and he was well aware of how dangerous it would be to let anyone in on her secret.

	At the Berlin platform, she said goodbye in a friendly manner, wished her travelling companion all the best, and hurried to disappear into the crowd, feverishly searching for a place to hide. She rushed into the station restaurant and ordered a hot milk. If the stranger were a Stasi agent, he wouldn’t give up. She stayed with her drink for a full hour and a half. How could she shake off the supposed spy who, according to her naive imagination, was lurking outside, waiting for her? To be on the safe side, Brigitta decided to alter her appearance. Remove her glasses? Too risky, she couldn’t afford to do that. She would only notice blurry impressions and, for sure, not even recognise the stranger. In the washroom, she took off her coat and folded it neatly with the lining facing outward. She posed critically in front of the mirror to see if her new lime green appearance was too conspicuous. At the exit door, she gave in to the strong urge to make her escape at any cost: Somebody had prominently displayed an ugly black ladies’ hat with a brim on the coat rack, which she quickly grabbed and disappeared from the scene in a split second. If one justified white lies then stealing an ugly hat to save your skin was also acceptable.

	The door clicked behind Brigitta. She sprinted through the station concourse, feeling like she was in her film. How foolish of her to share the date of her adventurous trip with Bruno. There could be a leak, and she would warn him to be cautious. With a forced smile, she moved quickly and inconspicuously to the entrance to platform C, where the S-Bahn to West Berlin was departing. Under no circumstances could she appear to be the girl from the provinces who did not know her way around, even if this was the truth. She was well aware of that. She ignored the numerous signs indicating which platform to change to, instead keeping her head down to avoid attracting the attention of any ticket inspectors. She did not even want to think about what would happen if they stopped her and demanded valid travel documents or other explanations from her, a woman from Leipzig, for her visit to West Berlin. Bruno’s half-brother, Franz, whom Brigitta was on her way to visit, had given him a valuable tip during a visit to Leipzig: Countless West Berliners were crossing into the eastern part of the city without a second thought because their workplaces were located there. So, she persuaded herself that she was one of those border crossers, someone who went to work in the morning and would head back across the border at the end of the day, buying a ticket for the S-Bahn for a few pennies. But Brigitta ignored the fact that, as a regular, she would have owned a weekly or monthly travel pass. She strolled casually along the platform as endless minutes passed.

	At the very moment the city train slowly passed Brigitta, she spotted him – the travel companion. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him step onto the platform. Was he looking for her, or was she imagining it? The shock paralysed her, nailing her to the spot. He moved steadily toward her, her heart skipping a beat. Three metres, two – he walked right past her, seemingly not recognising her. Her disguise was working. What a good idea the hat had been; she no longer thought it was not lovely. Didn’t it go perfectly with her glasses? She had done everything right. She would never know whether the lovely young man could have been dangerous or whether he just found her attractive. It was secondary now; the risk that someone could discover her escape plan was still present. She got on the urban rail, looking bored. Slowly, the knot in her stomach loosened.

	Would she ever come back here? No. She wouldn’t miss anything. Ahead of her lay the path to a better future. The path to her siblings. To freedom. The loudspeakers on the platform creaked, causing an unpleasant feeling. A man’s raspy announcement boomed through the hall. ‘You are leaving the democratic sector of Berlin!’ The announcement was confusing; the wording seemed downright funny, as if she were already in West Berlin – a promising omen. The train began to move away from the station. Brigitta glanced over her shoulder. She would never voluntarily return to this kind of prison, established for Germans by Germans.

	From now on, she would call herself Gitta and would start a new life.



	




	The Fugitives

	The city train crossed the Spree while an inter-zone train thundered past on the parallel track. She reached the station Lehrter Stadtbahnhof. Overcautious, Gitta stood up, sighed with relief, and ran toward the exit. Suddenly, out of nowhere, two border guards appeared before her, their eyes fixed on her. To make matters worse, her coat slipped from her arm and fell to the ground. She tried to smooth it out and hung it over her shoulders like a protective shield. Her nerves were raw. Her hands began to tremble. The older of the two men spoke in a soothing voice, smiling sympathetically.

	‘Miss, you are in West Berlin.’ Thank God. She was not allowing herself to feel happy yet, and she wasn’t sure whether West Berlin’s inhabitants were sympathetic to East German refugees.

	‘I’m visiting my brother-in-law.’ She wasn’t thinking of anything better to say. The nice man wasn’t interested in her crumpled ticket in her open fist. Here, in the Federal Republic of Germany, people inevitably identified comrades from the East. She noticed it with a mixture of sobriety and relief. The shock gradually subsided. The good-natured grey-haired man, already on the steps, showed understanding for her confusion and helpfully offered her his arm at the exit. She quickly left the underground station. She wasn’t able to shake off her anxiety. No one knew that she had escaped the GDR at that very moment. Shouldn’t she consider herself lucky? She had memorised the address of Bruno’s half-brother in the Spandau district and reached it without any problems.

	Franz was astonished to find Gitta standing outside his door, where she introduced herself as Bruno’s fiancée. She was no less surprised: Bruno’s half-brother bore a striking resemblance to his grandfather. The flat smelled musty and was in a state of outright neglect. Gitta wondered if somebody had ever cleaned it. She chose to overlook it. She would have to lend a hand. Relief and gratitude overshadowed all other feelings.

	Bruno’s impressive explanation of his complicated family circumstances had touched Gitta deeply at the time: Six half-siblings had been dismayed when their father, who was over sixty, started his second marriage to Agnes, his new wife, after the death of their mother. Bruno’s father had met her in the hospital in one of the long, bare corridors and had taken the opportunity to get to know each other. Agnes was a spinster at the time, but very attractive and much younger than Otto. Franz had repeatedly pointed out that their father would not be able to raise Bruno and his sisters due to his advanced age. He was right. Bruno buried his father at the age of fourteen and took on the role of breadwinner for his mother and sisters, even while he was still a child. The money was never enough, and Agnes’s then meagre pension had to be supplemented by Bruno’s child labour to ensure the income. A modest vegetable cultivation on a small patch of land, directly in front of the flat building, supplemented the nutrition. The other tenants also cultivated plots in front of the house, and shared a few potatoes and carrots among themselves.

	Franz interrupted Gitta’s thoughts. He commented on how amazed he was that she had dared to flee the East all by herself. Then he asked when Bruno would follow her to Berlin. She replied truthfully that they had not set an exact date. Franz praised her for this wise procedure. Gitta confided in him her fears about the Stasi, expressing that she felt someone was following her during her journey. Franz wanted to distract and help her by suggesting they reach Bruno by phone. Gitta explained that this was somewhat complicated; they would have to write to Bruno and ask him to visit the post office to ring from there, where there were always long queues – it was normal in the GDR. Franz assured Gitta that in the West, private phones weren’t the norm either, so it was better to wait and see. In the meantime, she was welcome to sleep on the sofa and explore Berlin during the day. Bruno loved her, Gitta thought. If necessary, he would die for her.

	Before falling asleep, Gitta once again pondered the possible risk of being spied on. She preferred not to send Bruno a message because the information about her escape must have spread among his circle of friends. Suddenly, she saw him in front of her: Martin! He had probably denounced his comrade, Bruno. Hadn’t Martin confided in Bruno, and worried that his brother was in prison? The Stasi had perhaps used this as leverage. Was it possible to warn Bruno? She tossed and turned for hours until something occurred to her. At breakfast, she pressed Franz for the name of someone trustworthy in West Berlin. To her surprise, he had to contemplate this question for quite some time. Obviously, she had visited a poor wretch, who, moreover, had very few means and even fewer social connections. He was on early disability, he explained tersely, as if he had guessed her thoughts. He vaguely remembered that his dentist regularly visited his mother in East Berlin. Although Franz did not think that Gitta would be able to carry out her childish plan to use the dentist as a sort of carrier pigeon, Gitta did not let herself be deterred.

	Berlin was super impressive, a gorgeous city. Sure, the war had left its mark everywhere. But like the young green shoots in spring, a fresh, lively buzz had come up. Colourful houses, shops with fresh goods everywhere. Gitta scrutinised every woman she encountered on the sidewalk. They wore bright dresses with a wealth of patterns and buttons in every imaginable colour and shape. People in the East were searching for these for a long time. Yet the women did not seem truly happy – an inexplicable phenomenon. Perhaps it was due to the self-confidence of the women in the GDR, who pursued their careers and valued their independence.

	Finally, she spotted the dentist’s sign. She briefed the receptionist on the situation, who promised to post the envelope in East Berlin. Relieved, Gitta made her way back. At the dentist, they had not treated her, as if she had completely lost her mind. People in Berlin were used to a lot. The contents of her letter just consisted of a hidden advise not to tell Martin, at least to withhold, the date of departure from him.

	 

	The weeks flew by – no sign of Bruno. Franz began to get on her nerves with his questions. How long would this situation continue? She skipped every other meal, washed her clothes bashfully in the sink, and hung them on a line attached to the outside wall. The glittering sea of lights began to lose its appeal. Looking at the lavish displays without ever buying anything ultimately created an unsatisfying feeling. What was keeping her in West Berlin? In East Berlin, she might have found the strength to inquire about her father’s grave. Neither she nor her brothers and sisters had made any effort to find out where his body was. The chaos everywhere had been immense. The extremely high number of wounded and terminally ill returnees after the horrific war was impossible to cope with. The hospital staff buried them in mass graves out of necessity; that was the only information available. What had happened to Bruno? Had he been detained? If he did not show up soon, she would give up Franz’s unsavoury lodgings. Besides, she was a burden on him; he could barely make ends meet himself.

	Finally, somebody knocked at the door. Bruno had made it! They fell into each other’s arms. The plan had worked; they were both in West Germany. Gitta was bursting with curiosity. Bruno generally risked being fooled by a Stasi agent. He trusted everyone. She bombarded him with questions about why he had not been in touch for weeks, whether her letter had reached him, and what obstacles he had to overcome. She insisted. He should tell her all the details without leaving anything out.

	‘My colleagues were wondering why I wanted to sell my motorbike, which I admit I was very attached to. My explanations sounded rather vague, but you know I struggle to tell a lie. The sale required a lot of energy because I had to secure a good price. Fortunately, I managed to do so, and we will need the sum for the flight out of West Berlin across the GDR.’

	‘And where did you stash the money?’

	‘I don’t understand your question.’ Bruno reached into his trousers pocket and pulled out a thick wad of East German marks as if it were the most natural thing in the world to be carrying around a large amount of cash. Gitta stared at the wad of East German mark notes.

	‘Have you lost your mind? Is this recklessness or boundless naivety? If someone had stopped you! You could have hidden it better.’ Bruno shrugged. At first, he had not been able to make sense of her letter, although – admittedly – Martin had suspected that his colleague and best friend Bruno wanted to sneak off to the West. Gitta had disappeared into thin air, and Martin had not asked any questions – a fine man. Bruno’s sister Lieselotte, on the other hand, had warned him without beating around the bush that time was of the essence. Thus, Bruno assumed that Kurt had sent his fiancée to find him to discover the date of his escape. So, it was true after all. Kurt. More caution would have been advisable. The Stasi was able to go everywhere. Could Kurt reach Bruno from where he was operating? Did he seriously believe that Lieselotte had betrayed her brother? Well, Gitta had wrongly suspected Bruno’s friend. She did not give it any more thought; anyone over there could be an informer. Bruno was keen to defend his friend Martin. He would put his life on the line for him, and as for her suspicions, she had been naive.

	‘These Stasi informants are cunning,’ he said. ‘At the slightest suspicion, they would have started shadowing me right away. My conversation with Lieselotte took place this morning before I left immediately. At least that way, I was able to say goodbye to her. But my mother will be inconsolable. It will break Agnes’s heart when she discovers that she lost us.’

	 

	A few days later, they landed without incident in Hanover on a British Airways flight and then continued their travel by train to Essen. Unfortunately, it was impossible to fly to Essen Airport, which had been badly damaged during the war and was now only available to gliders. The proceeds from the sale of the motorbike, significantly reduced by the exchange rate in West Germany, were just enough to pay for the expensive plane and train tickets to Gitta’s elder brother, Walter. A trip to Kiel to visit her sister Erika, two years younger than Walter, would have been more expensive. Besides, Wolfgang, her husband, had gotten too close to her when she met Erika in Kiel for the first time. If all else failed, they could stay with Irmgard in Hanover. At least that was the plan; unfortunately, she had not been in touch for a long time. The situation with Walter was similar; in all the years since the expulsion from their home in Rear Pomerania, he had not written a single letter. Therefore, Gitta did not really know her brother, who was twelve years older than her, and consequently had no idea about his current family situation, except for the brief information Irmgard had provided in a letter. Walter had started a fling with a woman named Karoline immediately after his release from captivity, and she had brought along a black baby from her previous relationship with a coloured American soldier. Walter had gotten engaged to her and settled in Essen. Irmgard had warned in her letter to be wary of this woman, Karoline, as she was not precisely a so-called Good Samaritan.

	 

	Arriving at Walter’s address, they entered the bottom hallway of the flat building. Gitta was excited. As there were no names outside, she took two steps at a time on the staircase and inspected the plaques with surnames displayed in an orderly fashion on the flat doors on each floor. She found what she was looking for on the second floor and called out to Bruno. A woman with a small child in her arms opened the door a crack and stared suspiciously at the couple.

	I’m Gitta Radke, my fiancé is with me’.

	My husband won’t be home until six.’

	Is your husband’s name Walter? I’m Brigitta, his young sister. You know who I am, don’t you? And Bruno is my fiancé.’ It had to be Karoline. She did not move an inch, shrugged with her shoulders, and closed the door without another word. Exhausted, Brigitta and Bruno sat down on the landing, where a surprised Walter picked them up hours later. Still in the hallway, he whispered apologetically that after the war, he had found shelter in the fortunately undamaged flat of his fiancée, and had been living in turbulent times ever since with Karoline, an adopted daughter, and a daughter with her together.

	Gitta’s initial joy of reunion was mixed with regret and embarrassment. She had been six years old when Walter had drafted; he had only known Hans for a short period as a toddler. Indecisive, Walter asked her and Bruno to come into the living room, where they sat down on the velvety wine-red sofa. Karoline had watched suspiciously and called her husband out into the hallway. A heated discussion began. Walter and Karoline tried to reduce the volume without success. Fragments passed over to them, and Gitta strained to listen. How impertinent of the East Germans to turn up here; what were they thinking? There wasn’t enough room for one more person. Walter replied that he wasn’t bringing himself to let his sister sleep on the street. The rest of the conversation was lost.

	Walter appeared in the doorway, bright red, stammering embarrassedly that he would like to go with Bruno to find accommodation. He counted on their understanding; otherwise, people would start talking. It was utterly unthinkable to take in an unmarried couple, and this was the same situation in both German states. Bruno looked down at his shoes, somewhat ashamed. Walter continued, saying that Gitta should also rent a room. Gitta was stunned. Spending the night on the couch would be fine, after all, she was his sister?

	‘We spent all our money on the trip,’ she stammered. ‘A hotel is completely out of the question for us.’ The atmosphere was tense. To avoid the awkward situation, Walter decided to pay a visit to his father-in-law, bringing Bruno along, as he had no choice but to tag along. He lived just around the corner, was a civil servant with connections, and was very helpful and knowledgeable in many situations. Gitta had the urge to get up and accompany the men. She adopted the yearnings of her brother, Walter, to leave the icy home of Karoline for a while.

	Walter’s father immediately made a reasonable suggestion. Did Bruno know the Kolping family? The helpful man had considered calling them to enquire about the availability of a room, but the post office that harboured the phones was closed late at night. Phone boxes were quite far away. The suggestion was for Bruno to walk to the Kolping House independently and request a reasonable accommodation. As a craftsman, he would be justified, even predestined, to become a member of this association, which had been founded for journeymen craftsmen. With all due respect, women were not allowed to sleep there. Bruno was nevertheless overwhelmed, shook Karoline’s father’s hand, thanked him profusely, and added that God would richly reward him for his spontaneous Christian charity. Gitta would have preferred not to return to Walter’s flat. Her fears came true: Karoline did not exchange a word with her in the cold atmosphere at the table. Thanks to his humour, Walter quickly managed to lighten the mood. Gitta breathed a sigh of relief, realising that he had inherited their father’s charm and wit, and she warmed up, describing the escape until he slapped his thighs with delight.

	‘You are total country bumpkins out of the outbacks in Rear Pomerania! Everyone except you two knows about the Marienfelde reception centre, where the staff help East German refugees with all the necessary paperwork and, if approached in the right way, would even have paid for your flight.’ Gitta stared at her brother in disbelief. She had never heard of this possibility before. How could she have? She did not want anyone to know about her escape plans under any circumstances. Had Bruno sacrificed the proceeds from his beloved motorbike in vain?

	Karoline’s father turned out to be a true angel. The following evening, he warmly embraced her at the front door, even though she was a stranger to him, and accompanied her to an old lady, who had offered a room for her for a small fee. There, in the tiny room, he explained to her that male visitors were not allowed. The ideal solution would be to arrange a wedding at short notice; surely, they had been planning to marry in secret? Completely stunned, she agreed to attend a job interview at Siemens. What was she doing in this shabby cubbyhole, alone and penniless? She had assumed that Walter would be delighted by her visit, which, admittedly, had been unannounced because there was a high risk that someone would have discovered their escape. Gitta felt that her brother had done away with her like a bothersome evil. She curled herself up in the bedspread and cried bitterly.

	The next morning, Bruno apologised for Walter’s behaviour. They had arrived unannounced, and Gitta’s brother lived with the woman who was now his wife, along with the ten-year-old girl she had brought into the marriage. By now, they also had a daughter of their own. The left corner of Gitta’s mouth twitched contemptuously. She could understand that, but the incomprehensible alienation frightened her greatly; she yearned for affection, care, and genuine interest from her family. Bruno stroked her hair awkwardly. He murmured that one day they would start a family of their own.

	 

	Bruno immediately started working as a wall paperer at the Knupper company. He tried to cheer Gitta up with banal stories, which were boring. His boss, for example, had ordered him to climb a ladder with his work shoes on and enter the room being renovated through the window to avoid dirtying the living area below. The anecdote about the two herrings he had taped under a table with a colleague to annoy a nasty and stingy customer only fanned her irritation. She had other worries – she was struggling with the factory job arranged by Walter’s father-in-law. She spent her entire day inserting two plastic parts into each other, and by the end of her first day, she was already considering quitting. She was sure that if her work continued this way, the plastic caps would blow up in her face. She couldn’t stand the monotony of it any longer. Yielding to pressure from her brother, she finally addressed a time frame for their marriage at the registry office for the obligatory civil wedding. Could they be offered a date soon? The registrar made a note of the bride and groom, Gitta Radke and Bruno Jeske, and promised to contact them if there were any cancellations. It could take months, or it could happen out of the blue at short notice, Walter’s father-in-law noted soberly, and once again advanced money for a white wedding dress for the church wedding, which Gitta got from a colleague who had just been married.

	Walter had left his address at the registry office. Luck was on their side, Walter concluded a few days later. They would now be able to get married, as a window of opportunity had opened up. Gitta had every reason to be happy. She listened to her heart. Why was she not feeling excitement? What did it mean to be lucky? Her sisters, Erika and Irmgard, were dismayed by the news of the wedding date. They would not be available on such short notice.

	The only persons present at the civil wedding ceremony were the bride and groom, the registrar, Karoline, and Walter Radke. No further celebration took place. Gitta accepted grudgingly. The form this vital marker in life had taken on was very much less than she had hoped for. But this was the only option to them at the time.

	Karoline invited everyone to coffee afterwards. Bruno thanked her politely, but Gitta struggled with her cake. She hadn’t imagined her wedding to be so uneventful, and what felt to her as not special. If only her friends had been there. The thought of it was enough to make her cry. Would she have a life without wishing? The cake seemed to her as dry as the proceedings of the day, and she only managed to swallow with many sips of her coffee. Would she ever live a life of joy? What would her parents have said about their little Gittel, the bride in a foreign land?

	A light-hearted conversation failed to get going. Karoline leaned forward, hinting subtly that they should hurry up and have children, as one considered a pregnant woman in her mid-twenties to be a late mother. Her sister-in-law was unsalvageable; tact was not her strong suit. Walter was not to be envied. Gitta glanced at him from the side – when she started school, he had to go to war. Perhaps he would tell her something about her mother, Ottilie, something magical from the twenties and thirties? She begged him for a description, as her memories were severely clouded. But Karoline interrupted her. She seemed to envy the two siblings as they reminisced about their shared past.

	‘Would you please avoid subjects like this. Walter had fought on the Eastern Front for years, had to process terrible experiences, and had other worries, God knew what. Led the dead rest in peace, please.’ Gitta wouldn’t let it go, even though she assumed that Walter had told his wife next to nothing about his origins. Perhaps his wife’s assertiveness and harshness were even good for him. But Gitta wasn’t going to let every impertinence pass.

	‘You’re not interested in your husband’s family.’

	‘I find them suspicious.’

	For what reason?’

	Some of them lost their marbles.’

	‘I wouldn’t put it past you to send me to a shrink.’

	‘Not a bad idea. You have to be pretty crazy to take such a high risk of fleeing to the West without a plan or any financial means. With all due respect,’ Karoline added, putting on her all-it-knows face, ‘my dear sister-in-law, Germany’s psychiatric wards have ruined their reputation, so I wouldn’t know that to advise you.’ Karoline seemed to find the bantering and her inappropriate choice of topics amusing. Her fleeting dismay of the older siblings, Joseph’s brain injury, and Adelheid’s temporary states of confusion – it seemed to be her kind of humour, on the occasion of what was supposed to be the most wonderful event in life. Gitta finally lost her temper. She nudged Bruno, stood up, and formally thanked everyone for the pastries. Walter stared into space.

	 

	A few days later, it was time to go to the district office. The young couple waited with half a dozen other refugees from the GDR in a long, narrow corridor, where the oxygen-depleted stench of waxed linoleum assaulted their nostrils. Bruno nodded off several times before they were allowed to enter. A grey-haired, unpleasant man with bushy eyebrows and thick lips, a meticulously ironed white shirt, a brown tie, and a matching suit sat behind a massive desk. With a critical expression and a pencil in hand, he spread a stack of documents in front of him. Without looking up, he began his monologue.

	‘I see you’re from Schönlanke. That’s my hometown, what a nice coincidence. Fate was kind to me. A goods train dropped me off in the British occupation zone.’ He laughed at his own joke. The anxiety of the two applicants slowly subsided. The clerk was from their hometown, which had to be a good omen. ‘I see you’ve gone through all the necessary steps,’ the thick-lipped man continued. ›The medical examination revealed no abnormalities, nor did the Allied screening centre.’ Looking up from his pile of files, he added, ‘Although I don’t believe you have had any experience with security agencies. Never mind, let’s continue. Your German citizenship has been verified.’ The man spread an uncomfortable atmosphere. He licked his index finger absentmindedly and carefully turned the page.

	The man continued with practised perfection. ‘You are registered with the police. The relevant officials from the Department for Refugees from the GDR, the Investigative Committee of Liberal Lawyers, the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution, and the Federal Intelligence Service have reviewed your application for accuracy and trustworthiness.’ He cleared his throat demonstratively. ‘Based on these assessments, the Appeals Committee has denied you refugee status.’ Gitta thought she had misheard. She needed time to follow the man’s jargon. Why had they been rejected? Perhaps they had misunderstood the facts. Again, she tried to convince the man from the office; ‘We have explained the reasons for fleeing in detail. You can’t just reject us!’
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