
        	 
			[image: ShoresBeyondShoresCover]
		
 

	
		
			Shores Beyond Shores is a tribute to resilience and family love. Irene Butter is an engaging writer with a keen eye for telling details and evocative scenes. What makes this excellent memoir so poignant is precisely its context and contrasts: the slow destruction of a happy early childhood and the strength it gave her to overcome the ordeals that followed.

			CAROLINE MOOREHEAD

			The Times Literary Supplement

			Irene Butter’s story is not your standard holocaust memoir. Instead, it recounts what happened to one family both during and after the war, and captures vividly the time from release from concentration camp to greeting a life back. It is compelling reading, and makes one realise how what happened in the immediate aftermath may have overshadowed the rest of Irene Butter’s life.

			RABBI BARONESS JULIA NEUBERGER

			Irene Butter’s book is a triumph of clarity and concision, written with a passionate intent to inform and with not a shred of self-pity.  It is by turns profound and intimate, and bears witness to the resilience of a family who drew strength from one another even through the darkness of the Holocaust.  It is a shockingly honest and hopeful book.

			ANDREW SOLOMON

			National Book Award Winning Author of The Noonday Demon and author of Far From The Tree Parent’s Children, And The Search For Identity

			Shores Beyond Shores is a work of great clarity, beauty and humanity, borne in the face of unimaginable horror. What Irene Butter has achieved is something I’d always thought impossible: a Holocaust memoir that draws the reader into the abyss but is, above all, life affirming.

			BRAM PRESSER

			National Jewish Book Award winning author of The Book of Dirt

			Young Reni, a girl on the precipice of adolescence, takes us through the darkest days of the Holocaust and her budding understanding of the human spirit.  What I found was heart, courage, tenderness, and hope. Not since the Diary of Anne Frank, have I been so touched by a book that grapples with the dark abyss of the human condition during the Holocaust. This book is a revelation about what sustains the human spirit, what is far stronger than hate.

			JACQUELINE SHEEHAN 

			NYTimes bestselling author

			In this striking memoir, Irene Butter gives us the sweep of catastrophic history through her child eyes. Taking the reader from “black zigzags” to cattle cars, from Berlin to Amsterdam to Westerbork to Bergen-Belsen to Algeria, and finally to the United States, young Reni shares the ordinary and the unimaginable with stunning detail, with generosity, with hope. Irene Butter’s beliefs that one should never be an enemy and never be a bystander are important lessons for us to understand the past and to act in the world of today.

			ELLEN MEEROPOL 

			Author of Kinship of Clover, named “One of the best books from Indie Publishers in 2017” by PBS

			Irene Butter paints a gripping picture of a girl’s sense of self in the Holocaust. German-Jewish through birth and heritage, stateless through persecution, and Dutch and American through refuge, Butter invites us to walk with her on the vulnerable journey of forging her young identity. In a time of resurging racism and xenophobia, the book forces the reader to consider what happens when adult dehumanization shapes the real life of a real child. The book bears witness to pre-war Germany, occupied Amsterdam, and the Bergen-Belsen of Anne Frank, and shares the warning of the Diary of Anne Frank: we lose our humanity when children are forced to normalize hatred.

			ANNEMARIE TOEBOSCH 

			Director of Dutch and Flemish Studies, Lecturer of Anne Frank in Context

			University of Michigan

			As Holocaust memory moves into an uncertain future, Irene Butter’s memoir will play an important role in keeping memory of the event alive. It also serves as a testament to one person’s ability to build a life of meaning and hope in the wake of this horrible event.

			JAMIE L. WRAIGHT, PHD

			Director, The Voice/Vision Holocaust Survivor Oral History Archive

			University of Michigan-Dearborn

			Dr. Irene Butter is a remarkable woman who made a conscious decision to be a survivor, not a victim of the Holocaust. Her story has an inestimable impact on students. They witness her dedication to live a meaningful life of activism based on her belief that we can make the world a better place.

			SUZANNE HOPKINS 

			Saline Middle School, retired educator

			Saline, Michigan

			For many years Irene Hasenberg Butter did not speak of her own experience of the Holocaust but like her brother, Werner, got on with the headlong rush of making a new life in the United States. After the treachery and horror of the Bergen­Belsen Concentration Camp, learning to live as Holocaust survivors was work enough. With this book, Irene has given the world a deeply personal account of her own family’s experience that bravely reveals how much all the terrible losses of the Holocaust meant not just in World War II but, sadly, today as well. 

			JAN JARBOE RUSSELL 

			Author, The Train To Crystal City

			Across these eloquent pages, Irene keeps readers by her side as we follow her childhood journey from Berlin to the shadow of German occupation in Amsterdam and into the darkness of the Holocaust. All will be riveted by the voice of Irene, whose love for her parents and brother, Werner, becomes the steady light for her courage. Unlike her friend Anne Frank, whom she sees for the last time in Bergen-Belsen, Reni survives evil and at age fifteen sails into Baltimore’s harbor aboard a Liberty ship on Christmas Eve, 1945, with a resilience that still guides her important work with students in the 21st century.

			LOUISE BORDEN 

			Author, His Name Was Raoul Wallenberg

			Refusing to be an enemy is a choice we must make. Few people understand that stance with as much conviction as Irene Butter, who shares her incredible life story in this powerful and lyrically written memoir. Butter has faced a lifetime of choices, from her childhood during the depths of Holocaust to today. Reading Shores Beyond Shores reminds me yet again of Irene’s indomitable spirit and her gift of seeking light amidst life’s darkest hours.

			ROBIN AXELROD, LMSW, JD

			Director of Education

			Holocaust Memorial Center, Zekelman Family Campus

			Distances of time, circumstance, age, and background disappeared every time Irene spoke with groups of three hundred students over eighteen years at our middle school. Irene’s thoughtful answers to intimate questions revealed new aspects and insights each year. Eyes of innocence and bravery describing her past then become heartfelt gazes of young people looking deep into themselves and finding compassion, tolerance, and perseverance. Inspiration to always fill the world with love and hope.

			JONATHAN BERGER 

			English Language Arts Teacher

			Discovery Middle School Canton, Michigan

		
	
		
	
			
				
					[image: ]
				
			

		

	
		
			SHORES BEYOND SHORES

			from Holocaust to Hope 
My True Story

			Irene Butter
with John D. Bidwell and Kris Holloway

			TSB
London and New York

		

	
		
			Shores Beyond Shores: From Holocaust to Hope, My True Story

			© 2018 Irene Butter, John D. Bidwell, and Kris Holloway


			
				
					[image: ]
				
			

			Published by TSB, 2019.

			TSB is an imprint of:

			Can of Worms Enterprises Ltd
7 Peacock Yard, London SE17 3LH
United Kingdom

			www.canofworms.net

            www.shoresbeyondshores.com

			The moral right of Irene Butter, John D. Bidwell and Kris Holloway to be identified as the authors of this work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form, or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, except brief extracts for the purpose of review, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

			First published 2018 White River Press, Amherst, MA 01004, USA

			Book and cover design: John D. Bidwell. Cover photo finishing: Jim Gipe/Pivot Media.
Photo credits: Irene Butter and John D. Bidwell. Typesetting: James Shannon and Nicole Schroeder. Additional production: Cheyenne Wiseman

			Printed and bound in the United Kingdom

			
				
					[image: ]
				
			

			The Forest Stewardship Council® is an international nongovernmental organization that promotes environmentally appropriate, socially beneficial, and economically viable management of the world’s forests. To learn more, visit www.fsc.org

			ISBN: 

			978-1-9161908-0-1 (paperback)
978-1-9161908-1-8 (ebook)

			British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

			Subjects: LCSH: Butter, Irene H. (Irene Hasenberg), 1930- | Jews—Germany—Berlin—Biography. | Holocaust, Jewish (1939-1945)—Germany—Berlin—Personal narratives. | Jewish children in the Holocaust. | Berlin (Germany)—Biography.

		

	
		
			In memory of my Pappi, my hero, my idol,
who did everything possible to save his family.
His life was taken when I was a child, only fourteen years old.
With awe I have felt his presence, his protection,
and his loving guidance throughout my life.
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			Introduction

			When I got off the ship that brought me to the United States in 1945, the American relatives who took me in urged me to forget everything that had happened to my family—and to me—in the Holocaust. They told me to never think or speak of it again. I was fifteen years old and they were adults, so I listened to them. For forty years I was quiet. I was not truly free until I started to tell what happened to me as a child. Here is my story.

		

	
		
			The Happy 
Childhood

			

Berlin, Germany and 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands
1936-1940

		

	
		
			1

			

Berlin, Germany 
Summer 1936

			My birth name is Irene Hasenberg, but you can call me Reni (pronounced “Ray-nee”). Everyone did. I was a lucky child. I grew up in a large, light-filled apartment in Berlin, the sparkling capital of Germany, with my parents, John and Gertrude Hasenberg; my brother Werner, two years older than I, and my grand­parents Julius and Pauline Mayer. Our parents and grandparents spoiled Werner and me with attention and toys. My favorite was a red tricycle that I got for my fourth birthday. I pedaled it with speed through the park, and flew across sidewalks, being sure to clean its wheels and shiny handlebars when I got home.

			We celebrated Jewish holidays and our birthdays with relatives, always gathering together around the dinner table to eat challah, sing our favorite Hebrew songs, and drink more hot chocolate. Our voices were not very good, but who cared? We were together. We weren’t making a record to be played on a phonograph! My experience as a young girl in Berlin was wonderful, despite the fact that Germany was changing.

			But what did I know? I was only five.

			My grandparents, Opa and Omi, rented a small garden plot not far from our home. One warm morning, Opa announced it was a perfect day for planting seeds, especially for cucumbers and radishes, my two favorite crunchies. We all went. It took a lot of work to dig the ground and “prepare the soil.” We carefully put the tiny flat white seeds and the little round brown seeds into the dirt and covered them. Done with my row,  I stared at the soil. I stared and waited a long,  long time until the top layer dried and lightened in the sun. Nothing happened.

			“Reni, are you ready to go?” Pappi asked.

			“Let’s wait until the crunchies come up.”

			“That’ll take all summer!” Werner said.

			“Reni, it takes a long time for the seeds to grow into vegetables,” Mutti explained.

			“What?”

			Tears skidded down my cheeks. Opa knelt next to me, his knees clacking.

			“Reni, don’t cry. These are special seeds. They grow very fast, for seeds. You need to be patient. Can you be patient?”

			“I’m trying.”

			“That’s good practice.”

			At home, Mutti and Pappi had a surprise: we were going into the city and to the zoo. I forgot about the seeds. But first, Mutti instructed, we had to clean up.

			“I’m already clean,” said Werner. “I washed when we got back.”

			It was true. Even his shoes were shiny. I looked at my dress and fingernails. There was dirt everywhere. I brushed off everything with great sweeps of my hands, even remembering to shake my hair.

			“I’m all set to go, too!”

			“Reni, you are not even close,” Mutti said, taking my hand and marching me to the bathroom.

			She scrubbed me hard with soap and water, even digging into and around my ears.

			“You’re breaking me,” I protested.

			Mutti then wrapped me in a big towel, turned me around, and dried me, like she was fluffing up my whole body. Then it was off to the bedroom to get me dressed in something fancy. Finally, I stepped into the front hall where Pappi and Werner were waiting.

			“Oh Reni,” Pappi said with surprise, “you are here. I saw a little girl come in earlier, but I didn’t recognize her for all the dirt.”

			“It was me!”

			We took the big yellow tram to the zoo, the same tram Pappi rode every day to work. Cars and trucks honked here and there, weaving in and out. You never knew where the cars and trucks would go next, but the yellow tram always followed the same track and wires. And it always came and left at the same times, so I knew when Pappi would go to work and when he would come home. The brightly colored tram was easy to spot, so I could look out the apartment window and see it from far away and get ready for Pappi to return, when I would jump into his arms. He told me the other day that he could hardly lift me anymore. I was getting that big.

			I looked out on Berlin. It was busy like ants over a picnic basket. 

			“Mutti,” I asked, “what is the black zigzag?”

			It was everywhere: on flags as big as buildings, on trucks and cars, and on clothes.

			She said it was nothing, so I leaned toward my brother and asked him.

			“Really, Reni? It’s a swastika,” Werner said.

			“What’s a schweiss…schweiss schick…er?”

			“Swastika,” he corrected me.

			“I’m going to count them all. One, two, three, four, five…”

			“Do something else, Reni,” Mutti commanded.

			“All the banners and flags are for the Olympics in August,” Werner said.

			“What’s that?” I asked.

			“Reni, do you know anything?” said Werner.

			“I know there are maybe fifty swas…black zigzags,” I said, and looked toward Mutti to be sure she wasn’t listening. “Maybe more. I’ve really been counting.”

			“The Olympics are when sports players from all over the world come here to play,” said Werner. “They will compete for medals. I’ve heard Germany will win a lot, especially in gymnastics and track and field. It’s a big deal.”

			“Yes it is,” Pappi added, “and Werner, you and I are going to watch the action.”

			For once, Werner didn’t know what to say,  finally eking out “really?” Pappi nodded.

			“What about me?” I asked. “I want to go.”

			“You and I will go shopping,” Mutti said.

			Well, I didn’t want to go to the Olympics that badly.

			We walked up to the gate for the zoo, and I forgot about the black zigzags.

			Inside, Pappi let go of my hand and I ran ahead with Werner, but not too far. Everything was so green: the puffy trees and the bristly grass. Beds of yellow and red flowers hugged tiny fences. The red was as bright as the big flags that floated over the buildings. I wanted to run into all that color, but I had learned to stay on the gray paths. We saw the elephants swing their tails and trunks, and I pointed at the big­mouthed hippos. We fed the goats that circled us and nibbled at our hands. My favorite was the monkey house with the playful, swinging families.

			I rested my head against Pappi and his dark suit on the ride home. Then I remembered the magic seeds. What did they look like as they tossed and turned in their little dirt beds? I wondered out loud. Werner said I was hopeless, and Mutti pinched his arm. As we walked home from the tram, Mutti suggested we walk past the garden. I saw dots of green and red on the ground: shiny cucumbers and radishes. I ran across the dirt, though I knew I wasn’t supposed to, took a cucumber, and bit into it to make sure it was real. It was the juiciest and most delicious cucumber I had ever eaten. Oh, they were special seeds! Opa was right.

			“Wait. You need to wash those first, Reni,” Mutti called.

			I piled as many as I could into my skirt pockets. Mutti and Werner took the rest.

			“Opa, Omi, look!” I cried as I entered our kitchen and emptied my pockets on the wooden kitchen table.

			“You must have done a very good job planting them, my dear. I have never seen them come up this fast,” Opa said.

			“Yes, and I’ve never seen vegetables grow without plants,” Werner said. “Like they came straight from the vegetable stand.”

			“All the more special,” I added.

			I took another bite of my cucumber. Sure, the seeds were special, but we were also very, very good gardeners.

			That night, cozy in my bed, I thought of our cousin Bert’s upcoming birthday party, excited that I would be able to wear one of my nice dresses. Maybe my blue-and-white plaid one with yellow buttons, or, if I was really lucky, Mutti would let me wear my white dress with tiny red and blue hearts and the smock, if I promised not to get it dirty and change as soon as I got home. I liked the puffy short sleeves on both, and….

			I heard Werner’s bed creak. Even without the golden light from my monkey night-light, I knew Werner had gotten out of bed and was standing next to me. I turned my face to the wall.

			“Reni,” he said, “are you sleeping?”

			“Yes, I am sleeping.”

			“Reni, I want to ask something. Do you think that I’ll have a bad dream?”

			There was a wobble in his voice. I didn’t answer. Lately, Werner had bad dreams more and more—it was a pain. It was like he looked for bad things to dream about. I didn’t want to talk with him. I wanted to think about dressing for Bert’s birthday. Bert would be six…just like I would be in December.

			When I didn’t respond he continued.

			“It’s all the swastikas. They’re everywhere now, like the Nazis. And I heard the Nazis are doing bad things. Bad things to Jews. Jews like us.”

			“Stop it,” I interrupted, “You’re okay, Werner. No bad dreams tonight.”

			“Oh…okay,” he said. “Thanks. Good night.”

			With that, he went back to the dark of his bed and crawled under the blankets.
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Berlin, Germany 
Winter 1936

			Adolf Hitler had now been the Führer, or leader, of our country for four years. He liked people he said who were true Germans. He said they were better than all other people, and if they stayed pure—didn’t mix with other peoples—they would take over the world some day. According to Hitler, people who were not pure German were less perfect, and he didn’t like them. He said they made a mess of things, like a big smudge on his white tablecloth. This meant lots of people, including Jews like us.

			Fear spread like spilled hot chocolate, burning everything it touched. My Opa had worked his whole life building a bank and was now forced to turn it over to someone who was not Jewish. My Pappi also worked in that bank.

			One night, as I used the bathroom before bed, I saw Mutti crying. I didn’t like to see my parents cry, and I looked away. Pappi came to tuck me in.

			“I won’t be taking the tram to work anymore, Reni,” he said, smoothing my hair. “I will not be going to work…for now.”

			I was glad to hear that my parents were not upset with something I’d done.

			“Does that mean you’ll be home when I get home from school?” I asked.

			“Yes, I will be home with you, for a little while, but I need to find another job,” he said.

			“So why is Mutti sad?” Being home more seemed good to me.

			“She’s sad because finding another job will not be easy. But I am going to try very hard to find one, and I bet I will.”

			“Okay.”

			“Go to sleep now, sweetie, everything will look better with the morning sun.” He kissed my hair lightly.

			Look better? I didn’t think things looked bad. Something else must be wrong.

			A few nights later, Mutti forgot to read to me. Then, listening from my bed, I heard my parents talking in fast, sharp whispers, keeping me awake. I couldn’t hear the words, only the tone. Werner moved in his bed.

			“Why are they fighting?” I whispered to him.

			“I don’t know.”

			We both crept to the door. I wasn’t cold, but I brought my pink blanket. Mutti and Pappi’s words flowed down the hall from the living room. I wrapped my blanket around me, and draped it over Werner.

			“Even my friends have turned on me,” Pappi’s voice said. “On us. And these include the men I fought with in the Great War! How in God’s name can they not help us? We lived and died in those…those terrible trenches, and fought side-by-side for our…for this country, our Fatherland! Together! And now they won’t help. It’s unbelievable. Even Frank will not get back to me. Frank!” He ended with a snarl that made me shiver.

			“John, quiet, we don’t want to wake the kids.” Mutti said. “I know it isn’t fair. It isn’t right.”

			“Don’t they know that we’ve ALWAYS been Jewish? Now. During the Great War. Forever. When did we suddenly become evil?”

			I had never heard Pappi yell before.

			“John, please. I know, I know.” Pause. “What about Charles? Have you spoken to him?”

			“It’s the same, Trudi,” he said in a softer voice. “I stopped by his office, but he wouldn’t see me. I know he was there. Everybody is acting strange, even if they aren’t Nazis. They are afraid. They are suspicious. It’s spreading like a plague.”

			“There’s still Leo.”

			“Yes, there’s always Leo, but he’s in the same situation as us. In fact, he mentioned he’s thinking of moving the family to Holland.”

			Leo was my father’s best friend in the war. There was a photo in Pappi’s study of them standing arm-in-arm, in their smart officer uniforms.

			“Maybe we should go, too. There are more anti-Jewish graffiti and posters,” Mutti said. “When I go shopping. When I walk to the post office. It’s terrifying. The children see them.”

			“Trudi, there are more terrifying things to be worried about now.” He lowered his voice, and I strained to hear it. “Some of the bank tellers heard that they are gathering Jews, whole families, and sending them on trains to labor camps. Rumor is that it’s happening in some neigh­borhoods in Berlin.”

			I tapped Werner on the shoulder and whispered across the smooth hardwood floor. “What are they talking about? The camps. The posters. And what’s graf…?

			“Graffiti. It’s like drawing bad doodles on buildings.”

			“Really?”

			“And I saw one of the posters. It had a spear killing a snake, and the snake had our Star of David on it.”

			I didn’t know there were Jewish snakes. I didn’t like any kind of snake. Yuck.

			“My friends at school heard about trains going to the camps, too,” Werner said.

			Whenever we got on a train, it was for vacation, or to go someplace different and fun.

			“Why would people get on a train going to a bad place?” I asked. “They don’t have a choice.”

			“Who makes them?”

			“The people that run our country, Reni. The Nazis.”

			“The Nazis sound mean.”

			“They don’t like anybody who is not like them.”

			“Who’s that?”

			“Anybody not Aryan.”

			“What’s Aryan?”

			“Reni! You ask too many questions. Aryans are German. Tall. Blond. Blue-eyed.”

			“We’re German! And I have blue eyes!”

			“It doesn’t include us.”

			“But why?”

			“Because we’re Jewish. Don’t you listen to anything?”

			It didn’t make any sense to me, but Nazi sounded like a mean word, a word that could cut you. And getting on a train to a bad place didn’t sound like a vacation at all. We listened to our parents’ talk float in and out until I was too tired. I left, bringing my blanket with me, and leaving Werner to listen and worry.
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Berlin, Germany 
Spring 1937

			A few weeks later, Pappi hugged us good-bye, saying he was going far away to find a new job. He promised to be back soon. I tried to trick myself into believing it was a regular morning, with him dressed in a suit, smiling and walking away, down the sidewalk, going to work. But I knew inside me that it wasn’t a normal day. He had a big suitcase, and he wasn’t smiling. And then he was gone.

			Everyone seemed to change after that: Pappi’s leaving cracked open our world and let in the gray; Mutti cried often and hugged me whenever she could. I was thankful that Opa and Omi were there and didn’t have to leave to find a job. On my walk to school, Opa started holding my hand. He told me a few of our favorite stories—Remember last year and the magic cucumbers in the garden?—but his smile was missing. When he left me off at the steps of my school, I still felt his grip after he let go. My friends at school were quieter. No one seemed to be having parties. My teacher, Mrs. Schmidt, had no energy, like a flower hanging off a broken stem. Even the houses and trees that lined the street next to us grew sadder. Fewer lights were on, drapes were shut, and the new spring leaves on the trees drooped and curled.

			“Reni, I had another bad dream,” Werner said one night. He sat down on the end of my bed; my head bonked into the headboard, knocking me out of my near sleep. I held my head as if I were in agony and pushed my face deeper into my soft sheets.

			“It was horrible, Reni. It was raining really hard. You and I were in the living room. Except it wasn’t exactly like our living room, the chairs were yellow and not green and…”

			“Werner,” I said with a yawn, flopping the blanket down, “get ON with it. You don’t have to tell me the colors of the chairs.”

			“So much rain was thump-thumping on the house. It was pitch black and…and you and I couldn’t see anything. Like a big hole was there, or maybe there was never a roof there at all. And all of a sudden I saw that the roof was really burned off and through the big hole, which had layers of rug and wood and metal, I saw firemen outside, and I smelled smoke, but when they started pumping with the hoses, water didn’t come out, but snakes. Not water, but snakes.”

			Yuck.

			“You woke me to tell me about snakes?” I asked.

			He didn’t stop.

			“It was snakes thumping on our house. They were flipping and flopping all over our house and then all over us. They got sprayed into the windows and doors and slimed through the floorboards. They were small at first, like in little rolled-up balls, and then they sprang open and lengthened and their heads puffed up to be all big and toothy. You see, Reni?”

			He balled his fingers up then sprang them open, showing me the teeth. Now I was really awake. “Those firemen were trying to save us, but they were really just spraying us with biting snakes.”

			“Stop!”

			He waited for me to tell him how stupid the dream was and to go back to bed. That was what we always did. It made him feel better. But I was scared and mad thinking about snakes in the corners of the room.

			“Well, Werner, it could happen. If there wasn’t enough water in the earth, and they sucked up the snakes that lived down underground instead. It could happen.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said, but drew his legs up onto my bed. 

			“Snakes will bite anything, you know.”

			“No,” he said, “not true.”

			I slid my hand under the sheets, grabbing his leg.

			“Reni!” He sprang up.

			I tried to laugh and pretend it was funny, but it didn’t feel funny, so my laugh came out as a dry cough. Werner crept back to his bed without a word. Maybe he’d at least stop bugging me now. 

			On another day, Mutti picked me up at school, and I could tell she’d been crying again. Her face was growing blotches, her eyes red and looking around fast.

			“Reni, was your walk to school with Opa okay?” she asked, pulling me into her side and looking down at me.

			“It was okay,” I said as we walked out the front doors.

			“Oh thank goodness,” she said, keeping me close. “No one was mean to you? Or hurt you?”

			“Well, kind of.”

			“What happened? Tell me.” She stopped walking and knelt down in front of me. I could smell her perfume, like calm and petals. Her large eyes widened even more on her round face. The short sleeves of her dress hugged her arms, while the hem of her dress puffed and settled onto the ashen sidewalk.

			“Karl in my class is having a birthday party, and I’m not invited.” “Oh, oh…,” she smiled, her hands resting on my shoulders. “Who is Karl? Is he a friend of yours?”

			“Well, he isn’t really a good friend. But everyone in the class is invited to his big house this weekend. Everyone, but not me…and not Lisell.”

			“Oh Reni, you do love parties, but you can’t expect to be invited to every one of them.”

			“Lisell said it was because we are Jews.”

			Mutti held her breath.

			“Karl has a big house and fun parties. Can’t I just stop being Jewish for one day to go to the party? Just one day?”

			“Look at me, Reni,” Mutti said, gazing at me hard. “You will always be Jewish. We will always be Jewish, and that’s that. You should be proud. You should be….” She was quiet again, and then said, “Karl certainly isn’t a very good friend, is he?”

			I shook my head. She took a handkerchief out of her shiny yellow pocketbook and dabbed under my eyes.

			“He will miss out by not having you there,” she said. “They all will. Let’s have Lisell over, and we’ll have our own party.”

			I nodded. “Can we have cake?”

			“The biggest,” Mutti said, standing up.

			Then she took my hand and tugged me to the side. A wall of boys was coming our way, all dressed in tan shirts tucked into black shorts. Hitler youth. Black ties hung loosely from their necks, pointing down to big, shiny silver belt buckles. Their sleeves were rolled up like they had work to do, which, according to the loud adult who was with them, was to march in step and sing loudly.

			We will continue to march,

			When everything shatters;

			Because today Germany hears us,

			And tomorrow the whole world.

			They passed and passed, never looking at us, their eyes stuck on the boys ahead, until they had all thudded by. Mutti looked up the street and behind us before walking.

			“Opa will take both Werner and you to and from your schools from now on.”

			Werner won’t be happy about that, I thought. He wants to be big like these boys who passed. He doesn’t want his grandfather walking him. At home, I went to my room, closed the door, and changed into my play dress. Then I ran to tell Werner.

			“You have to walk to school with Opa,” I said as I marched in, my chin pointed to the ceiling.

			“Did Mutti tell you what happened?” he asked.

			“Yup, Opa has to walk you to school just like me,” I puffed and crossed my arms.

			“Not that.”

			Then Werner told me that, earlier that afternoon, a gang of boys chased his friends and him in the street. The gang yelled and called them Judenschwein. They caught one of his friends and beat him up badly. The friend had to go to the hospital. Werner had crept under some bushes. It was dark, and the moist dirt rubbed into his knees and hands. He tried not breathing, and then breathed as slowly as he could and tried not to think of his snake dreams. Werner had been late getting home and Mutti was upset, but happy when she heard how he had saved himself.

			Werner wasn’t fast, but he was a good hider.

			“Wait until you are big and strong like all the other boys we saw today,” I said to make him feel better.

			“What boys?”

			“Hitler youth.”

			“Reni, remember? They don’t want me.”

			“Well, anyway, you’re brave,” I said, “and you were smart to hide.” Werner put on his proud face, and it made me smile.
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Berlin, Germany 
Summer 1937

			Pappi called with news. His voice sounded as far away as it was. He had found work at the American Express Company in Amsterdam, in a country called the Netherlands. We would be leaving Berlin and joining him in a few months. Werner and I sat with our mouths open. Nobody else looked surprised.

			“Will he come back here to get us?” I asked Mutti.

			No. It had been very hard to get out of Germany in the first place. It took lots of work and special papers. The people who gave him the special papers might change their minds if Pappi returned. Then none of us would be allowed to leave. That sounded okay to me. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go. All my friends were here. When Mutti passed the phone to me, Pappi said that getting ready to move would be hard work, and Werner and I had to be helpful. Did I understand? I nodded until he repeated his question, and I remembered he couldn’t see me. Then I said, “Yes.”

			After that, Omi asked me to help her get ready for dinner.

			“Reni, we won’t be able to take everything in this house,” Omi said and stopped chopping vegetables to refill my milk glass. We were sitting in the kitchen. She chopped, and I drank. “This house is so big, and the apartment in Amsterdam is smaller.”

			“Does that mean we have to leave everything?” I asked. “Even my books and my blanket?” My lips trembled.

			“No, you can keep those. But you have to leave the big things.”

			“What about my bed? And my tricycle?” I still loved my tricycle, even if I didn’t ride it much anymore.

			“You’ll have to leave those, I think. You’ll get new ones.”

			I pushed my tears into my belly.

			“Okay. As long as I have time to say good-byes.”

			“You’ll have time, sweetie,” she said.

			“And…and what about the dresses you bought me?” I asked. “The light blue one is new, and it feels springy. Are there parties in Amsterdam?”

			“I think you can bring those,” she said. “And yes, there are parties.” “I like getting dresses with you,” I said, a little more hopeful.

			“We are good shoppers, yes?” Omi said, her voice secretive. “We have fun.”

			“We’re the best,” I said, my eyes big, and my voice meeting her hushed tone, “I know the best dress stores, and you know how to pay for the dresses.”

			School started again, and each day when I returned from school with Opa and with Werner, the furniture had been rearranged by what we were taking and what we weren’t taking. Our home looked like a different home each time, while Mutti explained how she decided what to keep. The dining room table: We may not have large parties, so we won’t need it. The hutch where food was stored: It’s big but compact, and it stores so much. We’ll take it. The two bookcases in the sitting room: They’ll fit perfectly in our new apartment. Mutti let me bring my tricycle into the house, and into Pappi’s study so I could ride it in circles, even though I was too big for it.

			One morning at breakfast Opa commented on how big I was getting. “Werner, too, of course,” he added with a look at my brother, “but Reni has really grown.”

			I slid forward in my chair and stretched my head to the ceiling to show them my size. Finally, I was really getting bigger.

			“I think we should go get a couple of dresses for you,” Omi said, “Today.”

			“Really?” I burst out.

			“Yuck,” Werner said, “you sprayed food.”

			Omi continued, “You have grown so fast lately that most of your dresses don’t fit anymore. And you will need something nice for when you see your Pappi again. We will be in Amsterdam soon.”

			I didn’t feel I had grown so much that my dresses didn’t fit, but I wasn’t going to fight shopping, and I wanted to look good for Pappi. I really missed him.

			“And a fine young lady deserves a new dress,” Mutti added.

			“Lady?” Werner asked. “A lady doesn’t spit chewed bread.”

			“Can I get a fancy one?” I asked.

			“Yes, any one that you like,” said Omi.

			“So we can go to Kurfürstendamm, to the fancy stores?”

			The Kurfürstendamm was exciting. It was a wide street with cars, trams, lots of people, and the very best shops.

			“Yes,” said Omi.

			“Just be careful,” said Mutti, “not every store is friendly.”

			“We will only go to the friendly ones,” Omi promised. I nodded in support.

			I jumped out of my chair and gave Omi a big kiss, announcing that I was ready to go. She wiped her cheek with her napkin. She told me to brush my teeth first. It would be the best day. Omi would let me pick out the dresses I loved, even if they were not practical. Mutti would not approve of such fanciness, but Mutti wouldn’t be there, would she?
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Berlin, Germany 
December 1937

			“Werner, Reni, sit down,” Mutti said a few days later after dinner, her voice as hard and cracked as a frozen puddle. “We need to tell you something.”

			We entered the living room. There, in the middle of the room, on the large rug (it’s always been too dark for us—it will stay) lit by one standing lamp, were Opa and Omi. Opa’s comfy chair, with his back pillow and covered armrests, sat empty (too old and worn to take). He had left his chair to sit by Omi; both of them pressed together on one end of the small green sofa (goes so nice with the painting in the hallway, of course we’ll take it). Werner and I sat next to each other on the other end of the sofa. Mutti balanced on the edge of the rocking chair, facing us. Everyone was quiet, waiting.

			“Opa and Omi and I wanted to tell you both how much we love you,” Mutti said. “We are almost packed and ready to go to Amsterdam to join Pappi.” She paused, slid back, and started rocking.

			I looked at Werner.

			“But there’s been a change in plans,” Mutti added. She rocked faster and put her face in her hands.

			Werner put his thumb to his teeth, sliding the nail between his front teeth and pulling it out for a look. I slid my hands under my knees to keep still. I grabbed and ungrabbed my legs like I was a cat trying to get comfy.

			“As much as Omi and I would like to join you,” Opa said, picking up where Mutti left off, “we won’t be coming. We didn’t get the permits—the right papers—we need. We’ll stay here and watch after things. Until you can come home again.”

			“But why?” asked Werner. “I thought we all had permission.” 

			“Only for the three of us,” Mutti said.

			“But why?” he asked again. And his question hung there with no one answering it.
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Amsterdam, the Netherlands 
April 1940

			What I didn’t know as a child was that I was one drop in a flood of Jews leaving Germany. Jews went to Albania, the United States, the Philippines, England, Belgium, China — anywhere they would take us. The United States didn’t let many of us in, so we couldn’t go there, even though it was Pappi’s first choice. Instead, the work Pappi found in the Netherlands meant that at least it was a relatively easy move: “Due west, 650 kilometers,” Werner stated. The Nazis only allowed a certain amount of property and money out of Germany, which was the real reason why we had to cut way back.

			Imagine having to leave behind all you had earned and saved… for people who hated you. We left our spacious Berlin apartment for a small, two-bedroom one in Amsterdam. A moving truck came, and men loaded all our things at once. My Mutti did a wonderful job of paring down all we owned. Opa and Omi took some furniture, bedding, dishes, and flatware and moved into a nearby apartment. They insisted they only needed a little.

			Amsterdam indeed felt like home, with our white dishes with the blue flowered edging, the embroidered linens with Mutti’s initials “GMH,” some pieces of our heavy living room bookcases, and our large dining room hutch. We hung the oil painting of the meadow with the trembling gold hay and a glazed blue heaven in the front hallway. Just as before, Mozart and Verdi played on the Victrola, our wind-up record player, and filled the apartment with the music we loved.

			From 1937 to 1940, life was peaceful and harmonious. We learned to speak Dutch, a language I learned easily and grew to love. Family and friends passed through, some while fleeing from Germany. Opa and Omi were not allowed to move, but they could visit. Mutti’s sister and her husband had also moved to Amsterdam, so we felt some embrace of family. Those were joyful days with trips through the country, and bike rides along canals, outlined by the ordered beauty of tulip rows. I found new friends, like Vera and Kitty, who loved biking as much as I did. And our neighborhood had other German emigrants, including a family named Frank. The shadow of Germany was a distant cloud in the vast Dutch sky. But just as a calm and wispy sky can suddenly grow into thunderheads, so did the billowing threat of the Nazis.

			My beloved grandparents came for a two-week visit in 1938. My eight-year-old self felt the spike of a more permanent good-bye in their hugs, but I could not have known it was the last time I would ever see them. Hitler was on the move, felling Poland the next year, birthing the Second World War. And then, in the spring and summer of 1940, when I was nine years old, Hitler’s armies invaded a string of Western European countries.

			One morning, I tightly tucked the sheets and blanket under my mattress so Mutti could fold up my bed into the wall to “save space”—it was a Dutch way of doing things. I brushed my heavy dark hair and ran to say good-bye to my father before he took the tram to work. He usually heard me coming and put some food on his face or pretended to hide, but this morning he just sat there, holding hands with Mutti at the table. I skidded into his arms as he released Mutti’s hand to catch me, but he didn’t smile like he usually did during our familiar morning ritual. His face was flat and far away.

			“Shhh,” Mutti warned.

			“Shhhh, Reni, it’s not the time,” Werner said, acting all grown-up. Pappi just held me close, my fingers settled on his suit coat arm. 

			I pinched at a small thread end, trying to get it between my fingers. I gave up. No one was eating. The toast and jam sat cooling in the middle of the table. I saw the heat leaking away; I preferred warm toast. That’s when I heard the radio’s voice coming from the large wooden box in the corner. I grabbed two pieces of toast, smeared them with jam, and tried to listen like an adult. I pretended to look thoughtful, cocking my head like Pappi, listening to the very boring voice on the radio. Then I heard the word “Nazi” and froze. It was followed by a voice in German, not Dutch. I was used to German spoken in warm tones at home, but this voice was cold and official-sounding, cutting into our room like a knife.

			“What’s going on?” I asked. My toast clattered back onto the plate. “Shhh….” came the answer.

			For the next five minutes, we just sat there, and I struggled to under­stand what had happened. I stayed in Pappi’s lap, somehow wanting to be smaller, to be tucked safely into his pocket. Finally, Pappi flicked the radio off and explained.

			It looked as if Germany might invade Holland and kill people unless Holland allowed Germany to own the country. If that happened, we might not be safe. Just like before. Living in Berlin seemed like a long time ago to me. Holland felt like home now. I wished Germany would just stay away and let us be.

			“How soon will they come?” “What will they do?” “What will they look like?” “Do they look like regular people?” My questions tumbled out like dead leaves in a strong wind.

			Werner interrupted me. “Reni, stop! Nothing is happening now. Everything is staying the same. That’s what it means.” He stood up from the table and put his dishes next to the sink.

			Pappi spoke. “We don’t know yet what it means. I’m hopeful that Britain and France will fight off the Nazis, and we won’t be occupied. But for now, we watch and listen to see what will change.”

			He got up from the table, hugged us all good-bye, and, from our second story window, I watched him and his hat walk down the sunny sidewalk to the tram. Then I headed off to school, waved good-bye to Mutti with her worried face, and met my best friend, Vera, on the sidewalk outside. We were both in third grade. School was three blocks away. We walked arm in arm for a little bit, skipping over cracks in the sidewalk, our straight brown bobs bouncing. Then she pulled away and reached into her pocket.

			“Look what I made for my doll last night,” she said. I took the small, perfect miniature dress from her and looked it over. It was bright white like a dove. The blue stitching was even across the bottom skirt with no dangling threads, and both shoulder straps were the same length.

			“Oh, it’s perfect. I’ll make an overcoat to go with it so she can wear it in two seasons,” I said.

			I handed the small dress back to Vera, and I looked up the sidewalk at the other people. A woman in high heels rushed toward us, her gaze pinned to where she was going. Two men in suits stood on the sidewalk, laughing and talking over their still-folded newspapers. No one had answered any of my questions this morning. Would I recognize a Nazi when I saw one?

			“Come on, slowpoke,” Vera said. “We’ll be late and miss Principal Beuzemaker’s ‘March of the Students.’”

			We walked up the seven steps into our dark-brick school and joined the remaining students in the hallway.

			Tap. Tap. Tap.

			Principal Beuzemaker stood just inside the hallway. He was bald and forever clad in a light brown suit with a bowtie that struggled against his wide neck. Palm up, fist clenched, he knocked his wedding ring against the stair banister in an even beat that quickened the students’ pace into their classrooms.

			Tap. Tap. Tap.

			Vera and I hung our coats on hooks by the door and sat down at our desks, which were next to each other. We each had a box on our desk that held our ink and pens and a small pile of Shirley Temple cards. These were free in packs of gum that I never chewed. But I loved the cards, as they gave me lots of ideas for doll dresses and hairdos. I thumbed through them now and put the one with Shirley Temple in a green collar and feathered black hat on top. Vera put her favorite card on top, too—the one with the actress’s hands in prayer, while she looks sideways at the camera.

			Miss Pino, with a tight gray bun and kind face, began to write on the board with clean, looping strokes. I loved learning to write, and I loved Miss Pino. She even invited Vera and me to her house once, and we had tea together.

			Part of my love for Miss Pino was also my love for Rudi. She had brought us together: Rudi’s desk was on the other side of me. He was absent that day, but when he was here, it was hard to concentrate. He was always one of the first ones to ask questions in class and was always very confident of his answers, but not in a way that was bad. He had wavy hair, like Werner’s, but thicker, and he didn’t make fun of my Shirley Temple cards like the other boys did. In fact, once he had even picked up my cards when the pile of them had fallen to the floor. A gentleman.

		

	
		
			The Start of War

			

Amsterdam, the Netherlands 
1940-1943

		

	
		
			7

			

Amsterdam, the Netherlands 
May 1940

			Ka-boom. My bed shuddered in the dark. Boom. Boom. More explosions. BOOM. A sharp wind blew into the room as glass like hail showered my bed.

			“Werner!” I shouted over the noise. “Werner!”

			“I’m here! Are you okay?” he said.

			“I don’t know,” I yelled and drew back from the window and billowing curtains. Flames silhouetted buildings and smoke. Werner and I hunkered down behind the end of my bed; Werner put his arms around me.

			Pappi and Mutti stormed in.

			“Reni! Werner! Where are you?” Mutti yelled. Her breath swooped in and out.

			“Here, under the bed,” Werner cried.

			“Come here, let’s go into the kitchen,” Pappi said. He held a flash­light in one hand, and guided Mutti with the other.

			The horrible noises continued outside as we sat huddled around the kitchen table, which was near the back of the apartment. Beyond the terrifying blasts was the dull drone of planes. Mutti began to cry. And that made me cry. She put me in her lap.

			“It’s the Germans, Trudi,” Pappi said. “It’s the invasion; just like they’ve been predicting.”

			“The Nazis?” I asked.

			“Yes,” Pappi said.

			The wisps of talk about invasion had felt too unreal to understand. What did I know of war? The meaning slipped through my fingers no matter how serious it sounded, but not the bombs. This was war I could feel in my bones.

			Every once in awhile we peeked out the windows. Lights caught billowing clouds as they drifted down from the dark, looking like pulsating jellyfish from the deep-sea waters.

			“Parachutes,” Werner whispered, as if they might hear us.

			German and Dutch planes fought overhead, and Pappi said we could be hurt by either of them. War was messy, and in their fighting with each other, we might get killed if we got noticed. And so it was our job to lie low, keep quiet, and stay together.
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