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        November 8, 1938

      

      

      Kara set the modest cake on the table in front of her blond-haired, blue-eyed son. She studied him and marveled at how much he looked like her.  “Our precious son is two years old today,” she said, smiling at Abram Ehrlich, the child’s father. Abram, with his black, wavy hair and dark eyes stood at her side, his face shining with love for her and their little boy.

      “Are you ready to blow out the candles?” Kara asked as Abram began lighting the three candles. “Look, you have three candles. One for each year of your life and one extra. That one is for good luck.” Kara ran her fingers through her son’s blond curls.

      “Bubbie, you blow candles.”

      Hoda Ehrlich laughed. “Karl, of course I will help you,” she said. “What a big boy you are now. Every day you grow more and more handsome. Soon you’ll be a fully grown man.”

      Karl giggled.

      Kara stood back and watched. Her heart swelled with love for the people who were with her in this small kitchen. It was hard to believe that a few years ago she’d lived a completely different life.  She’d grown up in a Gentile home. Her parents had instilled a great fear of Jews in her and her sister. But now, these people, who were Jewish, were her family.  And even though her mother-in-law had been against her and Abram’s relationship in the beginning, Hoda had become Kara’s best friend and strongest supporter.

      When the people in the Mitte, the primarily Jewish sector of town, where they lived, had begun to spread cruel gossip about Kara, it had been Hoda who had stood up for her.  No one but Abram, Kara, and Hoda knew that Karl was born out of wedlock.  But they guessed, and they talked. And it took Hoda to openly put them in their place to stop the gossip.

      “All right. Are you ready?” Hoda said, turning to look at Karl as she gently put her arm around his shoulder.

      “Yes, Bubbie, let’s go,” Karl said with the kind of enthusiasm only a two-year-old child could exude.

      “One, two, three . . .” Hoda said.

      Just as they blew the candles out, there was a thunderous crash in the street.  It was louder than anything Kara had ever heard.  She looked at Hoda and then at Abram. Karl was stunned. He turned white, then he let out a shriek and began to wail.

      “Shaaa . . .” It’s all right, Hoda cooed, picking the boy up into her arms.

      Abram turned to the women. “You two stay here. I’m going to go out and see what’s happening.”

      “Don’t. Stay here. You must not go outside,” Hoda warned.

      “It’s all right, Mother. I’m just going to go into the store and look out the window so I can see what’s going on in the street.”

      As Abram left, they began to hear shouting in German, not in Yiddish, which was uncommon in this part of town. It sounded like a mob of drunken men. They were singing something about Jews and a knife.  Then there was a crash of glass shattering.

      Karl screamed again.

      “Hold him,” Hoda said as she handed Karl to Kara. “I have to go and see if Abram is all right.”

      Kara cuddled Karl in her arms. He was terrified. His eyes were opened wide, and he was screaming and crying.

      Hoda left the kitchen and ran down the hall and then out into the bookstore.  But she was only gone for a few minutes before she and Abram returned.  “There is some sort of violent demonstration going on outside in the street,” Abram said, trying to stay calm.  “The best thing for us to do is to go back into the bedroom and hide in the closet.”

      “Who is responsible for all of this?” Kara asked.

      “I don’t know who they are. They look like a bunch of hoodlum boys and young men. They aren’t wearing any sort of uniforms,” Abram said, “but we have no time to talk about this right now. Please take the baby, and go into the bedroom with Mother. I’ll keep watch out here.”

      “Oh no, you must come with us,” Kara insisted. “Please, Abram.”

      “I have a gun, Kara. I know how to shoot. I’ll be out here in case they try to come in.  But I would feel much better if I knew that the three of you were hidden. Now, listen to me. The three of you should be able to fit inside the closet in our room. Move the clothes if you have to. Do whatever you must but go quickly. While you are in there, try to keep Karl as quiet as you can. Try telling him a story to calm him down. I know it will be hard with all that is going on. But do your best.” He smiled at her, but his lips were trembling. “Go,” he said.

      She didn’t move. Instead, she stood staring at him, tears filling her eyes.

      There was another crash, which sounded like a large plate-glass window had been broken outside, then a bout of loud laughter followed.  A woman let out a scream. Was it terror or pain, or both? Kara couldn’t tell.  She looked at Abram and saw the fear in his eyes.

      “Abram . . .” she pleaded, “please, come with us.”

      “I can’t. Now go. Please hurry,” he said firmly.

      Hoda put her arm on Kara’s shoulder. Then she nodded at Kara and led her and Karl into the bedroom.

      Kara was shaking so hard that her teeth were chattering.

      “Let me hold Karl,” Hoda suggested gently.

      Karl curled up in his bubbie's arms as she began to tell him a story. Her voice was soft and filled with warmth and love as she began: “A long time ago . . . the Jews were enslaved in Egypt by a cruel and terrible ruler.” Hoda smoothed Karl’s hair. Then she kissed the top of his head. “They could see no hope of ever being free.”

      Karl nuzzled his head on his grandmother’s chest.  “What happened to the Jews next, Bubbie?”

      Before Hoda had a chance to answer, they heard loud footsteps on the hardwood floor. Kara felt her heart pound so hard that she thought it might jump out of her chest. Hoda glanced at Kara, and Kara saw the terror in her eyes. But then Abram flung the closet door open. “Hurry, follow me. We must get out of here quickly.”

      “Why? Where are we going?” Hoda asked as she stood up, still holding Karl. Then she and Kara followed Abram.

      Karl had begun to cry again.

      “The mob has set the bookstore on fire. The apartment will be in flames in a few minutes. We have to get out before the smoke blinds us all and we can’t find our way out.” Abram took Kara’s hand and pulled her along. Hoda followed quickly.

      Kara coughed as the smoke filled her lungs. The three of them ran out the back door. Then they followed Abram into the alley behind the store, where they ducked into a concrete stairwell a few doors away from their apartment, then ran to the bottom where it was cold, damp, and dark.

      “I’m scared, Bubbie,” Karl said, his small body trembling.

      “I know, my little bubbala. But don’t be afraid; Hashem will protect us. Let’s pray and ask him to watch over us.”

      Kara grabbed Abram’s arm and held him tightly.  She listened as Hoda led Karl in a prayer.  It seemed to comfort the little boy, and he laid his head on his bubbie’s breast.

      The smell of smoke from the many fires in the street permeated the air, and they all began to cough. Karl’s eyes were red, and his nose was running. He coughed and choked until he vomited. Then he started crying again.

      “No, shaaa, my sweet child. Don’t cry,” Hoda soothed. “It’s all right. Everything will be all right.”

      “Can’t breathe,” Karl said.

      “I know,” Hoda said.

      “Eyes hurt too.” He rubbed his eyes hard with his small fists. Kara thought her heart would break as she watched him.

      “It’s all going to be just fine,” Hoda said, rocking him. “Shall I sing to you?”

      Karl nodded. And Hoda began to sing in Yiddish.

      But he kept crying, and each time there was a loud noise he shrieked. Hoda stopped singing and wiped the tears from Karl’s eyes with her blouse. Then she lifted his face so they were eye to eye, and she called him “Akiva,” which was his Hebrew name.  Then she said, “Such a shayna punim you have. But I can’t see how beautiful your face is when you cry. Will you smile for your old bubbie?”

      Karl’s face was red and tearstained, but he smiled.

      “You are my heart, little man. When you smile, it lights up my whole world,” Hoda said.

      They stayed huddled in that stairwell through the night, through the following day, and into the next night without food or water as the world they had known was blowing up around them.

      “I’m hungry. I want my birthday cake,” Karl asked.  He did not understand that their home and everything in it was gone.

      “He is hungry. We must do something,” Hoda said.

      “It’s dark now, and I can still hear the sounds of the mob outside, but in the morning, I will go out and see what I can get for us to eat,” Abram said.

      “How long can this last?” Kara asked.

      “Who knows. Until they destroy all of us? I can’t say for sure. But we must eat. So, tomorrow morning I will try to find food.”

      All night Kara listened to the angry mob. She wondered where they found the energy to perpetuate such cruelty. Two days already they’d been at work destroying the Mitte. How could they be so tireless? Perhaps they are demons. And tomorrow Abram must venture out of their little safety nook.

      Kara could hardly breathe thinking about Abram going outside to find food.  What if they hurt him? I would rather die of starvation than let him face those savages. But the baby must eat, and we must take care of our child.  I know Abram, and he will do whatever he can to take care of Karl. He would even put himself at risk. Dear God, please help us.

      The dawn brought a stillness that was as frightening as the violence of the previous night. It was so quiet that Kara felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. Are these horrible predators still out there?  Have they fallen into drunken stupors in the street? Will they awaken and hurt my Abram when he tries to go out and find food? Kara felt Abram touch her shoulder. She turned to look at him. Hoda and Karl had both fallen asleep, with Karl resting in his grandmother’s arms.

      “I am going to see what I can find for food,” Abram whispered.

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “Absolutely not,” he said firmly. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “It’s better if I go alone,” Kara suggested. “I look German, and I have papers.”

      “Absolutely not! If they even so much as suspect that you are living with me—and they might already know it—they could hurt you. I would never forgive myself for allowing you to go. I will go. And that’s the end of it.”

      “But what about you? If it’s dangerous, isn’t it dangerous for you?” she pleaded in a whisper so she wouldn’t wake Hoda and the child.

      “Kara, I have a gun. I’ll do what I have to do.”

      “Abram, if you shoot a German, you’ll be arrested. And then God knows what will happen to you.”

      “My love, my Kara,” he said, touching her face. “I hate to argue with you. And quite frankly I don’t have the time to reason with you right now. We need food. I am the man of this house. I will go and find food.” Abram stood up. Quietly, without turning around to look at her, he began to climb the stairs. Kara let out a soft whimper. Then she stood up. Her back and limbs ached from sitting on the cold concrete. But she ran up three stairs to Abram and threw her arms around him, holding him tightly.

      “I love you. Please, please, be careful.”

      “I love you too. And I, of course, will be very careful,” he said. Then he kissed her and gently pried her arms from him. “I have to go, but I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Do you promise to come back?”

      “I promise.”

      “You’ve never broken a promise to me, Abram.” She grabbed the sleeves of his shirt and tugged at them.

      “And I won’t break this one either. As long as I am alive, I will never leave you,” he said.

      She began to cry. Then as he walked softly up the stairs, she whispered, “Just please stay alive.”
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      Kara laid her head against the cold concrete wall. Tears flowed down her cheeks, but she made no sound. It’s best if they sleep through this, she thought, looking at Hoda and Karl. She tried to force herself to be optimistic. Abram will be back soon. I know he will. Dear, sweet Jesus, please, watch over him and bring him back to us safely.

      An hour passed, an hour that seemed like a lifetime, but Abram did not return. Karl will wake up soon. And then what I am going to do? What am I going to tell him? Where will I tell him Abram has gone?  He’s going to be hungry and crying. And I can’t bear to think of it, but . . . what if something has happened to Abram? How am I ever going to go on living in this terrible world without him? How did I ever fall in love so deeply? What was it about this man that changed me? How, Kara? How did it all start?

      Her mind began to transport her back to the beginning. Kara closed her eyes, and then she remembered.
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        Autumn 1928

        Berlin, Germany

      

      

      The sky was dark with only a thin sliver of moon to light it when eight-year-old Anka Scholz crawled into her ten-year-old sister Kara’s bed. “Just listen to them. Mutti and Vater are fighting again,” Anka whispered in a frightened voice.

      “I know.” Kara rubbed her sister’s shoulder.

      “I’m afraid. I hate it when they fight. It scares me.”

      “It’s all right. You can sleep with me.”

      “Did you hear that noise? It sounded like he hit Mutti again.” Anka shivered.

      “Shhh . . . don’t listen to them.  Pay them no attention. Just lie your head right here on my pillow, and let the sound of my voice be the only sound you hear. Can you do that?”

      “I’ll try,” Anka moaned.

      “How would you like it if I told you a wonderful story today, by one of my very favorite authors. I don’t have the book so I can’t read it to you. But, would you like me to tell you the story?”

      “Oh yes, please.”

      “Well then, you have to pay close attention. Which means you can’t listen to anything going on between Mutti and Vater.”

      Kara felt her sister nod.

      The autumn wind howled, then rustled the leaves on the tree outside the window.

      “I know we need more money, but where am I supposed to get it? What do you want me to do?” Her father's voice reverberated through the walls as he hollered at her mother, and Anka trembled.

      “Remember what I said? Now, don’t pay attention to them, Anka. Just listen to me. Only to me,” Kara whispered into her sister's ear. “Once upon a time”—Kara felt her sister settle down and curl into her as she continued—“there was a momma duck. She had laid several eggs."

      “Eggs for eating?” Anka asked.

      “No, sweetie, eggs that would hatch and become little baby ducks.”

      “I saw little baby ducks once; they were all fluffy and yellow.”

      “And very cute, right?”

      “Yes, they were.”

      “Well,” Kara said, glad that Anka was becoming interested in the story, “one bright summer day the sky was so blue, and the clouds were so white that it looked like a painting. The mother duck was sitting on her eggs, and she realized that they were all ready to be hatched.”

      “So that means baby ducks are coming?” Anka asked.

      “Yes, are you going to keep interrupting me?” Kara said, trying to sound stern but smiling in the darkness. She was glad her sister was engrossed in the story instead of trembling with fear.

      Anka shook her head. “No, I promise to stop interrupting; please go on. I will be very quiet. So, what happened to the ducks?"

      “Money is worth less and less every day. The children are growing and they’re always hungry. How am I supposed to buy a loaf of bread when one loaf costs me an entire day of pay? It was easier a few years ago; I could buy a loaf of bread for thirty-four-hundred marks. But now it costs well over two hundred billion. There just isn’t enough money,” their mother said pleadingly.

      “Don’t forget that it’s my pay. Not yours. I am the man in this house. You should kiss the ground I walk on because I go to work and I provide for us. Instead, you nag and complain. I happen to know that there are plenty of men out there who have abandoned their families,” he said angrily.

      “If you gave me your pay it would be one thing, but the truth is, Artur, you have been drinking away most of what you earn. I buy bread when I can. Most of the time I buy flour and make my own. It’s less expensive. But do you have any idea how many times I’ve looked into the jar before I went shopping for food only to find that  it’s empty, because you drank all of the money away?  You don’t pay much attention to me, so you probably don’t even realize it, but I have been bartering for what we need. How do you think we are surviving—on air? After I finish all of the housework, I am cleaning other people’s homes in trade for eggs. I am washing other people’s dirty clothes for flour. This is what is keeping food on the table. Not you. Not your job. You spend everything you have as fast as you earn it.”

      There was a loud bang and Anka jumped.  She looked at Kara, who smoothed her hair trying to comfort her.

      Then her father growled, “You know what your problem is? You don’t appreciate me. You don’t appreciate what I go through for this family. You don’t deserve me, Heidi. You come from trash and you are trash. My parents told me not to marry you.”

      “Stop it, please, Artur. Stop it, and try to understand that we need more. I know how hard you work.”

      “Do you? A fella who works hard deserves to have a beer after work. I give you what I can.”

      They heard a slap, and then their mother let out a cry.

      “It’s not your fault,” their mother begged. “One day’s pay doesn’t go very far these days. It’s the way things are. It only buys a loaf of bread so small it barely feeds us. I don’t mean to hurt your pride, Artur. You’re a good husband and father. I know that. Believe me I do, but if we are going to survive, I must find work, real work.  A job in a factory maybe. The money I bring in will help our family.”

      “And what makes you think anyone would hire you? There are men out there on the streets, men who served our country in the Great War who have been beaten down by this economy. They are looking for work. And you can be sure that they’re smarter than you, and they have employable skills. But they can’t find jobs. So, what makes you think you can? Are you gonna whore yourself out? Is that what you’re gonna do? Go to the foreman at a factory and trade him sex for . . .”

      “Stop it, please! The children will hear you.”

      “I know you’ve done it before. Don’t think people don’t talk about you. I am so ashamed that you’re my wife.”

      There was another slap and another cry. Anka winced and curled herself into her sister.

      “Listen, Artur, I don’t know if I can get a job, but please understand that I must try for the sake of the children . . .”

      “Do you know what everyone will say about me? Not that they don’t say enough already. They’ll say that not only is Artur Scholz’s wife a whore, but she is working because Artur is a failure who can’t support his family. What kind of man does that make me? A failure, yes? Is that what you’re saying, Heidi? I’m a failure?”

      The girls heard the crisp sound of another slap, and then another. Then they heard a commotion as if furniture had been turned over. Their mother let out a loud cry. Anka grasped her sister tightly, hugging her close. “I’m scared he’s beating Mutti again. Last time he got mad like this he broke her arm.”

      “Shh . . . shhh . . .” Kara tried to distract Anka by continuing the story. “And then the ducks began to hatch.”

      Another slap, another scream. A loud noise as if something, perhaps a piece of furniture, was turned over. Anka was shaking.

      “And you know what?” Kara asked. But her sister didn’t answer. “All the ducks looked the same. All except one. This one was different.”

      “You are nothing but a bitch. All you want to do is break me and shame me. If that’s what you are trying to accomplish, Heidi, you’ve done it. You’ve done a good job of it. I came back from that damn war with a limp, but I served the fatherland. And, in spite of my limp, I got a job. I am doing the best I can to support you and the children. But you know what? You’re ungrateful. Are you sure you’re not a Jew, Heidi? You act like one of them. You are nothing but a filthy rat.”

      “What’s a Jew?” Anka asked.

      “Listen to the story,” Kara pleaded.

      “I want to know.”

      “I’ve seen drawings of them. They are scary people. They have long noses. Vater says we should be careful of them. He says they trick children into going with them. Then they take them to some dark temple where they drain their blood.”

      Anka shivered.  “Why? Why would they do that? Are they monsters?”

      “Vater says they are.  He says they need the blood of Christian children for their dark satanic rituals. But I don’t believe anything Vater says. Anyway, you are supposed to be listening to the story of the ducks, not thinking about monsters who drink the blood of children. For goodness' sake, Anka.”

      “I’m sorry, go on . . .”

      “And so”—Kara took a deep breath and sighed, then she continued—“all the ducks were the same, but one was different. The others called him the ugly duckling.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Abram walked out into the street. It no longer looked like the familiar neighborhood where he had grown up. It looked like a war zone. He glanced around him and the breath caught in his throat. All that remained of the synagogue was a burned-out building.  Glass covered the streets.  A pool of blood had dried only a few feet away from him, and he wondered whose it was. Then he saw an old broken bicycle that had been perched up against a building. The tires were flat.  The seat was cut to shreds.  He saw the old bike fall to the ground, and his memory was transported back to his father. Abram remembered that his father had given him a bike two days before the terrible book burning in the Mitte.

      It was May 1935. A spring day when the flowers had just begun to bloom, and tiny blades of grass peeked out of the ground.  Abram was in the bookstore getting ready to leave. He wanted to take his new bike for a ride when his father came in from outside.

      Kaniel Ehrlich grabbed his son’s arm. “Abram, lock the door. Then take as many books as you can carry and hide them under the floorboards under my bed. Hurry.”

      “Which ones, Papa?”

      “Anything by an American author. Anything by a Jewish author. And any book you truly love. They are burning books in the streets. Hurry.”

      “How much room do I have?”

      “Not enough for every book. But take what you can. Now please, Abram, hurry. Those bastards, Hitler’s henchmen, are outside. Listen, I know you can hear them.”

      “How could I not? They’re screaming and ranting.”

      “Well, they’ve started a bonfire with the books that son of bitch Goebbels has deemed indecent. And we own a bookstore. They’ll be here to take our beloved books any minute.”

      Abram gathered the books he loved first, then he added some Jewish texts for the customers and some books by as many American authors. He could hardly carry them all. But he did and he ran toward his father’s room.

      In the streets, German people gathered, along with men in brown uniforms, their faces crimson.  They were throwing books that they had stolen from the homes of Kaniel’s neighbors, onto a large raging fire. It burned angry and red with flames that leapt toward the sky.  Hoda, Kaniel’s wife and Abram’s mother, came running into the living room. “They’re coming here. Give them the books, Kaniel. It’s not worth getting arrested over. Or maybe worse. Maybe they’ll beat you up, or . . .”

      “Shaaa, Hoda. It’s all right. I will give them whatever they want from the store,” he said.

      “You sent Abram upstairs to hide books, didn’t you?” she asked.

      He shrugged. Then he nodded. “We can’t let them kill all of these beautiful stories. It would be a sin.”

      “Dying would be a sin too,” Hoda said. She was trembling, “They are not blind. They see that this is a bookstore. They will be here in a minute. They’ll be looking for their Traifemeh bicher, the books they have forbidden. It’s not worth dying over . . .”

      “Nobody is dying. They don’t want to kill anyone. They just want the books. I’ll give them the books that are on the shelves,” Kaniel said in a calm voice trying to comfort her.

      The door was flung open. The tiny bell that had been hung on the top of the door to alert the family when customers came, kept ringing as the door hit the wall behind it. Hoda jumped. Abram came into the room and winked at his father who offered him a weak smile. “Good afternoon, Officers,” he said, trying to sound calm. “What can I do for you today?”

      The Nazis pushed past Kaniel and his family and began to carry out handfuls of books. Abram moved forward. “Why are you doing this?” he said, ready to punch one of the Nazi invaders.

      But Kaniel rushed over to his son and held him tightly. “Don’t do anything,” he gave warning. “Let them take the books.”

      Abram looked at his father with despair in his eyes, but Kaniel just shook his head. “Let them take the books,” he repeated.

      A bomb exploded, shaking Abram back into the present moment. Realizing the danger, he looked for cover.
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      Is Abram all right? All Kara wanted to do was cry. But instead, she closed her eyes, and she could see his eyes.  Those same eyes that had looked up at her from the book he was reading on that first day she had met him.
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        Summer 1935

        Berlin, Germany

      

      

      For as long as Kara could remember, she and her neighbor Elke Cline had been best friends. They were drawn to each other because they both loved to read, and more importantly, they both loved to dream. The characters from the novels that they read came alive when they discussed them. And they couldn’t get enough of romantic heroes and beautiful women. Rare or forbidden books that no one they knew had read, intrigued them. They searched these books out together, sharing them, so they could discuss what they’d read.  And so, on one bright sunny autumn day after school had let out, Elke walked over to Kara with a sparkle in her eye. “I have an idea,” she said.

      “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “Three weeks ago, I went to the Mitte with my mutter. She was going to see the Jewish doctor: secretly, of course. So you can’t tell a soul.”

      “Of course, you know that I would never say a word to anyone about anything you tell me,” Kara said.

      “I know that. I know I can trust you. And that’s why I thought you might want to try something different.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Listen. While my mutti and I were on the bus, I saw a bookstore, a Jewish bookstore in the Mitte.”

      “And?”

      “And I thought, wouldn’t it be fun to explore it. They might have some of the forbidden books that we would love to get our hands on.”

      “I don’t know. We could get into a lot of trouble. And besides, you and I both know that Jews can be dangerous. What if they capture us and . . .”

      “You don’t believe all of that nonsense now, do you?  My mutter’s doctor is just like us. He’s a nice man. He’s very understanding too. I will tell you another secret, but you must absolutely promise never to breathe a word of it.”

      “I just told you that everything you tell me is between us only,” Kara said.

      “My mother was pregnant. My parents could not afford another child. Even with all the government help.  So, my mother went to see this doctor, and he fixed it for her.”

      “Fixed it?”

      “Yes, he got rid of the baby.”

      “How? I mean, is she all right? Did anyone find out?”

      “She’s fine. I was with her. You know how close my mother and I are. Well, she was afraid, but he was very gentle and extremely careful.”

      “If he were caught . . .”

      “Yes, if he were caught, he would have suffered greatly.  But it’s our secret, right.”

      “I said it was and it is. I promise you, Elke. No one will ever know.”

      “So, about the books. Would you go with me to that Jewish bookstore?”

      “I’m a little scared,” Kara said.

      “I know. That’s what makes it fun,” Elke said, winking at Kara.

      “All right. Why not. We could use a little adventure. So, let’s go,” Kara said, “but first let me find my sister, Anka, so I can tell her that you and I are going to the library to study. That way if my parents ask, she will tell them that.”

      “Do you want to bring her with us?” Elke asked. “I don’t mind if you do.”

      “No. I think it’s better to tell her we’re going to the library. Let her go home and do her homework.”

      “Perfect,” Elke said.

      After they found Anka and told her they planned to study and that Kara would be home later, Elke and Kara caught a bus to the Mitte.

      Kara shivered with excitement as she glanced over at Elke. “It’s very different here,” Elke whispered.

      “Yes, it certainly is. They look so different,” Kara said as she glanced at the people around her, “and look at the Jewish stars in the store windows.”

      “Yes, I know. I told you it would be an adventure to come here.”

      “Do you think that they will do anything to us? I mean kidnap us or . . .”

      “No, I think those are just silly children’s stories. When I came here with my mother last week, no one said a word to us.”

      Kara was intrigued. She would have liked to know more about these odd people. She would have liked to study them, to hear their stories, to know how they lived and what mattered to them. But she knew that her parents would never approve of her being here, let alone trying to talk to anyone. And besides, what if Elke was wrong; what if those stories she’d heard about the Jews were true, and she and Elke were in danger?  As they walked in silence, they listened to the people they passed, speaking in a strange form of German. “What language is that?” Kara asked.

      “Yiddish. It’s a Jew language. But it’s close enough to German that you can understand it, can’t you?”

      “Yes, most of it.”

      Kara thought about her parents and how they would have responded if they could see her walking with Elke on her way to a Jewish bookstore. Her mother would have scolded her, but her father, a war veteran from the Great War, would have been angry enough to beat her. He was a staunch follower of the new führer, who had made it known that he hated Jews. He said they were the reason that Germany lost the war. He said they were the reason that the German people had suffered under hyperinflation and had been humiliated and reduced to a defeated land. Kara didn’t pay much attention to politics. But she was glad that the hyperinflation was over. She had been too young at the time to understand much. However, she had witnessed the effect it had on her parents, and that was enough to let her know that Germany was suffering.

      Personally, she could remember a few instances when her mother had begged for a bag of potatoes or flour at the local store. Kara and her sister were always hungry. But when dinnertime came around, her mother said that her father was the head of household and that it was only right that he be served first. “He needs his strength, girls. He has to go out and look for work,” her mother, Heidi, said in a sweet voice. But the few times Artur Scholz was able to find a job, he only lasted a couple of weeks before he came home drunk and angry. His excuse was always the same: the boss had let him go for no reason other than that the boss was a louse and he hated Artur.

      Artur Scholz never accepted the fault for anything. If Kara’s mother even dared to ask him to explain the situation in more detail concerning why he’d been let go, the fights began. Several times Kara and her sister cowered in the corner while her father beat her mother with his belt. A few times he lost control, and Heidi Scholz had ended up with a broken bone. After he beat his wife, Artur would sit in his favorite chair with a glass of schnapps and fall asleep. Hours later he would wake up with his rage gone. Then he would find his wife and get on his knees and apologize to her.

      Once, Kara remembered, Heidi had packed the girls up and she’d been ready to leave. Kara and Anka were so glad to be going away from their volatile father. But before they got out the door, Artur had pleaded with Heidi not to go, promising he would never hit her again. And she’d stayed. It was only two weeks later that he broke her arm. But no matter what the circumstances, Kara learned, her father was never to be questioned. For as long as she could remember, Kara knew that everyone in their house was afraid of her father. He was a tyrant who ate most of what little there was. Her mother divided most of what was left between her two daughters, leaving only a very small portion for herself.

      Kara hated to see her mother get dressed, because Heidi was so thin that when she saw her wearing just her slip, Kara was able to see her mother’s ribs through the thin material.

      One of Kara’s most painful memories, which still haunted her, happened on a spring day. Anka had been playing with the girl who lived in the apartment next door, so the child’s mother had agreed to watch Anka while Heidi went shopping for food. Heidi took Kara’s hand and they headed into town. They picked up flour and potatoes. But then they stopped in front of the butcher shop. “You are eleven years old now. You can understand and follow my instructions. I want you to wait for me out here,” her mother said in front of the butcher shop. “I am warning you not to move from the front of this store, no matter how long I am gone. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, Mother. But why can’t I come in with you?”

      “Because I said you can’t. That’s why. That’s all you need to know. Do you understand me?”

      Kara nodded.

      Her mother walked into the butcher shop. She talked with the butcher for a few minutes. Then she saw the butcher with his bloody apron walk over to the door and hang a sign that read Closed. Then he and Kara’s mother disappeared behind the counter. The lights went off inside the store. Kara was nervous.

      She tried to peer inside, but it was too dark to see anything. Time passed, and as it did, Kara grew more and more frightened as she waited. Her mind had run away with her, and she wondered if the fat butcher, with his greasy hair and bloody apron, had killed her mother and cut her up to sell as meat. An hour later, when her mother appeared carrying a bag with two freshly killed chickens, Kara had been relieved. But on the way home, when she asked her mother why she had been gone so long and why the entire shop was dark, her mother scolded her for asking and made her promise not to mention the incident to anyone. “Make sure you never tell your father,” she said, pointing her finger in Kara’s face.

      Since Adolf Hitler had come into power, there had been a great improvement in the Scholz household. As the führer had promised, unemployment had decreased, and her father had found work building a hospital. He still drank excessively and spent most of his money at the local tavern, but he was in better spirits. When he came home drunk, instead of beating their mother, he fell asleep. And although under the Third Reich, women were expected to devote their lives to their children and their homes, in order to make ends meet, Heidi was still forced to take in wash and mending for wealthy families.

      Kara earned a few marks each month from babysitting the neighbors’ children. She gave half of what she earned to her mother and spent the other half on books. She never told her parents what she spent her money on because her father would have been furious if he’d known.  She thought that he would have probably beaten her and taken all of her money, telling her to go to the library. And although she frequented the library, she still longed to own her favorites.

      Kara was lost in thought as she watched the people walk by with their strange clothes, gesticulating as they conversed in that strange form of German, which Elke had told her was called Yiddish.

      Elke spoke, bringing Kara back to the moment at hand. “We’d better hurry and get to the bookstore so we can get home,” Elke said, “I must be home in time to help my mother prepare dinner, and then I am going to the Bund Deutscher Mädel meeting tonight. Are you coming?”

      “I have to. My father insists that I never miss a single meeting,” Kara said, adjusting some hair that had come loose from her braids.

      “Don’t you like it?” Elke asked.

      “Not really.”

      “I think it’s fun. We’re cooking tonight.”

      “Yes, I know,” Kara said. “The cooking nights are my favorite.”

      “I love the extra food,” Elke said. “I’m always hungry.”

      Kara smiled. Her friend had always been chubby. Somehow even during the leanest times, Elke found ways to get extra treats.

      As they entered, they passed through an even more Jewish sector of town. Kara looked around her. Here the people looked even more unusual. There were men with their long, black coats and beards or curly sideburns who made her shiver. Dr. Goebbels had given the Germans plenty of warnings about the Jews. The others were different but not as different as these, and now as Kara looked around her, she felt a chill run up her spine. She felt so strange here, in her traditional German peasant outfit, here in this part of town where women wore long dresses and head coverings.

      “Are you scared?” Kara asked Elke.

      “Yes, I am. But I am curious too. Aren’t you?”

      Kara nodded. But as she glanced at the dark-eyed, dark-haired people, she wondered if they’d made a mistake in coming to this part of town.

      “This is it!” Elke said, opening the door to a shop that had strange lettering and a Star of David on the window.

      Kara trembled as she looked around. There was no one she recognized, and she didn’t really expect that there would be.

      “It’s all right. Come on in,” Elke said.

      Kara nodded and then followed her friend inside. A small bell that was attached to the door rang, and a young man about five years older than Kara, with a yarmulke covering his head, looked up from behind the counter. He was tall and well built, wearing a clean white shirt and black pants. His dark eyes were serious as he studied the two girls.

      “Can I help you?” he asked, his voice soft but deep.

      “No, thank you. We must have wandered in here by mistake,” Kara said, pulling on Elke’s arm. “Let’s go,” she said to Elke in a warning tone.

      “I want to look around.”

      Kara felt her knees grow weak. What if a bunch of Jews came out of the back and seized her and Elke and they were unable to escape? No one knew they were here, so no one would know where to look for them. What if this handsome man was only a front for a group of strange people who drank the blood of Christian babies and had tails.

      The man smiled at Kara. His eyes were warm, his smile was sincere it stretched from his eyes all across his face. She couldn’t imagine him hurting anyone. Except for the skull cap on his head, he seemed so normal. Just like everyone else. Except, perhaps, he seemed kinder. Was it possible that she saw so much in a stranger, or was it only her imagination? Still, as she watched him through the corner of her eye, she decided that there was something about this man that held her attention. She walked behind a bookshelf and studied him through the openings above the books. He sat quietly on a stool reading.  He seemed so much more mature than the boys she’d met at dances. She was certain that any one of them would have been showing off if two young girls came into their store. They certainly would not be engrossed in reading. In fact, she’d never met a boy who liked to read. She was sure they existed; they had just never crossed her path.

      “Do you have any forbidden books?” Kara asked boldly. She wondered why she’d dared to ask such a question—what had possessed her.

      “Forbidden books are forbidden,” he said in a gentle but logical manner.

      She nodded. “Yes, you’re right. I’m sorry I asked. I don’t know what got into me.”

      There was silence for a few moments, then he said, “Are you looking for something in particular?”

      “A storybook, a novel, anything that isn’t about how great our führer is or how wonderful Germany is,” she said, again surprising herself with her bold honesty.

      “Kara!” Elke said, “What is the matter with you. Watch what you say.”

      Suddenly Kara’s face turned crimson. “Oh, I am sorry. I was just . . .”

      “It’s all right,” he said warmly. “I like novels too.” Then he added, “Wait here.”

      The man walked through a hallway that led to a door behind the shop, then he disappeared.  When he returned, he was carrying a book. “My personal favorite. A forbidden one, I’m afraid. So, you’ll have to take care not to get caught with it. But I think you’ll enjoy it,” he said. “It’s called The Time Machine, by an author named H.G. Wells, an English author. It’s about a man who builds a time machine that allows him to travel through time, back into history and forward into the future.” He raised his eyebrows, then said, “Can you imagine being able to go back into the past, or even more exciting, to travel into the future?”

      “I can’t imagine what it would be like to travel outside of Germany. I’ve never been.”

      “Oh, you must go. There is a wonderful big world out there just waiting for you to see it. I have dreams of Paris, London . . . America,” he said.

      “Have you been?”

      “I’ve been to Cologne, Munich, and Poland. But not America, not yet. That’s where I really want to go. I’ve read a great deal about it.”

      She felt her face light up, and her eyes too. She found this man utterly fascinating.

      “In this novel, the protagonist travels through the past, but he stops in the future, in a world unlike any we have ever seen . . .”

      “It sounds wonderful.” Kara was mesmerized by the very idea of such an amazing book. She couldn’t wait to get home and start reading it. Then she looked into the young man’s eyes. He was about two feet taller than her. “How much do I owe you?” Kara asked.

      “Well, that’s the problem. I can’t sell it to you, because I would miss it.  And I can’t get another one because they have all been burned.  But, how about this: how about if I lend it to you? But you’ll have to promise me you’ll return it.”

      “Of course I will,” she said, hugging the book to her chest. “I’ll bring it back to the store, just as soon as I finish reading it.”

      He smiled.

      “We'd better go,” Elke said, her voice curt. It sounded like a warning.

      Kara nodded. “I’ll return it. I promise,” she said as she tucked the book into her handbag.
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      After the girls left, a woman came out from the back of the bookstore. “Nu, Abram, what are you doing talking to them?”  The woman looked out the window and watched Kara and Elke as they ran to the bus stop.  “And I heard you—you gave her a forbidden book?”

      Abram nodded. “I’m sorry, Mother. It’s just that she was a fellow reader.”

      “She was one of them, not one of us. That makes her an outsider. She doesn’t belong here. You should have made her feel unwelcome so she and her friend would leave and never come back. Instead, you put yourself, me—and not only us—but everyone in our neighborhood at risk with this thoughtless behavior of yours. How do you know she isn’t going to the police to turn you in for having forbidden books for sale here? All she has to do is show them the book and, bam, they’ll come right here and arrest us. You know she can get a reward for turning you in.”

      “I don’t believe she would do that. You didn’t see her face. She was a nice girl.”

      “Abram, Abram, zie nit kain nar, don’t be a fool.  I know you’re smarter than that.  So far, the Nazis leave us alone here. We should be grateful and stay out of their way. You know as well as I do that they don’t like Jews. They are looking for only the smallest excuse . . .”

      “I still don’t believe that girl who was just here would turn us in; she was just a young woman looking for books that she can read for pleasure.”

      “And let’s suppose you’re right, and she didn’t come to turn us in. Let’s for a moment believe that she did actually come here to find books. But if she is caught with a forbidden book, instead of facing the punishment herself, you can be sure she will be sending the police right back here to our store. And then that will be the end of all of us.”

      “She is smart; she’ll keep the book hidden.”

      “Sometimes, I worry about you, Abram. You act like you have no sechel, you don’t use your head. You don’t even know this girl.  Yes, she was blonde and, yes, she was pretty. But she is not one of us. If you looked a little closer, you would take notice that she was wearing that German folk costume. And she sure looked like a Nazi to me,” his mother said. Then she shook her head and looked directly at her son. “I hope I am wrong. I hope this doesn’t bring the wrath of hell down on our heads.”

      “I promise you; it will be all right, Mama,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Kara held her handbag close to her chest. She imagined she could feel the book burning through it like a hot iron. If I get caught with this book I will be in real trouble.  As the bus turned down the familiar streets of her neighborhood, she felt even more nervous.  But once it stopped, and she and Elke got off, she breathed a sigh of relief. Elke and Kara walked for a short while together, then Elke turned off to the left, but before she departed, she said, “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone about the book. But you must promise me you’ll never go back to that store. I didn’t expect you to take a forbidden book home and promise a Jew boy that you would return it. That’s dangerous, Kara. I don’t want to be responsible for what could happen to you. Promise me you’ll never go back.”

      “I promise,” Kara lied. She felt guilty lying to Elke, but she thought it was best if Elke didn’t know the truth. It would only cause her to feel guilty, and if she did, she might turn the Jewish boy in because she felt it was best for Kara.

      “See you tonight at the Bund Deutscher Mädel meeting?” Elke asked.

      “Yes, I’ll be there.”

      Kara walked into her apartment and ran into her bedroom.

      “Where are you going?” her mother asked. “I need your help. Frau Gersh dropped off a whole basket of laundry, and she needs it back by tomorrow. I can’t possibly finish it myself.” Anka was sitting on the floor beside her mother with a basket of dirty clothes in front of them. She was scrubbing a man’s shirt on a washboard.

      “I just want to change, and I’ll be right back to help.”

      Her mother wiped the sweat and hair from her forehead. “Hurry, please. We have all of this wash to finish, and then we have to peel and boil some potatoes for dinner. And isn’t that meeting of yours tonight? Your father insists that you attend. I don’t know how he can demand that. We have so much to do here. You’ll never make it.”
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