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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mid-July 1940, The attic

      

      

      

      The crash of shattering glass exploded through the silence in the tiny attic where seventeen-year-old Anna Levinstein slept with her family.

      Her eyes flew open. Her body bolted upright on her cot. Could that noise have been another nightmare? She looked around the room and saw the terror on her parents’ faces and the sorrow on her brother’s, and she knew…

      This was no dream.

      “What was that sound?” her mother’s lips moved, but she did not speak. Her face cracked with fear. It was the middle of the day, but they had all been asleep. “What was that?” she repeated without a sound.

      No one answered.

      Then, in a soft voice, Anna’s father said to his wife, “Lillian, I think they’re looking for us. I think the Nazis are in the house.”

      “Dear God,” her mother said.

      Anna’s brother Anselm started coughing. He always coughed whenever he was nervous. Frantically, Anna stood up and ran to him. She covered his mouth with her hand. “They must not hear you,” she whispered to him. “If they hear you, they’ll know where we are.”

      Anslem nodded. His face was scarlet as he tried to stifle the coughing.

      “He’s choking,” her mother said.

      Another crash came from downstairs.

      “They’re searching the house. They are looking for us,” her father said frantically. “You must keep Anselm quiet.”

      Anna and her mother held a pillow over Anselm’s face to dampen the sound of his cough. “Be careful, Anna. We must let him breathe, or we will kill him,” her mother said. Anna nodded.

      “Jew swine, where are you?” They heard a man’s voice coming from downstairs, and it reaffirmed what they feared: the Nazis were searching for them.

      It was horrifying to hear the Nazis tearing the house apart and even more frightening because she could not see what was happening. Her imagination was running wild. Each time she heard glass breaking or heavy things being thrown on the ground, Anna jumped.

      Sweat began to drip into her eyes. She wanted to wipe it away, but she couldn’t dare to move her hand from the pillow she held over her brother’s face.

      Then there was a moment of silence. Outside, Anna heard the sound of a siren, a Gestapo siren. It grew loud and then softer and softer until it faded out.

      Have they gone? Is it possible they decided we were not here and left? Anna prayed. Dear God, could it be that they have gone, and we are safe? A spark of hope filled her with joy, but it was only momentary. Not even a second later, Anna trembled when she heard the heels of Nazi boots as they ascended the stairs toward the tiny hidden attic where the family hid. Each loud step as the boots hit the wooden floor reverberated through her body. Anna’s father sighed as he walked over to stand beside the rest of his family. He put his arm around Anna and held her mother’s hand. “They’re heading right for the attic. It looks like they know there’s a hidden attic here. Someone must have turned us in,” he said sadly.

      “But who? Why?” Anna’s mother asked, her voice filled with despair.

      Anna’s father shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know, Lillian. I don’t know. But no matter what happens, at least we are together.”

      With each deafening step, Anna felt more and more desperation. She wished she could jump out the window and run away, but it was too high. Besides, she would never leave her family to face this alone. They were just waiting now. There was nothing else to do. There was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. The Gestapo agent is getting closer. Could it be they don’t know about this attic? Is it possible that they are just checking upstairs in the house? Maybe they will go away. Anna’s young, idealistic mind sought comfort.

      But the comforting thoughts were obliterated by a ferocious kick to the hidden door. It burst open as it flew off its hinges, revealing the terrified Jewish family.

      Anslem coughed harder as Anna released the pillow. There was no point in silencing him now. They’d been discovered, and now they must face whatever the Nazis had in store for them.

      “Jews,” a giant man in a Gestapo uniform said. “We knew you were here, you sneaky rats.”

      There were two of them. Two Gestapo agents came to arrest her defenseless family. But only the giant entered the attic. The other one stood behind him. Anna felt herself fill with panic. They were helpless.

      Anna glanced up into the giant’s eyes. She was hoping she would see some sympathy. But she saw no humanity, none at all. His eyes were dark and hard, devoid of emotion. Anna’s heart beat fast, and her chest ached. What are they going to do with us? Are they going to shoot us right here, right now? I am so scared. Dear God, help me; I am so afraid. What does it feel like to die? Will it hurt? And what about my family? I can’t bear to watch them die or, worse, watch them suffer. The Nazis might take us away. But where? Maybe somewhere to work? But will we be together if they take us, or will they separate us? Dear God, please help us. I beg you, please.

      “Don’t hurt us. Please, please don’t hurt us,” Anna’s mother pleaded. Anna saw her mother’s knuckles turn white as she clung to Anselm’s shoulder.

      The giant slapped Anna’s mother across the face with the back of his hand. “Don’t speak to me, Jew. Don’t speak unless I tell you to.” Then he looked Anna up and down and said to his partner, “Too bad it’s illegal to fornicate with Jews. I’d like to have my way with that young one.”

      Anna felt her breath catch in her throat. No, please, not that. Please, God, not that.

      The giant was mumbling obscenities. Filthy terrible obscenities. Anna wanted to cover her ears with her hands, but she dared not move. Then the giant’s voice grew muffled, and she couldn’t hear him. In her mind, she heard her bubbies voice. It was strong and clear, even though her bubbie had been dead for years. “Be brave, Annaleh. Be brave.”

      But I am not brave like you, bubbie. I’m scared.

      “I know, Annaleh. That’s when you must look deep into your heart to find courage. Your parents were brave. They escaped pogroms in Russia. You come from strong stock. It’s in your blood. Be brave…”

      “Let’s go. Move, mach schnell!” The giant said, nudging Anna’s father with the butt of his rifle. “Right now, you lazy pigs. All of you.”

      Anna held on to the side of the bed and eased herself up, but then the room went dark. She reached up and touched her face. It was wet with tears. She didn’t even realize she was crying. Then, silver and black floaters appeared in her eyes, and they were all she could see. Her heart pounded loudly in her ears. She could no longer see or hear the giant, but she knew he was there. Anna lost all strength in her legs and fell to the floor, fainting.
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        June 1929, Austria

      

      

      It was the last day of school before summer vacation began. Elica’s third-grade class buzzed with excitement as they waited in the hallway for the teacher to come and open the classroom. As Elica approached, all the girls said hello, hoping she would stand with them and be a part of their crowd. Elica was by far the prettiest and most popular girl at school. Everyone wanted to be her friend. Even though the boys had not yet become interested in girls, they, too, looked at Elica with a certain reverence that was reserved for truly beautiful girls.

      Elica was always polite. She smiled at them as if she were a queen or a princess when she was little more than a poor girl who was the daughter of a factory worker and a maid. She looked around at all the faces in the hallway until she saw Bernie.

      “Bernie!” Elica said as she rushed over to her.

      “I am so glad it’s the last day,” Bernie said.

      “Me too. I can’t wait to get out of here for the summer.”

      “We’ll have so much fun,” Bernie smiled. “Maybe I can even get you interested in playing sports.”

      “Don’t count on it,” Elica said. “Last time we played, I chipped my nail polish; believe me, it’s hard to get nail polish. I had to swap stuff with the older girl who lives upstairs before she let me use hers.”

      Bernie laughed, “Should I ask what you had to give her?”

      “My red hair ribbon. I’ve regretted it ever since.”

      Just then, a heavy-set girl with blonde hair and a thick nose began pushing a small boy slightly built. “Don’t come back to this school next year. You hear me? We don’t want Jews in our school.” The large girl said.

      “Leave me alone,” the little boy yelped, “please, just leave me alone.”

      “Leave me alone,” the large girl imitated him. Then she punched the boy in the face, knocking off his glasses.

      “Looks like Dagna Hofer is at it again. She’s beating up Michael Feinstein.”

      Dagna kicked the boy in the stomach, and he winced in pain. The entire class was watching, but no one moved. They were afraid of Dagna. Even the boys.

      “I have to do something,” Bernie said. “I can’t let her kill him. He’s so small and skinny, and she’s huge.”

      “I know she is. Aren’t you scared of her?”

      “Not at all,” Bernie said, but Elica could see that Bernie was afraid of Dagna. “But she’d never hurt you, Elica. Dagna follows you around like a puppy.”

      “I know she’s strange. She wants to be my friend in the worst way.”

      “Everyone wants to be your friend because you’re so pretty. You look like a movie actress.”

      Elica laughed, but her face told Bernie she was enjoying the compliment.

      “Hey, why don’t you come with me and talk to Dagna? She’ll leave Michael alone if you tell her to. She would never listen to me, but she’ll listen to you, Elica.”

      “You really want me to talk to her?”

      “Yes, I do. I mean, think about it. Anna is Jewish, and she’s our best friend. We should stand up for Jews. It’s not right for Dagna to beat Michael up for no reason. I mean, just because he’s Jewish.”

      “You’re right,” Elica said.

      “I know I am. He’s crying, and everyone is just watching. No one is helping! We have to do something.”

      “Let’s go,” Elica said, and she walked over to where Dagna stood over the boy. “What are you doing?” Elica asked.

      “He’s a Jew. He doesn’t belong in our school.”

      “You have no right to treat him that way. I am very disappointed in you,” Elica said. She used the sentence that the teacher Frau Hauptmann used when she wanted to make one of her pupils feel guilty about their bad behavior.

      “I’m sorry, Elica,” Dagna said.

      “You should be.”

      Then the teacher opened the door to the classroom, and the last day of school began.

      After school that same afternoon, Elica and Bernie walked almost a mile to the more affluent part of town. They waited outside the Jewish school for their best friend, Anna.

      Anna saw Elica first and waved to her. Both Elica and Bernie waved back. “Let’s go to our special place,” Bernie said.

      “All right, but I have to go home and change,” Anna said. “I can’t believe school is out for the summer. I am so happy.”

      “So are we,” Bernie said.

      The girls walked towards Anna’s home.

      “We had a terrible thing happen with Dagna today. Do you remember her?” Elica grunted.

      “Of course. How could I ever forget her? She’s like a monster,” Anna said.

      “Well, Dagna was beating up a boy in our class, and Bernie wanted to defend him. I was really proud of Bernie. She’s so brave.” Elica smiled, looking at Bernie.

      “Bernie is always brave! I love that about her.” Anna smiled at Bernie and added, “I wish I went to school with you girls. I miss so much by going to the Jewish school.”

      “We wish you did, too,” Bernie said.

      They were in front of Anna’s house. “Do you want to come in?”

      “No, we’ll meet you at our special place in an hour,” Elica said. “I don’t want to see my mother. She’ll ask me too many questions. She’s always telling me I have to be careful around you because she’s your family’s housekeeper.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be busy working. But I understand how you feel. You’re my best friend, and we know each other through and through. So don’t worry, just always be yourself around me. That’s why I love you. I’ll be there in an hour.”
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      The three eight-year-old girls sat under the welcomed shade of a leafy elm tree. It had been an unusually hot day. But now, the sun was no longer high in the sky, and the temperature had just dropped, giving them some relief from the day’s heat.

      Anna chewed her fingernail. Her parents expected her home before dark, and she knew her mother would be worried and angry that she’d stayed out so late. But when Elica and Bernie told her to come to the park for this meeting, Anna didn’t want to be the only one to say she had to be home. Her friends meant a lot to her, and she wanted to fit in, so she stayed, even if it meant receiving punishment for disobeying her parents.

      Elica shook back her long blonde braids. In her right hand, she held a lit candle. “Today, my dear friends, we will make a blood pact,” she said, her voice official and serious even though she was only a child. “No matter what happens, we will be blood sisters and always stick together. Through thick and thin.”

      “Blood sisters?” Bernie questioned.

      “Blood sisters,” Elica nodded.

      “What’s a blood sister?” Bernie asked.

      “I think I know what it means,” Anna said. “I think it means we must cut ourselves and mix our blood. Isn’t that right?”

      “You’re right. That is exactly what we must do, and as we cut ourselves and mix our blood, we must make a pact. A pact to always stand by each other, no matter what happens in our lives. Even though we were born to different parents, we are true sisters. We have a pact. We are blood sisters forever,” Elica said. “Now, I brought this little tin box. This will be our secret box. If we want to leave a letter for each other, we can leave it here. We will also leave notes about our deepest feelings. We will share things in this tin that no one else will know about. It will be very special because it will be our secret.”

      “But what if someone finds it?” Bernie asked.

      “They won’t because we will bury it, and no one else will ever know where it is.” Elica put the tin box down on the ground. “All right, let’s cut ourselves. Are you ready to be blood sisters?”

      “I hate to cut myself,” Bernie said, grumbling.

      “Don’t be such a baby. We have to do this. Do you want me to do it for you?” Elica said.

      “Yes. Please. I can’t even look. I hate the sight of blood,” Bernie said.

      Elica took the knife she’d brought from home and quickly cut Bernie’s hand. Then she turned to Anna. “Do you want me to cut you?”

      “I can do it,” Anna said, taking the knife and quickly slicing a surface cut into her palm.

      Elica nodded, then she took the knife from Anna and cut herself.

      The girls put their hands together until each had blended their blood with the others. “We must have a secret name. Our secret name will be Sister’s in Blood,” Elica said.

      “Sisters in Blood,” Bernie repeated.

      “Sisters in blood,” Anna said, smiling.

      “Yes, that name will be our secret, and we will only speak it aloud when we are alone. Does everyone agree?”

      Anna and Bernie nodded.

      Elica smiled at them. “Good. Now, go home and clean up your wound. But don’t tell your mutti or vater how you got the cut. They would be mad if they knew we had cut ourselves,” Elica said.

      “That’s true,” Bernie answered, “and it still hurts.”

      Then, out of the darkness, came a familiar voice. The girls recognized the voice right away. It was Dagna. She walked over to them, a half-smile on her face.

      She was a short, heavy-set red-faced girl the same age as the others. “You can be sure they would be very angry,” Dagna said. “After all, you just cut yourselves and mixed your blood with the blood of a Jew.”

      “Shut up,” Elica said. “Anna is our friend, and she is our sister now.”

      “She’s still and always will be a Jew,” Dagna said.

      “Get out of here. Go home,” Bernie said.

      “Don’t forget, I know your secret,” Dagna said. “I know you have Jew blood in you.”

      “Shut up,” Elica growled.

      Anna felt small and ashamed. The girls had always been careful not to mention Anna’s religion, even though they all knew that being Jewish made Anna different. But Dagna had just burst that bubble. She had just given voice to all of Anna’s insecurities, and right now, Anna wished she could crawl into a hole in the ground and disappear.

      Dagna giggled. “Oh, don’t be that way, Elica. You needn’t worry. I won’t tell a soul. You can trust me to keep your secret. All I want is to be a part of your club.”

      Elica glanced at Bernie. Then she shot a quick embarrassed glance at Anna. None of them liked Dagna, but they knew she was right. Jews were not popular, so their parents would not be happy to learn that they’d mixed blood like this. “What do you think?” Elica asked Bernie.

      Bernie shrugged.

      “Anna?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I should just leave the group.”

      “You can’t. Not anymore. You’re our sister now and forever,” Elica said.

      “We already mixed our blood,” Bernie said. “Besides, it’s not fair that you should have to leave.”

      “I don’t know what to do. I don’t want you to allow someone into the club just because of me,” Anna said, looking away.

      Elica glared at Dagna. Then she handed her the knife. “Well, I can’t see any way out of it. So, here is the knife. Go on and cut yourself. Then you can be in our club.”

      “I’ll do it. I’ll mix blood with you and Bernie, but not with that Jew.”

      Anna’s face grew red. She stood up and clumsily brushed off her skirt. “I should get home. It’s late.” She turned away so that Bernie and Elica could not see that she was crying.

      “Don’t cry,” Bernie said to Anna. Then she stood up and put her arm around Anna’s shoulder. “It’s all right. Don’t leave. Elica and I don’t care what Dagna thinks or says.” She steered Anna to sit back down.

      “Go ahead, tell on us if you have to. Just get out of here,” Elica growled, staring into Dagna’s eyes.

      “I will tell if you don’t let me in the club.”

      Dagna sat down defiantly. Bernie walked over to Dagna and kicked her in the shin.

      “Ow, what did you do that for?” Dagna asked.

      “Because I hate you. That’s why,” Bernie said, “you make everything ugly.”

      Elica stared at Dagna. Then Anna said, “just let her in. I don’t care if she mixes blood with me or not. I just don’t want you two to get into trouble, and if she tells on us, you will.”

      “Fine,” Elica said, slamming the knife down onto the ground, then she glared at Dagna, “cut your palm.”

      Dagna quickly sliced her hand. She winced in pain and looked at Elica and Bernie defiantly. Then she put out her hand and mixed blood with Elica. Next, she mixed it with Bernie. “Not you,” she said to Anna.

      Anna shrugged. “That’s fine with me. I never liked you anyway.”

      “Jew,” Dagna said.

      “Stop it. Right now, or you’re out of this club no matter what you threaten to tell our parents,” Bernie said, her eyes fixed on Dagna.

      “Sorry,” Dagna said, but she didn’t look sorry. She looked smug, “So, now we are sisters. We will always be friends forever.”

      “Yes,” Elica admitted, then adding under her breath, “even though we don’t really like you that much.”

      “But blood is blood,” Bernie said, “And I suppose we are sisters. Blood sisters. Those are the rules of mixing blood.” Then she gave Anna and Elica a look that said she wasn’t happy about having Dagna as part of the group. Turning to Dagna, Bernie admitted, “Even though you are my blood sister, I still hate you, and I hope you bleed to death.”

      “No matter what you think of me, I am one of the Blood sisters. You’ll see. You’ll be glad I joined, Bernie. Both you and Elica are little runts. You can’t defend yourselves. But I am big and strong, and if anyone bothers either of you, I’ll make them sorry they did.”

      “What about Anna? She’s the smallest and skinniest of all of us. If you want to be our friend, you have to be nice to Anna too. After all, she is also our sister. If you don’t treat her nicely, we won’t accept you,” Bernie said firmly.

      “I don’t like her. She’s a Jew, and if you don’t treat me nicely, I’ll tell on you. I’ll tell your parents that you cut yourself and mixed your blood with a Jew. I am warning you; they won’t be happy,” Dagna said.

      Bernie and Elica glared at her, but they knew she was right.
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        Two years later.

      

      

      Anna watched a boy in the sandbox as the four blood sisters sat side by side on the swings at the park. The boy was the same age as they were; Anna knew this because she knew his family. They lived across the street from Elica. The boy’s name was Tim, and she’d overheard her mother say he was born with some sort of mental defect. She wasn’t sure what that meant. But as she watched him drooling, picking his nose, and laughing to himself, she knew he was very different. It was a terrible rachmones, a pity, her mother had said. Now, as she was watching Tim, she could see why.

      The other girls weren’t paying much attention to him. But Anna couldn’t help but feel sorry for the boy.

      Dagna was kicking the sand under the swings when Elica interrupted the silence. “I have this dream,” Elica admitted excitedly. “There is this doll that I saw in the window of Zimmerman’s toy store. She is the most beautiful doll I have ever seen, and I want her more than anything in the world. Every night before I go to sleep, I pray to God that somehow she will be mine.”

      “Your parents are poor. Your mother is a maid, a maid at Anna’s house.” Dagna glared at Anna, who turned bright red with embarrassment. “It must be nice to have a maid,” Dagna said to Anna, who didn’t answer. Then she turned her attention back to Elica. “Your mother is a maid, and your father hardly works. When he gets work, it’s in a factory that hardly pays much. So, come on, you know as well as I do they don’t have money for fancy dolls,” Dagna said.

      “Maybe they will get it somehow on my birthday. If not by then, maybe by Christmas,” Elica said, wrapping her arms around her chest. “You don’t know. Maybe they’re saving money to buy it for me.”

      “Be serious. You have four brothers. I am sure your parents have to find enough money to buy them new shoes all the time. Boy’s feet grow so fast,” Dagna said.

      “I don’t care what you say. I can dream, and I still want that doll. She is the prettiest doll in the world. If she was mine, I would name her Mary. Have any of you seen her? She’s in the window of the toy store.”

      “I don’t like dolls. So, I didn’t look. Sorry.” Bernie shrugged.

      “What about you, Anna? Did you see her?”

      Anna nodded. “Yes, she’s quite beautiful. She has light blonde hair like yours, Elica, and the same color eyes as yours.”

      “I know. That’s why I should be her mom. We look so much alike.”

      “Yes, you do,” Anna said.

      The four girls swung silently for a few moments. Then Elica started singing, and Bernie joined in. Dagna stumbled with the words, but Anna didn’t sing. She was lost in thought. What Anna didn’t tell Elica, couldn’t bear to tell her, was when her parents asked her what she wanted for her upcoming birthday, and before she’d known that Elica wanted the doll, Anna had told her parents that she wanted that very same doll. But now that she had discovered that Elica wanted it, she hoped her parents would not get it for her. In fact, when she goes home for lunch today, she will tell her mother that she has changed her mind and that she really doesn’t want the doll at all. Anna knew it would hurt Elica’s feelings if Anna received that doll. It would slap Elica in the face with the fact that Anna’s parents could afford to buy the doll, and Elica’s could not. These thoughts brought back memories. Memories of how Anna and Elica had first met.

      Elica’s mother was the maid at Anna’s home. Until Elica was old enough to go to school, her mother begged Anna’s mother to allow her to bring her daughter to work with her. Elica’s father had been employed at one of the factories. He worked long hours, and no one was available to watch their child. Anna’s mother was reluctant at first. Anna overheard her mother telling her father that she was afraid that having the maid’s daughter around would not be good for Anna. But her father had shrugged it off as nonsense.

      “Frau Frey has always been a good maid to our family. She has a little girl who needs to be with her mother. How can we not understand this? We must allow her to come with her mother. It’s a mitzvah, Lillian,” her father said.

      They were Jewish, but not at all religious. Sometimes they went to the synagogue on high holidays, but did not celebrate the Sabbath each week. Even though they were not religious, her father was a warm-hearted man who loved to participate in mitzvahs, good deeds.

      “If you say so. I just don’t know if we should allow our daughter to become so friendly with the goyim, the non-Jews,” her mother said.

      “Anna is so young. What is it you’re so worried about? Are you afraid she will find some shagitz, a wild non-Jewish boy, and get married?” her father, Michael, asked.

      “It’s not that I think she is going to marry one of them. I realize she is too young to worry about that. It’s just that I would prefer for her to associate with other Jewish children, not spend her time with a little shiksa, a non-Jewish girl. If that little girl is here every day, I am sure they will become good friends.”

      “A friendship is always a good thing. No matter if people come from different backgrounds or not.”

      “Of course, a friendship from afar is good. But don’t you think there is going to be resentment? This child of Frau Frey comes from a poor family. She will see all the nice things our daughter has, and she will grow to be resentful.”

      “Stop, Lilian. You should hear yourself talk. It’s ugly to be so unkind. We are blessed and fortunate. Try to find it in your heart to be kind and generous to those who have less than we do. We’ll give Frau Frey a raise. We can afford it. So, please.”

      Lilian said, “if you insist, Michael.”

      “I insist we try,” he said.

      At the time, Anna had not fully understood what they were saying. But as she grew older, the words her parents had spoken stayed in her mind, and she came to see how clear the divide was between the wealthy and the poor.

      Elica, Bernie, and Dagna were talking about something, but Anna wasn’t listening. She was still lost in her own thoughts.

      Anna closed her eyes and remembered the first time she saw Elica. It was the afternoon following the day she’d overheard her parents talking. Anna’s father suggested that Elica’s mother, Allis Frey, bring Elica to meet the family. “If all goes well,” Anna had heard her father say, “your daughter can come to work with you and play with Anna while you work.”

      The next day, Anna’s father called her to come down to the living room. When Anna walked into the living room, she saw Elica and thought Elica to be the prettiest girl she’d ever seen. Her parents sat across from Elica’s mother, who held Elica on her lap. She was beautiful, like a porcelain doll. Her long golden curls were in a half ponytail with a little pink ribbon, and her eyes were soft pale blue. She blinked, and Anna glimpsed her long eyelashes as Elica looked away. Elica seemed to be very shy. Anna smiled at Elica.

      “Hello. It’s so nice to meet you,” Anna said.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too,” Elica replied.

      Anna found herself beaming when her father turned to her mother after a few seconds and said, “I don’t see any problem with this.”

      Her mother didn’t answer. She just shook her head and shrugged.

      Then, to Anna’s pure delight, she heard her father say, “Of course, you can bring your daughter with you, Allis. She’ll play with Anna.”

      At first, Elica was very shy and withdrawn. But Anna had been persistent in helping her to open up. Whenever Elica arrived with her mother, Anna would rush over and invite her to the playroom. It was there that Elica lost all sense of shyness. She seemed to enjoy Anna’s endless selection of toys. So, as the weeks went by, a friendship grew between them.

      Anna loved the days when Elica came to play with her. Both girls admitted that they hated Frau Frey’s day off. Time passed, and Elica and Anna became inseparable. Then both girls started school, and that was where Elica met Bernie. When she first told Anna about Bernie, Anna was jealous. But then Elica insisted on introducing Bernie to Anna. She arranged a meeting between the three of them after school one day. They were to meet at the park. At first, Anna was not happy about meeting Bernie. But once she met her, Anna found that she liked Bernie despite herself. Bernie was kind and funny, and she always won when they played any athletic games. But she was generous, outspoken, and fair. Soon, the three were best friends.

      But from the beginning, from the first time Anna had seen Dagna, she knew Dagna had a mean spirit. She was not a pretty girl, but it was obvious that she wanted so much to be part of the group. Yet Dagna was openly cruel to Anna. And although she’d found a way to join the blood sisters, she always remained an outsider.

      Just then, a group of five boys, the tough fellows from the school Bernie and Elica attended, walked into the park. They were speaking loudly, and it brought Anna’s thoughts back to the present moment. One tall, slender boy with stick-straight hair the color of cinnamon carried a bat and a ball.

      “Hello,” he said, glancing at Anna, “I’m Oliver. I don’t think we’ve ever met. But you sure are pretty.”

      Anna blushed as she shook her head. “No, I don’t think we have met.”

      “You don’t go to school with Elica and Bernie. Do you?”

      Anna shook her head.

      “No, she goes to the Jew school,” Dagna blurted out.

      “Who asked you?” Oliver said to Dagna.

      “You don’t have to be so rude,” Dagna said indignantly.

      “Neither do you,” Oliver answered.

      “Hello. It’s good to see you,” Rolf, a handsome, tall, dark-haired boy, interrupted. He was smiling at Elica.

      Elica blushed and looked away.

      The other boys elbowed each other until one of them fell down. Then they all started laughing.

      “You fellows are such clowns,” Bernie said.

      “Are we?” Rolf asked in a condescending tone. “Why don’t you let your hair grow? You look like a boy. Didn’t your folks ever tell you that girls are supposed to be well groomed and pretty, not scrappy with short, straggly hair?”

      “Shut up, Rolf. Bernie’s mother is all alone. Her father is dead,” Dagna said.

      “Really, I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” Rolf said, but his voice lacked sincerity. “As always, thanks for sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong, Dagna. No one was talking to you. Besides, you couldn’t look pretty even if you spent a month trying to groom yourself. You’re just downright ugly,” Rolf said. The other boys began to laugh again, but Oliver wasn’t laughing. He was looking at the ground, glancing up shyly at Anna.

      Anna looked away.

      Then Rolf cleared his throat and tried to sound as if he cared as he said to Bernie, “No, really, I mean, you can’t blame me. How was I supposed to know this stuff?” But he wasn’t looking at Bernie. He was watching Elica, who was red-faced and could not meet his gaze.

      The tension was high. Anna could see that Elica liked Rolf, and he liked her. But she was sure that Elica’s loyalty would be towards her friend and not some boy who didn’t matter. Bernie didn’t want people to know about her business. Anna knew her well enough to know that. She usually had a comeback for any hurtful comment people made, but talking about her parents left Bernie speechless.

      Bernie seemed to be searching for something clever to say to put Rolf in his place, but Rolf had lost interest in the girls. He looked away from them, his fascination turning to something else.

      Meanwhile, Oliver moved closer to Anna. He spoke quietly so the others couldn’t hear him. “I like you, Anna. Someday, I am going to marry you.”

      Anna’s face grew hot. She turned away, embarrassed and not knowing what to say. Then Rolf’s loud laughter interrupted the awkward moment.

      Rolf had spotted Tim in the sandbox. “Look who’s here. The neighborhood idiot,” Rolf said.

      The boys began laughing. Dagna was laughing, too. But Anna could see by observing Dagna closely that it was a nervous laugh. Dagna’s glad that they aren’t criticizing her anymore. She’s glad that they are fixing their cruelty on poor Tim. I hope this doesn’t end badly. But I don’t know what to do to stop it. Anna thought.

      “Should we have a little fun with the idiot?” Peter, one of the boys, suggested.

      “Hey idiot, are you having fun playing in the sandbox like a little baby?” Rolf said, and the boys broke into laughter again. Even Oliver laughed, but Anna thought she could see that he didn’t like where this was going either. He was only laughing to hide his own feelings of discomfort.

      Tim had filled a bucket with sand and was trying to build a sandcastle, but the sand was too dry. It fell in a heap when he turned the bucket over. Peter stepped into the sandbox and kicked the sand into Tim’s eyes.

      “Don’t,” Tim moaned.

      “Don’t,” Rolf mimicked him. “Why not?”

      “Just leave me alone.” Tim sounded like he was ready to cry.

      “Nope, we’re not going to leave you alone, idiot,” another boy said.

      “Leave me alone, or I swear I’ll tell.”

      “Awww, I’m scared. Real scared,” Rolf said sarcastically.

      “Just leave him alone,” Oliver suggested, trying to turn Rolf’s attention away from Tim. “Come on, let’s go play ball.”

      “This is more fun.” Rolf nudged Peter, and they both laughed. Then Rolf kicked sand at Tim, and suddenly Tim was angry. He stood up and began beating his fists on the trunk of a tree. His knuckles were bleeding, but Tim didn’t stop. Then he ran over to Rolf and started hitting him with bloody hands.

      “Take it easy, you idiot,” Rolf said, pushing Tim away. Tim fell and grabbed onto Rolf’s legs. He was pounding his head against Rolf’s knee.

      “Leave me alone. I told you to leave me alone,” Tim said. Drool was dripping from the side of his mouth down his chin.

      “He’s disgusting,” Peter said. “He’s drooling all over you, Rolf.”

      Rolf tried to break free, but Tim was strong and held on to Rolf’s legs. He bit into Rolf’s calf. Rolf let out a scream. “He bit me. The little bastard bit me,” he said.

      Peter picked up a rock and threw it at Tim. It hit Tim in the face. Tim let out a scream and released Rolf. Then he put his hand up to his cheek where he’d been hit. Blood flowed freely. Tim looked at his fingers covered in blood and began to wail.

      Bernie glared at Rolf and his friends. “You hurt him. Can’t you see he’s not right in the head? How dare you do something like this? What are you thinking?”

      Bernie went over to Tim. She unbuttoned the bottom of her white blouse and began to wipe the blood from Tim’s face. He cooed under her gentle touch. She shook her head at Rolf. “You are a sadist,” she said.

      Rolf looked at Bernie with the slightest bit of guilt in his eyes. Then he turned to his friends and said, “I’ve had enough of this. Let’s get out of here and play ball.”

      Bernie has a way of bringing civility to every situation. Look at her. Even Rolf feels guilty under her scrutiny. Anna thought.

      After the boys went to play ball on the other side of the park, Anna and Bernie helped Tim to get up on his feet, and then, with Elica by their side, they walked him home while Dagna trailed behind.
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      It was Anna Levinstein’s twelfth birthday, and her parents decorated the house for her birthday party. For weeks before the party, her mother had tried to encourage Anna to invite all children in her class at the Jewish school Anna attended. Anna invited several Jewish classmates, but to her mother’s disappointment, she insisted on inviting Elica, Bernie, and even Dagna.

      “They won’t be comfortable with your Jewish friends, and your Jewish friends won’t be comfortable with them,” Frau Levinstein said. “There is a difference in the way we live and the way the goyim live. Your girlfriends will feel out of place here. You wouldn’t want that now, would you?”

      Anna took a long breath. “Mom, I know you mean well. But Elica and Bernie are my best friends. I just wouldn’t, I just couldn’t, have a birthday party without them.”

      Her mother shook her head. “And what about that Dagna? She’s a coarse little thing. What kind of family does she come from?”

      “You know what kind of family she comes from,” Anna said. “Her parents are poor and uneducated. You tell me this all the time about my friends. So, I don’t know why you are asking me this now.”

      “I am asking you because I want you to realize that although you like them, these girls are lower class, Annaleh. They are going to bring you down.”

      “I don’t care about their class. I don’t particularly care for Dagna, but Elica and Bernie are my best friends.”

      Anna’s mother just shook her head and walked out of the room.

      The children arrived at eleven thirty that morning. The party was a luncheon, and Frau Levinstein had gone out of her way to have it catered by a kosher restaurant. Although she did not keep kosher in her home, she thought that perhaps the families of Anna’s classmates might keep kosher. She wanted to be sure that they were able to enjoy the food. The party room looked lovely, with white tablecloths and pretty party favors at each place setting. On a table in the corner sat a sheet cake, beautifully decorated with icing flowers in blush pink, which was Anna’s favorite color. Another table covered with a white tablecloth and a pink bow sat beside the cake table. This table was for everyone to place the gifts they’d brought.

      The girls wore pretty cotton dresses, which looked like they came from one of the fine department stores in town. The boys wore jackets and ties, which they continually fiddled with, trying to make them less uncomfortable.

      Frau Levinstein was right. Anna’s non-Jewish friends stood out in their inexpensive, well-worn dresses. But Anna didn’t care. In fact, she didn’t even notice. As soon as she saw Elica and Bernie, she ran over to them and gave them both a big hug. Then she noticed Dagna standing alone and hugged her, too. “I’m so glad all of you could come,” Anna said, beaming.

      “I brought you a gift,” Bernie said.

      “Thank you,” Anna said, taking the small box wrapped in brown paper.

      “It’s not much.”

      “I don’t care. I’ll cherish it forever,” Anna said, “because it’s from you.”

      “I wanted to bring you something, but my mom said there wasn’t enough money for me to spend on gifts,” Elica said as she looked down at the floor.

      “It’s all right. I don’t care about the presents. I’m just glad you could come and celebrate my birthday with me,” Anna smiled brightly at Elica.

      Dagna didn’t bring a gift. Her dress was even shabbier than Elica’s and Bernie’s, and her hair was matted and uncombed. She looked around at the well-groomed children uncomfortably.

      Anna walked over and put her arm around Dagna’s shoulder. “I’m so glad you could come,” she said. Anna whispered softly to Bernie and Elica, “I’ve decided that you two are going to sit on either side of me at the head of the table.”
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      A bell tinged, and everyone found their place cards, and within a few minutes, they were all seated at the table. Each place setting had a small package of candy-covered nuts tied with a pink ribbon.

      Anna glanced around the room. Her mother had insisted she invite everyone in her class. And now, forty children were seated in a large airy room. “You don’t want anyone to feel left out, do you?” her mother had said when she was hand-addressing the invitations.

      What could Anna say? Of course, she didn’t want anyone to feel left out. But she hardly knew any of these children. Except for her good friends, Elica and Bernie, she was a loner. She was a shy girl who loved spending time in her room with her two cats and a pile of books. In fact, nothing gave her more joy than a trip to the library, where she knew she was bound to meet a whole group of new bookish friends.

      Frau Levinstein had hired two additional maids besides Elica’s mother to serve at the birthday party.

      There were platters and platters of thick white bread and fresh fruit. There were thick spicy beef sausages, bowls of mustard, and appetizing bowls of vinegar potato salad.

      Anna saw Dagna and Bernie’s eyes light up when they saw all the food, and for the first time, she realized they did not have access to food like this at home. The thought made her sad, and she wanted to get up and hug them both. But she dared not. Her mother would have been furious if she had abandoned table manners. Her mother had been so adamant that she learned and practiced.

      Then Anna noticed Elica. Elica was trying to avert her eyes from her mother, who was serving the food at the table. Elica looked uneasy and embarrassed. Anna had never considered that Elica would be ashamed of her mother being the maid. She had never really even thought about it. But now, it struck her like a bolt of lightning. Suddenly, she was aware of the class division between herself and her closest friends for the first time. She knew this divide would grow larger rather than smaller as they grew older. All the children were eating, talking, and laughing. It was her party, but Anna couldn’t eat. In fact, she felt like crying.
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      After lunch, a magician came to entertain the group. He did magic tricks. Then he suddenly pulled a bunch of flowers out of a hat, which he handed to Anna. She smiled and thanked him. He bowed and told jokes, which made everyone laugh. Anna tried to laugh. She tried hard to lose herself in the joy of her birthday. Even as a child, she was a deep, thoughtful girl, and she was afraid that her friendships with Elica and Bernie might not withstand the teenage years to come. This made her sad.

      “Shall we open the presents?” Frau Levinstein asked Anna, “Or shall we have cake first?”

      “Let’s have cake.” Anna smiled. Then she got up and walked over to her mother. “I would rather open my gifts later, alone. I don’t want to open them at the party.”

      “And why is that? You always enjoyed opening your birthday presents, Anna. Don’t you feel well?”

      “I’m fine. It’s just that I am afraid that my birthday presents might make my friends feel uncomfortable. I know that Elica and Dagna weren’t able to bring gifts.”

      “Oh, I see,” Frau Levinstein said, “you are starting to see that you and these friends of yours come from different worlds, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t know. I just don’t want to open the presents until I am alone.”

      “All right. It’s your birthday. However, your father and I are going to give you your gift right after everyone finishes their cake.”

      Anna cringed. She knew what her gift was. She knew because the other day, Elica had mentioned that she walked by the toy store and saw that the doll she’d wanted so badly was gone. “Someone bought her,” Elica said. “I wanted her so much. I even named her. I was making doll clothes out of an old sheet for her too. But now, she’s gone.”

      “Maybe your mom bought her for you,” Dagna said. “Isn’t your birthday coming up?”

      Elica’s birthday was two weeks after Anna’s. In fact, that was one of the first things they’d discussed that had brought them closer together. “Yes, but I doubt my mother would spend much money on a doll for me. We can’t afford it.”

      Just hearing these words made Anna cringe inside. She knew for sure who had bought it.

      Everyone finished their cake. Then Anna’s mother brought a large box wrapped with pretty pink paper and a matching bow. “Happy birthday, darling,” her mother said. “This is your gift from your papa and me. He can’t be here today, because he had to go to work to take care of some things. But you know your papa loves you and wishes you the happiest birthday.”

      Anna smiled, but inside, her stomach was grinding. She didn’t want to open this box while Elica sat across the table. She knew that Elica was going to be devastated when she saw the doll. Frau Frey stood on the fringes of the group. There was a worried look on her face. Anna realized that Elica’s mother knew what was in the box. In fact, she’d probably wrapped it. Anna thought that Elica’s mother felt very sad and inadequate.

      “Open your present,” Anna’s mother said, oblivious to the situation.

      Anna’s hands trembled as she carefully removed the paper from the box. She felt dizzy and hoped she wouldn’t vomit when she took the lid off the box.

      “Hold her up so everyone can see her,” Anna’s mother said, taking the doll away from Anna and holding her up so everyone in the room could see.

      The girls gasped. But Anna didn’t care. She couldn’t take her eyes off Elica, whose face had turned white. Elica got up and ran out of the room. No one noticed except Anna and Frau Frey, Elica’s mother.

      Bernie got up and followed Elica, and then Dagna followed Bernie.

      Anna assumed her friends had left because she did not see them anymore that afternoon.

      The party ended, and all the children went home. Anna was tired and upset as she walked upstairs to her room, where Frau Frey had carefully placed all of Anna’s unopened birthday gifts. The floor was lined with lovely presents wrapped in pretty paper. Anna glanced at the gifts. She knew by their shape that some of them were books. And she loved books. In fact, if she could spend a day any way she wanted to, her first choice would be to spend it with Elica and Bernie. But her second choice would be to stay home alone and read. Anna loved to read. She already owned plenty of books. At least once a week, one of her parents took her to the library. But she still wondered which books lay amongst the pile of gifts. The idea of a new book, a new story, always made her excited and ready to go on a literary journey. But then her eyes fell upon the doll. It was the most beautiful porcelain doll she had ever seen.

      Frau Frey had placed the doll so she was sitting up on the pink bedspread that covered Anna’s canopy bed. The doll had long golden hair that waved and curled around her heart-shaped face in small pin curls. Her gorgeous blue eyes and her perfect bow-shaped red lips were painted on. She wore a white lace dress and a matching bow in her hair. Anna let out a gasp. I love her. She thought as she gently touched the lace of the doll’s dress. She is perfect. The most perfect doll I have ever seen. What shall I name her? But then she remembered Elica’s sad face as she received the doll as a gift. Suddenly, all the joy of owning the doll was gone. Even though Anna was only a child, she somehow knew this doll would come between her and her best friend.

      The difference in schools and their families’ financial situations had already begun to unravel their friendship. It was apparent how uncomfortable Elica had felt that afternoon. Bernie, not so much, because pretty dresses weren’t as important to her. Anna had seen Elica looking around at what the other girls were wearing, and she wished she could give Elica half of her own wardrobe. But how could she? To offer to give Elica her clothes would be to offend Elica, and the last thing Anna wanted to do was to hurt her best friend’s feelings.

      Suddenly the excitement of the day was dwarfed by her fears. The thought of losing her best friend because they had been born into different worlds made her sad and afraid. Anna touched the doll’s hair gently. She loved the doll; Elica wasn’t the only one who had wanted it. Anna had longed for it too when she saw it in the window of the toy store. But now, as she was facing the reality of the divide growing deeper between herself and Elica and Bernie, she realized that all the toys in the world couldn’t replace her friends. And suddenly, the doll was no longer of any importance.
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