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			About the Book

			Katia has spent her childhood in the eastern shadow of the Berlin Wall. For her father, refugee of the civil war in Spain, the communist side of Germany represents everything he fought and suffered for. Katia knows no other way of life, until a chance encounter with a young man from the West leaves her to wonder what the other side might offer. It’s only after she’s made the perilous journey that Katia understands all she has left behind, and years until she will finally know the devastating consequences it had on her family.

			Translated for the first time in English, this exquisite and powerful novel punches right to the heart of how one choice can change a whole future.

		

	
		
			

			For Gregorio and Pablo Ulises,

			borders to the North and South

		

	
		
			

			He knew what bridges know: they link

			above water what

			is linked underwater

			But one bank was swamp,

			the other fire.

			Reiner Kunze

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Katia Ziegler uncaps the nickel-plated fountain pen she has used to sign every important document in her life. The one she brought to her wedding in the seventies. All those strange faces in the pews. She remembers he smiled the whole time, but can’t recall the features of his face. As if they have been erased at some point in the distant past, and all that’s left is the simple fact of his smile. A single image from that time, a snapshot: his back against the silver car, hands in his pockets, a lock of blond hair over his left eye. 

			October. The rain falls outside, a limp cascade clapping slowly on the roofs. The same rain that would leave them without electricity, and the reason her father had kept a cache of candles and matches. He’d got hold of a flashlight eventually: a replica of the ones the police use, he told them. But the girls liked to play with it at night and it was never on hand when the power went out. 

			The rainwater unleashes the smell of earth, of the garden. Out of the window, the horizon is close. A neighbour appears, the tidy patio, a man sweeping the street. In the early days, she had taken a picture of the trees every month, witnessed the changing colours while she made the coffee. The rain reminds her of that brown horse and its cold muzzle too. Of sitting on the ground, soaked to the bone. Of the river. The rings of water that met and disappeared. Once, in another October, she planted a hundred bulbs throughout the whole garden. The green broke through and lifted the red clay of the earth. But all of that is in the past now. Asleep. Until the heat starts to close in and all will explode in yellow again.

			October. The month of the revolution. 

			After the rains comes the winter. 

			When snow falls, it doesn’t make a sound. 

		

	
		
			The East

		

	
		
			One

			Everybody Likes the Lipsi

			Berlin, 1956

			The evening Papa didn’t come home in time to light the stove was the coldest night of the whole winter. Mama went down to the basement and hauled up the sack filled with coal and kindling. The logs are too damp, it’ll have to be coal again. That man is oblivious, she said, the sack in her arms. Martina and I liked to stick our hands in among the coals, especially the softer ones. When Mama wasn’t looking, we rubbed two pieces together until our fingers were filthy and the hunks of coal shone jet-black. 

			It had already been dark for hours by the time Papa came through the door. What happened here? he said. You tell me, Mama replied. The cramped space that was our living room, kitchen and bedroom was filled with smoke. Papa grabbed my hands and saw my small fingers were covered in soot. He rubbed his rough fingertips against mine and squeezed hard. 

			We always spoke with Mama in Spanish and in German with Papa. We didn’t ask ourselves why. Papa had learned German in the factory, in Dresden, but he never managed to speak it well. He would sit with Martina and me while we did our assignments and slowly he learned about proper declension, the verb at the end. Hopeless! How will I know what they’re trying to say if I don’t know the verb, if I don’t know what’s happening until they’re done speaking? In time, he grew used to the language, but though he always managed to communicate, I never really understood everything he said. Papa’s German. This language is inhuman, so many letters one after the other, he would complain. Mama refused to learn, and even though Papa left little slips of paper in every room with the names of things – Fenster, Topf, Bett, Ofen – she never put a sentence together. She communicated with gestures, a few words. Kartoffeln, a kilo, taking off her glove, waving her finger in the shopkeeper’s face while Martina and I rolled on the floor in laughter. Just wait, she’d say, you’ll have daughters and they’ll laugh at you too. 

			That bitter night, the soup simmered over the fire, the murmur of the radio stirring the air. Papa left the bedroom where he and Mama had been talking since he arrived, talking a long time. Mama went straight to the bathroom and, when she came out, I knew she had been crying. It’s the steam, she said. And stirred the pot, the bitter stench of cabbage mixing with the smoke. 

			I don’t want cabbage, it’s slimy. 

			Well, it’s what we have. 

			But we ate it yesterday too. 

			Martina, I would like to roast you a leg of lamb, I really would, but there aren’t any lambs here because it’s too cold. 

			Lambs don’t get cold because they have wool. Right, Papa? 

			Oh, Manuel, for the love of God. Turn that noise off. 

			The radio was playing the nightly broadcast of the Lipsi, that prudish music the Government used in their attempts to combat rock-and-roll. Heute tanzen alle jungen Leute Im Lipsi-Schritt, nur noch im Lipsi-Schritt. Alle hat der Takt sofort gefallen. Sie tanzen mit, im Lipsi-Schritt. Papa turned up the volume and swayed around the room, moving his shoulders, his arms by his hips, little steps, to the right, to the left, forward and back, his eyes half-closed, smiling. He came up behind our mother and untied her apron. Mama turned away, I’m not in the mood, but she couldn’t escape his arms. Come on, mujer. Pretend it’s a copla. 

			They danced until the end of the song. Martina and I watched in astonishment, our pens suspended over our papers, something warm creeping through our bodies and a blue ink stain spreading between the lines of the pages. That’s enough, Mama said, enough of this circus, let’s eat. 

			Papa stuck his fingers in the pot and pulled out an almost transparent piece of cabbage. Do you know what this is, girls? A slice of jamón serrano. It’s delicious, Katia. Do you want some? 

			Yes. 

			And you, Martina? 

			What’s jamón serrano? 

			Papa ignored the question. No, Martina? Fine then. 

			That yellow apartment. Once, I peeled away the wallpaper under the bed and discovered eight different layers, at least. As if every person who’d lived in that fourth-floor garret had wanted to leave their mark, fix their life to those walls, and the next one had tried to cover it up, paper over paper. To reach our stairwell, you had to cross an interior courtyard and its small, anarchic grouping of trees. They really ought to paint the walls, Mama would say, it looks like the war’s still on. The building was grey. All the buildings were grey back then, grey and peeling, skeletons sheathed in a dirty dress. I hardly had memory of any other home but that apartment, where it was always cold. Papa had introduced us to the neighbours, and we would stop on each landing and watch the people in the building across the way. We made a game out of monitoring their routines: Frau Zengerle, always staring into a pot of water on the stove, Ekaterina reading by the window. When Herr Schmidt died we knew right away, the day he wasn’t there waving from his window, tiny glasses slipping down his nose. Something’s wrong, Papa said. Later, they told us that, as we watched his window through the chestnut trees, Herr Schmidt – who, after the second war, had never wanted to set foot outside again and scraped by on the meals and solidarity of the neighbouring women – lay on the floor, asleep for eternity.

			In the earliest days of living there, we used to wake to the sweet smell of the bakery downstairs. The pipe from the oven ran up the corner of the building to just below our window. But the bakery closed in 1962, along with almost every other business on our street. We always owned very little. In the living room, just a dark wooden table and four chairs; an uneven, unstable shelf – not to be touched – with four plates and four glasses; Papa’s books; a narrow bed; a sofa. In the bathroom, a hairbrush with traces of cologne, a thin bar of soap, and Papa’s shaving things. In the mornings when I was little, I would sit on the toilet seat, feet dangling, and watch him daub his face with the small brush. Sometimes he would turn to me, bearded in foam, and joke, who am I now? A fat gnome, Papa! And he’d crouch down and rub his nose against mine, smearing it white. The smell of mildew. When we’d first arrived, Mama had washed the green tiles with boric acid and stripped the shine. They’re even uglier now, she’d said. But clean, Papa replied. Then there was our parents’ room: their bed, under which we were forbidden to play, or even look; a nightstand made of two stacked boxes covered with a small piece of embroidered cloth; a wardrobe. And two prized possessions we babied as if they were living creatures: the radio and the stove. Our winters depended on the proper care of each. 

			The only window to the outside looked out over a razed block. War destroys everything, Papa said. He often stood silently at the window, as if he wanted to see beyond the snow, beyond the only trees left standing, beyond the night. The war was a ghost. A white stain. Something that happened long ago and which I couldn’t quite imagine, even though we all still breathed the ashy air and children played in unused trenches. I hope you never see war, Mama would say. Not my daughters, said Papa, and would tell her to be quiet, change the subject. 

			We held our hands over the bowl and ate the soup in little sips. Papa blew on his spoon, whistling. Later, our mother boiled linden leaves, burned her right wrist straining the tea. Papa rushed to the bathroom, spread toothpaste on her skin. He held her hand against his lips for a long time, his eyes on her, as my mother raised her face to the water-stained ceiling. 

			That night, the coldest in 1956, was the first time I heard the sound two bodies make pressed together in bed. In the dark apartment, dried red flowers from the first of May lingered in a drinking glass.

		

	
		
			Two

			Things You Take With You

			Berlin, 1958

			I remember sitting on the stairs to our building in the communal courtyard, holding a small metal insignia. It’s red and round. I like opening and closing my fingers around it, concealing it in my palm. A treasure, cool to the touch. I’ve had it since the night before and I can’t stop looking at it, feeling it tug at something unfamiliar inside me. It was a button cover, or pin, from an old uniform. Hammer and sickle, diagonally crossed. It’s similar but not quite the same as the Party symbol they display absolutely everywhere. There are children playing close by, among the exposed tree roots, trying to start a fire with stones. But everything is too damp. Martina is crouched beside them, drawing in the dirt with a stick. As I turn the little pin toward the sun, three gold letters shine: PCE. Partida Comunista Española. 

			Papa had gone south two days before, for training near Potsdam, organized by the factory. He’ll be back late, Mama told us when she picked us up from music lessons. I hate learning the sol-fa, Martina replied, walking a few steps ahead and nibbling on an apple. Papa never left Berlin on his own. At that point, we had only left as a family on one occasion, to visit some of our parents’ friends in Leipzig. They also spoke Spanish and spent the whole weekend reminiscing about the old days in another city. It was a nice visit; we joked about everything, the rules, the food, the Soviets, the songs they taught us in school. It was Papa who said, that’s enough, familia, we should be grateful to this republic. 

			We never saw them again. 

			The next summer, Mama enrolled me in a camp for workers’ children organized by Papa’s factory. The camp was in the Harz mountains, and I went on my own. It was the very first time I saw a steam engine, dragging its wagons through the peaks like a metal worm. 

			The days had grown longer: the afternoon sun shone through our single window, beating down on the living-room table. Martina and I spread out our homework and sat across from each other. When we finished, Mama looked over our notebooks and said, you girls can go play for a bit. She spent a lot of time on our maths work; they even do division differently, she said. Then she went to bring the dry laundry down from the rooftop. 

			Martina wanted to play hide-and-seek. I took a sock and covered my eyes. One, two, three, up to ten. Martina? Are you in here? No! Martina shouted from the bathroom. We played a few times. This is the last time, I want to read, I said. Come on: one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. Here I come. Where are you? But Martina didn’t answer. Say something! Give me a hint. I searched for Martina all through the apartment, but she was nowhere to be found. There was only one place I hadn’t looked: under our parents’ bed. I pulled the sock from my eyes and felt around under the bed frame with my foot. Are you under there? I didn’t feel anything. I crouched low. Martina’s head peeked out from behind a set of suitcases. I reached under the bed and pulled on my sister’s arm, dragging the suitcases out with her. We looked at each other, Martina’s lips white as I tugged on one of the handles. Pressed cardboard, held together with two dusty string cords. I undid the knots.

			I heard a basket of clothes drop to the floor with a sharp smack behind me and I let go of the photos I was holding. Mama entered the room slowly, as if her body weighed a tonne. She leaned against the wall beside me and slid to the floor, her small bones seeming to have lost their structure. She began to undo my braid, burying her fingers deep in my hair, never taking her eyes off the suitcase. Without a word, she picked up the papers we had taken from the suitcase, the yellowed documents, and then sent my sister to the living room to colour. But Martina went no further than the doorway, where she stopped, still clutching a photograph. Time passed. I don’t know how much. Whenever Mama’s eyes met ours, they were unfocused. At some point our father came home, whistling to us from the front door: girls, I’m back. No one responded, so he came into the bedroom. He saw the suitcases, our mother sitting on the floor. He began to shout, pacing the apartment. He said the things one says to children. And he said them in Spanish. The only thing we’ve ever asked of you, the only thing your mother and I have ever asked, he repeated again and again, until I heard the quick step of his boots on the stairs. The afternoon was over. 

			There’s a lot you won’t understand. You still don’t really know about the war.

			I do know, Mama. Some things. I do. 

			Not this war. Our war. 

			Mama’s fingers barely traced the images she held in her hand, as if she were afraid she could erase them. 

			You have an aunt. In Madrid. My sister, Carola. That’s her there, and this is me. And an uncle, your father’s brother. His name is Gabriel and he has two children, Moses and Manuel, like your father. They’re in Moscow. This is him, here. 

			Do you write to your sister?

			Rarely.

			And are you sad you’re not with her? 

			Very. 

			Why did you have to leave? 

			Mama didn’t answer. 

			This is what we took with us when we left, Papa said when he returned and found us there, hugging our mother. Mama had finally stopped crying, but my nose was sore and red from blowing it. I cried like I hadn’t cried since the time when I was little and went down to the courtyard by myself, without permission, looking for Thomas and Alexandra, and Mama came down with her arms crossed and forced me to come out from behind the trees, spanked me lightly on the bottom and dragged me back upstairs quickly, stumbling. It’s all we had left, Mama said. This is it. She pushed her way through the bedroom door and stood in the front of the window, thinking about the war for a long time. Mama was never angry. She cried with her own sort of sadness. Red, silent. No one said another word about it until the next day. 

			I couldn’t sleep that night. I tried to memorize the faces I had seen. Aunt Carola was prettier than Mama, or younger, I don’t know which. But they both smiled as they sat in wicker chairs outside, embroidering a large piece of fabric. And held tight in my hand, a talisman. The little red pin I’d decided not put back in its place in that strange suitcase, the one I’d seen fastened on the coat our father was wearing in one of the pictures. Scrawled on the back of the photo: With my brother, Gabriel, Madrid 1937. 
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