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Praise for The German Girl

“This fascinating novel of the tragic St. Louis, the ship of rejected humans, is a brilliant entrée into the souls and family complexities, the terrors, ardors, endeavors, and hopeless valor of people who have been written off not only by a tyrant, Hitler, but who have been rejected as a nuisance by a self-absorbed world. Over the years, and in a new, ambiguous age of people in peril and adrift on the world’s seas, this magnificent novel bespeaks this eternal injustice, as well as the unexpected and intricate tragedies of its powerfully imagined characters.”

—Thomas Keneally, bestselling author of Schindler’s List

“An unforgettable and resplendent novel which will take its place among the great historical fiction written about World War II. Hannah Rosenthal will remain in your heart, and her determination to tell the story of what she saw, lived, and lost will change the way you look at the world.”

—Adriana Trigiani, bestselling author of The Shoemaker's Wife

“A vital tribute to liberty, love, and justice . . . one of the most fascinating and extraordinary literary events of recent times.”

—Zoé Valdés, internationally bestselling author of The Weeping Woman

“Powerful and affecting . . . that sheds light on a sorrowful piece of Holocaust history.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“I found myself unable to put the book down. I was able to identify with what my parents must have experienced first in Germany and later on the St. Louis . . . beautiful and heartbreaking.”

—Judith (Koeppel) Steel, survivor of the St. Louis

“It conveys the true essence of the tragedy of the St. Louis . . . [it was] so true to our many life experiences.”

—Eva (Safier) Wiener, survivor of the St. Louis

“Profound and moving . . . This novel touched me personally, especially because it is written from the point of view of a girl, just like me, on the ship. This tragedy, ignored for so many years, contains a lesson the world must learn and never forget: compassion for refugees.”

—Ana Maria (Karman) Gordon, survivor of the St. Louis
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To my children Emma, Anna, and Lucas

To Ana Maria (Karman) Gordon, Judith (Koeppel) Steel, and Herbert Karliner, who were my children’s age when they boarded the St. Louis at the port of Hamburg in 1939


You are my witnesses.

ISAIAH 43:10–11
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Memories are what you no longer want to remember.

JOAN DIDION
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Hannah and Anna

Berlin–New York



Hannah

Berlin, 1939

I was almost twelve years old when I decided to kill my parents.

I had made up my mind. I’d go to bed and wait until they fell asleep. That was always easy to tell because Papa would lock the big, heavy double windows and close the thick greenish-bronze curtains. He’d repeat the same things he said every night after supper, which in those days had become little more than a steaming bowl of tasteless soup.

“There’s nothing to be done. It’s all over. We have to leave.”

Then Mama would start shouting, her voice cracking as she blamed him. She’d pace the whole apartment—her fortress at the heart of a sinking city; the only space she’d known for more than four months—until she wore herself out. Then she’d embrace Papa, and her feeble moans would finally cease.

I’d wait a couple of hours. They wouldn’t put up any resistance. I knew Papa had already given up and was willing to go. Mama would be more difficult, but she took so many sleeping pills, she’d be fast asleep, steeped in her jasmine and geranium essences. Although she had gradually increased the dose, she still awakened during the night crying. I would rush to see what had happened, but all I could make out through the half-open door was Mama inconsolable in Papa’s arms, like a little girl recovering from a terrible nightmare. Except that, for her, the nightmare was being awake.

Nobody heard my cries anymore; nobody bothered about them. Papa told me I was strong. I would survive whatever happened. But not Mama. The pain was gnawing away at her. She was the child in a house where daylight was no longer allowed. For four months, she had been sobbing each night, ever since the city was covered in broken glass and filled with the constant stench of gunpowder, metal, and smoke. That was when they started planning our escape. They decided we’d abandon the house where I was born, and forbade me to go to school, where nobody liked me anymore. Then Papa gave me my second camera.

“So that you can leave a trail out of the labyrinth like Ariadne,” he whispered.

I dared to think it would be best to be rid of them.

I thought about diluting aspirin in Papa’s food or stealing Mama’s sleeping pills—she wouldn’t last a week without them. The only problem was, first of all, my doubts. How many aspirin would he have to swallow to give him a lethal ulcer, internal bleeding? How long could Mama really survive without sleep? Anything bloody was out of the question, because I couldn’t bear the sight of blood. So the best thing would be for them to die of suffocation. To smother them with a huge feather pillow. Mama made it clear that her dream had always been for death to take her by surprise while she slept. “I can’t bear farewells,” she would say, staring straight at me—or, if I wasn’t listening, she would grab me by the arm and squeeze it with the little strength she had left.

One night I woke up during the night in tears, thinking my crime had already been committed. I could see my parents’ lifeless bodies but was unable to shed a single tear. I felt free. Now there would be no one to force me to move to a filthy neighborhood, to leave behind my books, my photographs, my cameras, to live with the terror of being poisoned by your own father and mother.

I started to tremble. I called out “Papa!” But no one came to my rescue. “Mama!” There was no going back. What had I turned into? How did I end up so low? What would I do with their bodies? How long would it take for them to decompose?

Everyone would think it was suicide. No one would question it. My parents had been suffering constantly for four months by then. Others would see me as an orphan; I’d see myself as a murderer. My crime existed in the dictionary. I looked it up. What a dreadful word. Just saying it gave me the shivers. Parricide. I tried to repeat it and couldn’t. I was a murderer.

It was so easy to identify my crime, my guilt, my agony. What about my parents, who were planning to get rid of me? What was the name for someone who killed their children? Was that such a terrible crime there wasn’t even a word for it in the dictionary? That meant they could get away with it. Whereas I had to bear the weight of death and a nauseating word. You could kill your parents, your brothers and sisters. But not your children.

I prowled through the rooms, which to me seemed increasingly small and dark, in a house that would soon no longer be ours. I looked up at the unreachable ceiling, walked down hallways lined with the images of a family that was disappearing little by little. Light from the lamp with the snowy-white shade in Papa’s library filtered out into the corridor where I stood disoriented, unable to move. I watched as my pale hands turned golden.

I opened my eyes and was in the same bedroom, surrounded by well-worn books and dolls I had never played with, nor ever would. I closed my eyes and sensed it wouldn’t be long before we fled without a set destination on a huge ocean liner from a port in this country where we had never belonged.

In the end, I didn’t kill my parents. I didn’t have to. Papa and Mama were the guilty ones. They forced me to throw myself into the abyss alongside them.
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The apartment’s smell had become intolerable. I didn’t understand how Mama could live between those walls lined with moss-green silk that swallowed what little daylight there was at that time of year. It was the smell of enclosure.

We had less time to live. I knew it; I felt it. We wouldn’t be spending the summer there in Berlin. Mama had put mothballs in the closets to preserve her world, and the pungent odor filled the apartment. I had no idea what she was trying to protect, since we were going to lose everything regardless.

“You smell like the old ladies on Grosse Hamburger Strasse,” Leo taunted me. Leo was my only friend; the one person who dared look me in the face without wanting to spit on me.

Spring in Berlin was cold and rainy, but Papa often left without taking his coat. Whenever he went out in those days, he wouldn’t wait for the elevator but took the stairs, which creaked as he trod on them. I wasn’t allowed to use the stairs, though. He didn’t walk down because he was in a hurry but because he didn’t want to bump into anyone else from the building. The five families living on the floors beneath ours were all waiting for us to leave. Those who were once our friends were no longer friendly. Those who used to thank Papa or who tried to ingratiate themselves with Mama and her friends—who praised her good taste or asked for advice on how to make a brightly colored handbag match their fashionable shoes—now looked down their noses at us and could denounce us at any moment.

Mama spent yet another day without going out. Every morning when she got up, she would fasten her ruby earrings and smooth back her beautiful, thick hair—which was the envy of her friends whenever she appeared in the tearoom of the Hotel Adlon. Papa called her the Goddess, because she was so fascinated by the cinema, which was her only contact with the outside world. She would never miss the first night of any film starring the real screen goddess, “La Divine” Greta Garbo, at the Palast.

“She’s more German than anyone,” she would insist whenever she mentioned the divine Garbo, who was, in fact, Swedish. But back then motion pictures were silent, and no one cared where the star had been born.

We discovered her. We always knew she would be worshipped. We appreciated her before anybody else; that’s why Hollywood noticed her. And in her first talkie she said in perfect German: “Whisky—aber nicht zu knapp!”

Sometimes when they came back from the cinema, Mama was still in tears. “I love sad endings—in movies,” she explained. “Comedies weren’t meant for me.”

She would swoon in Papa’s arms, raise a hand to her brow, the other holding up the silk train of a cascading dress, toss back her head, and start talking in French.

“Armand, Armand . . .” she would repeat languidly and with a strong accent, like La Divine herself.

And Papa would call her “my Camille.”

“Espère, mon ami, et sois bien certain d’une chose, c’est que, quoi qu’il arrive, ta Marguerite te restera,” she would reply, laughing hysterically. “Dumas sounds ghastly in German, doesn’t he?”

But Mama no longer went anywhere.

“Too many smashed windows” had been her excuse ever since the previous November’s terrible pogrom, when Papa had lost his job. He had been arrested at his university office and taken to the station on Grolmanstrasse, kept incommunicado for an offense we never understood. He shared a windowless cell with Leo’s father, Herr Martin. After they were released, the two would get together daily—and that worried Mama even more, as if they were planning an escape she was not prepared for yet. Fear was what prevented her from leaving her fortress. She lived in a state of constant agitation. Before, she used to go to the elegant salon at the Hotel Kaiserhof, just a few blocks away, but eventually it was full of the people who hated us: the ones who thought they were pure, whom Leo called Ogres.

In the past, she would boast about Berlin. If she went on a shopping spree to Paris, she always stayed at the Ritz; and if she accompanied Papa to a lecture or concert in Vienna, at the Imperial:

“But we have the Adlon, our Grand Hotel on the Unter den Linden. La Divine stayed there, and immortalized it on screen.”

During those days, she would peer out the window, trying to find a reason for what was happening. What had become of her happy years? What had she been sentenced to, and why? She felt she was paying for the offenses of others: her parents, grandparents—every one of her ancestors throughout the centuries.

“I’m German, Hannah. I am a Strauss. Alma Strauss. Isn’t that enough, Hannah?” she said to me in German, and then in Spanish, and in English, and finally in French. As if someone were listening to her; as if to make her message entirely clear in each of the four languages she spoke fluently.

I had agreed to meet Leo that day to go take photographs. We would see each other every afternoon at Frau Falkenhorst’s café near Hackescher Markt. Whenever she spotted us, the owner would smile and call us “bandits.” We liked that. If either of us was later than expected, the first to arrive had to order a hot chocolate. Sometimes we’d arrange to meet at the café near the Alexanderplatz Station exit, which had shelves filled with sweets wrapped in silver paper. When he needed to see me urgently, Leo would wait for me at the newspaper kiosk near my home, allowing us to avoid running into any of our neighbors, who, despite also being our tenants, always shunned us.

In order not to disobey the adults, I bypassed the carpeted stairs, which were increasingly dusty, and took the elevator. It stopped at the third floor.

“Hello, Frau Hofmeister,” I said, smiling at her daughter, Gretel, who used to be my playmate. Gretel was sad, because not long before, she had lost her beautiful white puppy. I felt so sorry for her.

We were the same age, but I was much taller. She looked down, and Frau Hofmeister had the nerve to say to her, “Let’s take the stairs. When are they going to leave? They’re putting us all in such a difficult situation . . .”

As if I wasn’t listening, as if it was only my shadow standing inside the elevator. As if I didn’t exist. That’s what she wanted: for me not to exist.

The Ditmars, Hartmanns, Brauers, and Schultzes lived in our building. We rented them their apartments. The building had belonged to Mama’s family since before she was born. They were the ones who should leave. They were not from here. We were. We were more German than they were.

The elevator door closed, it started to go down, and I could still see Gretel’s feet.

“Dirty people,” I heard.

Had I heard it right? What have we done for me to have to endure that? What crime had we committed? I was not dirty. I didn’t want people to think of me as dirty. I came out of the elevator and hid under the stairs so I wouldn’t meet them again. I saw them leave the building. Gretel’s head was still bowed. She glanced backward, looking for me, perhaps wanting to apologize, but her mother pushed her on.

“What are you staring at?” she shouted.

I ran back up the stairs noisily, in tears. Yes, crying with rage and impotence because I could not tell Frau Hofmeister that she was dirtier than I was. If we bothered her, she could leave the building; it was our building. I wanted to hit the walls, smash the valuable camera my father had given me. I entered our apartment, and Mama could not understand why I was so furious.

“Hannah! Hannah!” she called out to me, but I chose to ignore her.

I went into the cold bathroom, slammed the door, and turned on the shower. I was still crying; or rather, I wanted to stop crying but found it impossible. Fully clothed and wearing my shoes, I climbed into the perfectly white bathtub. Mama kept on calling to me and then finally left me in peace. All I could hear was the sound of the scalding water cascading onto me. I let it flow into my eyes until they burned; into my ears, my nose, my mouth.

I started to take off my clothes and shoes, which were heavier because of the water and my dirtiness. I soaped myself, smeared on Mama’s bath salts that irritated my skin, and rubbed myself with a white towel to get rid of every last trace of impurity. My skin was red, as red as if it was going to peel. I turned the water even hotter, until I couldn’t take it anymore. When I came out of the shower, I collapsed on the cold black-and-white tiles.

Fortunately, I had run out of tears. I dried myself, scrubbing hard at this skin I didn’t want and which, God willing, would start to slough off after all the heat I’d subjected it to. I examined every pore in front of the steamed-up mirror: face, hands, feet, ears—everything—to see if there was any trace of impurity left. I wanted to know who was the dirty one now.

I cowered in a corner, trembling, shrinking, feeling like a slab of meat and bone. This was my only hiding place. In the end, I knew that however much I washed, burned my skin, cut my hair, gouged out my eyes, turned deaf, however much I dressed or talked differently, or took on a different name, they would always see me as impure.

It might not have been a bad idea to knock at the distinguished Frau Hofmeister’s door to ask her to check that I didn’t have any tiny stain on my skin, that she didn’t have to keep Gretel away from me, that I wasn’t a bad influence on her child, who was as blond, perfect, and immaculate as me.

I went to my room and dressed all in white and pink, the purest colors I could find in my wardrobe. I went looking for Mama and hugged her, because I knew she understood me; even though she chose to stay at home and so didn’t have to face anyone. She had built a fortress in her room, which in turn was protected by the apartment’s thick columns, in a building made up of enormous stone blocks and double windows.

I had to be quick. Leo must have already been at the station, darting all over the place, trying to stay out of the way of people running to catch their trains.

At least I knew that he thought of me as being clean.



Anna

New York, 2014

The day Dad disappeared, Mom was pregnant with me. By just three months. She had the opportunity to get rid of the baby but didn’t take it. She never lost hope that Dad would return, even after receiving the death certificate.

“Give me some proof, a trace of his DNA, then we can talk,” she always told them.

Maybe because Dad was still a stranger to her in some ways—mysterious and solitary, a man of few words—she thought he might reappear at any moment.

Dad left unaware I would be born.

“If he’d known he had a daughter on the way, he would still be here with us,” Mom insisted every September for as long as I could remember.

The day Dad never returned, Mom was going to prepare a dinner for the two of them in our spacious dining room, by the window from where you can see the trees in Morningside Park lit by bronze streetlamps. She was going to tell him the news. She still set the table that evening because she refused to admit the possibility that he was gone. She never got to open the bottle of red wine. The plates stayed on the white tablecloth for days. The food ended up in the garbage. That night, she went to bed without eating, without crying, without closing her eyes.

She lowered her gaze as she told me this. If it were up to her, the plates and the bottle would have still been on the table—and, who knows, probably also the rotting, dried-out food.

“He’ll be back,” she always insisted.

They had talked about having children. They saw it as a distant possibility, a long-term project, a dream they hadn’t given up on. What both of them were sure of was that if they did have any children one day, the boy had to be called Max and the girl, Anna. That was the only thing Dad demanded of her.

“It’s a debt I owe my family,” he would tell her.

They had been together for five years, but she never managed to get him to talk about his years in Cuba or his family.

“They’re all dead” was the only thing he’d say.

Even after so many years, that still bothered Mom.

“Your father is an enigma. But he’s the enigma I loved most in my entire life.”

Trying to resolve that enigma was a way to unburden herself. Finding the answer was her punishment.

I kept his small silver digital camera. At first, I spent hours going through the images he left on its memory card. There wasn’t a single one of Mom. Why bother, when she was always by his side? The photographs were all taken from the same spot on the narrow living room balcony. Photographs of the sun rising. Rainy days, clear days, dark or misty ones, orange days, violet-blue days. White days, with the snow covering everything. Always the sun. Dawn with a horizon line hidden by a patchwork of buildings in a silent Harlem, chimneys spewing out white smoke, the East River between two islands. Again and again, the sun—golden, grand, sometimes seeming warm, other times cold—viewed from our double glass door.

Mom told me that life is a jigsaw puzzle. She wakes up, attempting to find the correct piece, trying all the different combinations to create those distant landscapes of hers. I live to undo them so that I can discover where I came from. I am creating my own jigsaw puzzles out of photos I printed at home from the images I found on Dad’s camera.

From the day I discovered what had really happened to Dad, and Mom understood I could fend for myself, she shut herself in her bedroom and I became her caretaker. She converted her bedroom into her refuge, keeping the window overlooking the interior courtyard always closed. In dreams, I would see her falling fast asleep from the pills she took before going to bed, engulfed by her gray sheets and pillows. She said the pills helped ease the pain and knock her out. Sometimes I would say a prayer—so silent that even I could not hear or remember it—that she would stay asleep, and her pain would go away forever. I couldn’t bear to see her suffer.

Every day before I leave for school, I take her a cup of black coffee, with no sugar. In the evening, she sits at supper with me like a ghost while I make up stories about my classes. She listens, raises a spoon to her mouth, and smiles at me to show how grateful she is that I am still there with her, and for making her soup that she swallows out of duty.

I know she could disappear at any moment. Where would I go then?

When my school bus drops me off outside our apartment building each afternoon, the first thing I do is pick up the mail. After that, I prepare dinner for the two of us, finish my homework, and check if there are any bills to pay, which I pass on to Mom.

Today we received a large envelope with yellow, white, and red stripes and its warning in big red capital letters: DO NOT BEND. The sender is in Canada, and it is addressed to Mom. I leave it on the dining table and lie down on my bed to begin reading the book I was given at school. A few hours later, I remember that I haven’t opened the envelope.

I start knocking on Mom’s bedroom door. At this time of night? she must be thinking. She’s pretending to be asleep. Silence. I keep knocking.

Nights are sacred for her: she tries to fall asleep, reliving things she can no longer do, and thinking about what her life might have been like if she could have avoided fate or simply wiped it away.

“A package came today. I think we should open it together,” I say, but there’s no answer.

I stay at the door and then open it gently so as not to disturb her. The lights are off. She’s dozing, her body seems almost weightless, lost in the middle of the mattress. I check that she’s still breathing, still exists.

“Can’t it wait until tomorrow?” she murmurs, but I don’t budge.

She closes her eyes and then opens them again, turning to see me standing in the doorway, the hall light behind me—which blinds her at first, because she’s used to the dark.

“Who sent it?” she asks, but I don’t know.

I insist she come with me; that it’ll do her good to get up.

I finally manage to convince her. She stands up unsteadily, smoothing down her straight black hair, which hasn’t been cut for months. She leans on my arm for support, and we shuffle to the dining table to discover what we have been sent. Perhaps it’s a birthday present for me. Someone has remembered I’m going to be twelve, that I’ve grown up, that I exist.

She sits down slowly, with an expression on her face that seems to say, Why did you make me get out of bed and upset my routine?

When she sees the sender’s name, she picks up the envelope and clutches it to her chest. Her eyes open wide, and she says to me solemnly:

“It’s from your father’s family.”

What? But Dad didn’t have a family! He came into this world alone and left it the same way, with no one else around. I remember that his parents died in an airplane accident when he was nine. Predestined for tragedy, as Mom once said.

After their deaths, he had been brought up by Hannah, an elderly aunt we assumed was dead by now. We had no idea if they had kept in touch by telephone, letters, or email. His only family. I was called Anna in her honor.

The package was mailed from Canada but it’s really from Havana, the capital of the Caribbean island where Dad was born. When we open it, we see it contains a second envelope. “For Anna, from Hannah” is written on the outside in big, shaky handwriting. This isn’t a present, I think. It must contain documents or who knows what. It probably has nothing to do with my birthday. Or maybe it’s from the last person to see Dad alive, who has finally decided to send us his things. Twelve years later.

I’m so nervous, I can’t stop moving around, getting up and sitting down again. I walk to the corner of the room and back. I start playing with a lock of my hair, twisting and twisting it until it’s tangled. It feels like Dad is with us again. Mom opens the second envelope. All we find inside are old photograph contact sheets, and lots of negatives, together with a magazine—in German?—from March 1939. On the cover is the image of a smiling blond girl in profile.

“The German Girl,” says Mom, translating the title of the magazine. “She looks like you,” she tells me mysteriously.

These photos make me think I can begin a fresh puzzle now. I’m going to enjoy myself with all these images that have reached us from the island where Dad was born. I’m so excited at the discovery, but I was hoping to find Dad’s watch, an heirloom from his grandfather Max, which still worked, or his white gold wedding band, or his rimless spectacles. These are the details I remember about Dad from the photo I always keep with me, and which sleeps beside me every night under a pillow that used to be his.

The package has nothing to do with Dad. Not with his death, anyway.

We don’t recognize any of the people. It’s hard to make out such small, blurred images printed on sheets that seem to have survived a shipwreck. Dad could have been one of them. No, that’s impossible.

“These photos are seventy years old or more,” Mom explains. “I don’t think even your grandfather was born then.”

“We have to get them printed tomorrow,” I say, controlling my excitement to avoid upsetting her. She goes on studying the mysterious images; those faces from the past she is trying to decipher.

“Anna, they’re from before the war,” she says, so seriously it startles me. Now I’m even more confused. What war is she talking about?

We go through the negatives and come across a faded old postcard. She picks it up with great care, as though she’s afraid it might fall to pieces.

On one side, a ship. On the other, a dedication.

My heart starts racing. This must be a clue, but the date on the card is May 23, 1939, so I don’t think it has anything to do with Dad’s disappearance. Mom is handling this postcard like some kind of archaeologist, like she needs to put on a pair of silk gloves so that it won’t be harmed. For the first time in ages, she seems alive.

“It’s time to find out who Dad is,” I say, using the present tense just as Mom does whenever she mentions him. I stare at the face of the German girl.

I am sure my father isn’t coming back, that I lost him forever one sunny day in September. But I want to know more about him. I don’t have anyone else, apart from my mother, who lives shut away in a dark room overwhelmed by gloomy thoughts she won’t share with anyone. I know sometimes there are no answers, and we have to accept it, but I can’t understand why, when they got married, she didn’t find out more about him; try to get to know him better. By now, it’s way too late. But that’s how Mom is.

Now we have a project. At least, I do. I think we’re about to discover an important clue. Mom goes back to her room, but I’m ready now to snap her out of her passiveness. I hold on to this object sent by a distant relative who I am now desperate to get to know. I prop the small card against my bedside lamp and turn down the brightness. Then I get into bed, pull up the covers, and stare at the picture until I fall asleep.

The postcard shows an ocean liner bearing the name St. Louis, Hamburg-Amerika Linie. The message is written in German: “Alles Gute zum Geburtstag Hannah.” Signed: “Der Kapitän.”



Hannah

Berlin, 1939

Yanking open the huge, dark wooden door from the inside, I banged the bronze knocker without meaning to. The noise reverberated through the silent building where I no longer felt protected. I prepared myself for the blaring noise of Französische Strasse, which was full of red-white-and-black flags. People were walking along, stumbling into one another without any apologizing. Everyone seemed to be fleeing.

I reached the Hackesche Höfe. Five years ago, it belonged to Herr Michael, a friend of Papa’s. The Ogres took it from him, and he had to leave the city. As with every midday, Leo was waiting for me in the doorway of Frau Falkenhorst’s café, in the interior courtyard of the building. And there he was, with that mischievous expression of his, ready to complain about me being so late.

I got out my camera and started snapping pictures of him. He struck poses and laughed. The café door opened, and a man with a blotchy red face came out, bringing with him a gust of warm air and the smell of beer and tobacco. When I got closer to Leo, I was hit by the fragrance of hot chocolate on his breath.

“We have to get out of here,” he said. I smiled and nodded.

“No, Hannah. We have to get out of all this,” he repeated, meaning the whole city.

This time I understood him: neither of us wanted to go on living surrounded by all these flags, these soldiers, all the pushing and shoving. I’ll go with you wherever you wish, I thought to myself as we set off at a run.

We were running against the wind, the flags, the cars. I tried to keep up with Leo as he raced along, adept at slipping through this throng of people who considered themselves pure and invincible. When I was with Leo, there were moments when I didn’t hear the noise from the loudspeakers, or the cries and chants of men marching in perfect unison. It seemed impossible to be any happier, even though I knew it wasn’t going to last.

We crossed onto the bridge, leaving the City Palace and the cathedral behind us, so that we could lean on the parapet and gaze down at the river Spree. Its waters were as dark as the walls of the buildings lining it. My thoughts wandered, following the rhythm of the current. I felt as if I could throw myself in and let it carry me along—become even more impure. But that day, I was clean; I’m sure of it. Nobody would dare spit at me. I was just like them. On the outside, at least.

In photographs, the waters of the Spree tended to have a silvery sheen, with the bridge looming at the far end like a shadow. I was standing in the center, above the small arch, when I heard Leo calling me in exasperation.

“Hannah!”

Why did he have to rouse me out of my daydream? Nothing at that moment could have been more important than to be able to cut myself off, ignore my surroundings, and imagine we didn’t have to go anywhere.

“There’s a man taking photographs of you!”

It was only then that I noticed the thin, lanky man with the beginnings of a potbelly. He was holding a Leica in his hands and was trying to focus on me. I shifted around, moving about to make it more difficult for him. He must have been an Ogre who was going to report us, or one of the traitors who worked for the police station on Iranische Strasse and spent their time denouncing us.

“He photographed you as well, Leo. It mustn’t have been just me. What does he want? Can’t we even be on our bridge?”

Mama insisted we shouldn’t wander around the city, because it was full of rough enforcers. Nobody even felt they needed to put on a mask to offend you. We were the offense; they were reason, duty, enforcement. The Ogres attacked us, shouted insults; we were supposed to remain silent, mute, while they kicked us.

They had discovered our stain, our impurities, and denounced us. I smiled at the man with the Leica. He had an enormous mouth. A thick, transparent liquid was dripping from his nose. He wiped it away with the back of his hand, and pressed the button on his camera several more times. Take all the photos you want. Send me to jail.

“Let’s grab his camera and throw it in the river,” Leo whispered in my ear.

I could not stop gazing at this pathetic man, who was leering at me and almost threw himself at my feet in search of the best angle. I felt like spitting at him. I was disgusted by his big, wet nose. It was as big as those in the caricatures of the impure on the front page of Der Stürmer, the magazine that hated us and had become very popular. Yes, he must have been one of those who dreamed of being accepted by the Ogres. Dirty lowlifes, as Leo usually called them.

I started to tremble. Leo ran off, dragging me along like a rag doll. The man started to wave and tried to catch up to us. I heard him shout:

“Young girl! Your name! I need your name!”

How could he have thought I was going to stop and give him my name, surname, age, and address?

Attempting to blend in with the traffic, we crossed the street. A crowded tram went past, and we saw him still standing on the bridge. We laughed, and he had the nerve to shout good-bye!

We headed for Georg Hirsch’s café on Schönhauser Allee. It was our favorite café in Berlin, where we usually gorged ourselves on sweets and could spend the entire afternoon without fear of being insulted. Leo was forever hungry, and my mouth was already watering at the thought of fresh Pfeffernüsse spice cookies, even though these weren’t holidays. I preferred the ones sprinkled with sugar and aniseed extract, while Leo preferred the cinnamon-coated ones. We’d stain our fingers and noses white, and then make the Ogres’ salute. Leo would change it into a traffic policeman’s signal to Stop! Bending his hand up vertically, making a letter L with his arm. That joker Leo, as Mama would say.

As we approached the café, we suddenly froze on the street corner: the windows of Georg Hirsch’s café had been smashed as well! I couldn’t stop taking photos. I could see Leo was sad. A group of Ogres came around the corner marching in step and singing an anthem that was an ode to perfection, to purity, to the land that should only belong to them. Good-bye, Pfeffernüsse!

“Another sign that we must leave,” Leo said mournfully, and we ran off again.

Leave, I knew: not this corner, or the bridge, or Alexanderplatz. Simply leave.

It was quite likely they were waiting at home to arrest us. If not the Ogres, it would be Mama. We were not getting out of this unscathed.

[image: Image]

At Hackescher Markt Station, we got into the first car of the S-Bahn. We sat opposite two women who were complaining the whole time about how expensive everything was, about all the food shortages, about how hard it was nowadays to find proper coffee. Every time they waved their arms in the air, they gave off waves of sweat mixed with rose essence and tobacco. The one who talked the most had a smudge of red lipstick on her front tooth, which looked like a cut. I glanced at her and, without realizing it, started to perspire. It’s not blood, I told myself, staring at her huge mouth. Troubled by my insistence, she flapped her hand at me to stop looking at her. I lowered my eyes, and her stale odor filled my nostrils. The conductor in his blue uniform came up and asked to see our tickets.

Between Zoo Station and Savignyplatz Station, we stared out of the window at the blackened housefronts. Dirty windows, a woman shaking a stained carpet on a balcony, men smoking at windows, and red-white-and-black flags everywhere. Leo pointed to a beautiful building that was in flames on Fasanenstrasse, near the S-Bahn level crossing. Smoke was still rising from the main roof of the shattered dome. Nobody else looked at the devastated building. They must have felt guilty. They had no wish to see what the city was becoming. The woman with the smudge on her tooth lowered her head as well. Not only did she have no wish to be a witness to the smoke, but also now she didn’t dare look us in the face, either.

We alighted at the next station and walked back a few blocks to reach Fasanenstrasse. We entered the side passage of the building, its stucco façade decaying from dampness and grime. Before we even arrived under Herr Braun’s window, we could hear his radio turned up to full volume as usual.

He was a disgusting, deaf old man. Leo called him the Ogre, just as he did all the so-called pure and those who wore brown shirts as well. We sat beneath the window of his messy dining room, with cigarette butts and dirty puddles all around us. It was our favorite hiding place. Sometimes the Ogre used to see us and shout insultingly “the word beginning with J” that Leo and I refused to pronounce. As Mama insisted, we were Germans first and foremost.

Leo couldn’t understand why I took photos of the puddles, the mud, the cigarette butts, the crumbling walls, the shards of glass on the ground, the smashed shop windows. I thought that any one of these images was worth more than those of the Ogres or the buildings with their flags: a Berlin I had no wish to see.

Not even the smoke from the burning building could soften the Ogre’s breath with its mixture of garlic, tobacco, schnapps, and stale pork sausage. He never stopped spitting and blowing his nose. I didn’t know what made my stomach churn more: the foul smell from his house or seeing his face. Except that, thanks to his deafness, we were able to find out what was going on in Berlin.

We were no longer permitted to listen to the radio at home, to buy a newspaper, or use the telephone.

“It’s dangerous,” Papa told me. “Let’s not go looking for problems.”

The Ogre changed radio stations several times. The news—or the orders, as Leo called them—was due to start in a few minutes, and the Ogre wouldn’t stop moving around and making noise. Eventually he sat near the window. Leo pulled me out of the way right when the Ogre looked out the window. We couldn’t stop laughing; we were well versed in his habits.

Leo knew I’d be happy to spend the whole day here; that I felt protected when I was with him. When we were together, I didn’t think of my mother fading away or of how Papa was intent on changing our lives.

Leo was a passionate person. He didn’t walk, he ran, always in a hurry, with a goal to reach, something to show me that I shouldn’t miss. He also visited various neighborhoods, trying to figure out what was happening in this city of ours, which was falling apart bit by bit. Occasionally he mingled with the Ogres marching and shouting in the streets with their flags, but I never dared join him. He talked to me nervously, like someone who could foresee that we didn’t have a great deal of time left. Our only moment of peace was here, among the Ogre’s filth and spit, thanks to an old radio playing at full volume.

Leo was older than me. Two months older. That led him to think he was more mature, and I went along with it because he was the only friend I had; the only person whom I could entirely trust.

Sometimes he used to spy on his father, who was up to something with my father ever since they’d met in the Grolmanstrasse police station, which, according to Leo, stank of urine. He used to come tell me terrifying ideas, which I preferred to ignore. We knew they were planning something big; something that might have included us or not. I didn’t think they were going to abandon us, or send us to a special school outside Berlin, or to another country on our own, where they spoke another language, as some of Leo’s neighbors had done with their children. But they were up to something; he was sure of it. And that scared me.

Herr Martin was an accountant who had lost all his clients. He and Leo shared a room in a boardinghouse at 40 Grosse Hamburger Strasse. Their building was next door to a shelter full of women, old people, and children—all those they don’t know what to do with or where to send, in a neighborhood Mama never would have dared set foot in.

Leo’s mother had managed to escape to Canada, to join her brother, sister-in-law, and nephews and nieces, whom she hadn’t met before. Leo and his father had no hopes of going to live with them there anytime soon. They were looking for “other possibilities for flight,” as Leo liked to say. My father was part of the plot. According to Leo, he had also been sending money to Canada since they started closing our bank accounts in Berlin.

This at least made me happy. We would have accepted whatever decision our parents made, provided it included Leo and me and both families. Leo was convinced my parents were helping his father, who had been left penniless and with no possibility of work, so that they could escape as well.

Leo was in the habit of accompanying his father to the morning meetings with Papa. He pretended he wasn’t listening and that he was busy doing something else so they didn’t interrupt their discussions and planning. I used to joke that he had become the spy of the Martin-Rosenthal partnership. But keeping his eyes and ears open was something Leo took very seriously.

He refused to allow me to visit him in his new home.

“It’s not worth it, Hannah. What’s the point?”

“It can’t be worse than this horrible passageway where we spend so much time.”

“Frau Dubiecki doesn’t like us to have visitors. She’s an old crow who takes advantage of our situation. Nobody there likes her. And Papa would only get angry. Besides, Hannah, there’s no room to sit down.”

He took a piece of black bread out of his pocket and put a huge chunk in his mouth. He offered me some, but I didn’t accept. I had lost my appetite: I ate only because I had to. But Leo devoured the bread, and while he was doing so, I could get a good look at him.

Leo exuded energy from every pore. He was full of color: his skin was reddish, his eyes brown.

“Blood flows through my veins!” he would crow, his cheeks shining. “You’re so pale you’re almost transparent. I can see inside you, Hannah.” I’d blush.

He didn’t make many gestures and had no need to: with just one sentence, his face expressed myriad emotions. When he talked to me, I couldn’t help but pay attention. He bombarded me with his words. He made me nervous; I would laugh and tremble, all at the same time. Whenever you listened to Leo, it was as if the city were about to explode at any moment.

He was tall and skinny. Although we were the same size, he appeared to be a couple of inches taller, with thick, wavy hair that looked as though it had never been combed. Whenever he was about to say something important, he bit his lips so hard they seemed about to bleed. He had frightened, wide-open eyes, and his lashes were the darkest and longest I have ever seen. “They always arrive before you do,” I used to tease him. How I envied him. Mine made me sad; they were so light-colored, they hardly seemed to exist, like Mama’s.

“You don’t need them,” he would say to comfort me, “not with those big blue eyes of yours.”

The stench reminded me we were still in that disgusting passageway. The Ogre was moving around his room. He seldom went out except to go shopping.

Leo told me that the Ogre used to work in Herr Schemuel’s butcher’s shop, a few blocks from there, until he himself denounced the owner. He felt in control ever since the Ogres took power; they gave him the freedom to make or unmake someone as insignificant as he was.

On that terrible November night that everyone still talked about, they smashed Herr Schemuel’s windows and closed down his business. It was from that moment on that the stench took over the city: a stench of broken pipes, sewage, and smoke. Herr Schemuel was arrested, and nothing more was heard of the man who’d provided the best cuts of meat in the neighborhood.

So now this Ogre was out of work. I was curious to know what he had gotten out of denouncing Herr Schemuel.

Berlin was full of Ogres. There was a vigilante on every block. They took it upon themselves to report, persecute, and make life impossible for all of us who thought differently; who came from families that did not fit in with their idea of a family. We had to be very careful with them, as well as with the traitors who thought they could save themselves by denouncing us.

“It’s better to live shut in, with doors and windows sealed,” Leo would say. But we two couldn’t stay still in one spot. What was the point, when our parents were going to send us wherever they felt like anyway?

It was hard for the Ogres to spot what I was. I could sit on the park benches forbidden to us and could enter tram carriages reserved for the pure race. If I’d wanted to, I also could have bought a newspaper.

Leo used to say I was able to pass for anyone. I didn’t have any mark on the outside, although inside I had the stigma from all four grandparents that the Ogres detested so much. Leo was the same. They assumed that he was like them, even though he thought his nose or his gaze betrayed him. Still, Leo couldn’t have cared less if they had found him out, because he was an expert at escaping and could run faster than even the great American Olympian Jesse Owens.

But my ability to pass for whomever I liked without them spitting at me or kicking me counted against me with my own people. They thought I was ashamed of them. Nobody loved me; I did not belong to either side, but that didn’t really worry me. I had Leo.

We often used to hide in the Ogre’s passageway to find out what was going on. If there was an afternoon when we didn’t have time to get there, Leo would become anxious, afraid he might have missed a piece of news that could change our destinies.

The baker’s son, who was proud of his enormous nose, interrupted us. But he was a friend of Leo’s. I looked down at the ground. If Leo wanted to go play with him, let him. I’d find something else to do.

“With her again?” his friend shouted. “Come out of that filthy hole and leave the German girl.” When he called me that, he pronounced each syllable carefully and made a face. “Leave her. She thinks she’s better than the rest of us. Let’s go and watch the fight out on the corner. They’re beating each other to death. Come on!”

Leo told him to lower his voice and to get out of there.

“Liebchen, Liebchen, Liebchen,” he crooned, as if Leo and I were sweet on each other, and then vanished.

Leo tried to console me. “Don’t listen to him,” he said gently. “He’s just a street urchin.”

I wanted to go home to make my nose bigger, curl my hair, and dye it black. I was fed up with people mistaking who I was. Perhaps I wasn’t my parents’ daughter but an orphan—a truly “pure” orphan adopted by a wealthy impure couple who thought they were superior because they had money, jewels, and properties.

The news on the Ogre’s battered radio set brought me out of my pathetic self-pity. We were going to have to comply with fresh regulations and laws. I gave a start at each new order, which echoed like a roar. It hurt.

We were going to have to list all our possessions. Many of us would have to change our names and sell our properties, our houses, and our businesses at prices they dictated.

We were monsters. We stole other people’s money. We made slaves of those who had less than us. We were destroying the country’s heritage. We had bled Germany dry. We stank. We believed in different gods. We were crows. We were impure. I looked at Leo and at myself. I could not see what was so different between him, Gretel, and me.

The cleansing had begun in Berlin, the dirtiest city in Europe. Powerful jets of water were about to start drenching us until we were clean.

They didn’t like us. Nobody liked us.

Leo pulled me to my feet, and we left. I followed him aimlessly. I let him drag me along.

The Ogre came to the window looking smug, pleased like all of them that the cleansing was drawing nearer—about time, too!—similar to what he himself had begun in our neighborhood. The moment had arrived to crush the undesirables, burn them, choke them until not one was alive near them; nobody to spoil their perfection, their purity.

And with the satisfaction conveyed by the power to annihilate, to be who he was, to be superior to everyone else, to feel he was God in his marvelous bunker surrounded by cigarette butts and mud, he spat another thick, resounding gobbet of phlegm.



Anna

New York, 2014

Today I woke up earlier than usual. I can’t get the face of the German girl out of my mind: she has the same features as me. I want to be wide-awake so that I can forget her. On my bedside table, where I keep the photo of Dad, I’ve added the faded postcard of the ship.

It’s my favorite picture of Dad. It’s seems like he’s looking straight at me. It shows his dark hair brushed back, his big, hooded eyes and thick black eyebrows hidden behind his rimless glasses, the hint of a smile on his thin lips. Dad is the most handsome man in the world.

Whenever I need to discuss something about school, talk about what went on during the day, or share my worries with someone, I take his photograph and put it under the lamp with the ivory shade decorated with gray unicorns that gallop around until the light is switched off and I fall asleep.

Sometimes we have tea together. We share a chocolate cookie, or I read him a passage from the library book for my school assignment.

If I have to rehearse a presentation for my Spanish class, I do it with Dad. He’s the best listener: the most understanding and relaxed.

Mom once told me that as a boy his favorite book was Robinson Crusoe, and the day I started school, she gave it to me as a gift. She put her thin hands on my shoulders and looked me in the eye:

“So that you’ll learn to read quickly.”

I glanced at the few illustrations of those two men covered in rags on a desert island, and wondered why there weren’t more pictures in this book of way over a hundred pages that Dad liked so much. I couldn’t see what was so interesting about a bunch of pages full of black writing on a white background, with no color at all.

Once I had learned to read, I tried to decipher it, repeating every word, every syllable, to myself, but I still found it very hard. Those complicated sentences seemed so foreign to me, I couldn’t get past the first one:

“I was born in the year 1632, in the city of York, of a good family, though not of that country, my father being a foreigner . . .”

There was no mention of dogs or cats, lost moons or enchanted forests. So it was a book of adventures. First mystery solved.

I started to read it with Dad syllable by syllable. Every night, we would conquer a page. At first, it was a struggle. Soon, though, the sentences flowed without me even realizing it.

That story of a man shipwrecked on an island where there were only two seasons, rainy and dry, stuck in the middle of nowhere with his friend Friday, whom he had saved from cannibals, filled me with hope. And later I began to create my own adventures.

Dad could be lost on a faraway island, and I would sail my majestic ship across seas and oceans, battling terrible storms and huge waves till I found him.

But today isn’t a reading day. I have to tell him about the package that came from Cuba, a real family relic. Because if anyone knows anything about that boat and the dedication in German, it has to be him. I’ll persuade Mom to go to a photo lab to get the pictures developed. I know he’s going to help me figure out who they are. Probably his parents are there, too, or even his grandparents, because as far as we can tell, the photographs were taken before the war. The Second World War, the most terrible of all.

Every morning, when I wake up, I pick up the photo and kiss it. Then I prepare Mom’s coffee. That’s the only way I can make sure she gets up.

When I make her coffee today, I breathe through my mouth because the smell makes me nauseous. Mom likes it, though, and it wakes her up. I carry in her big cup very slowly, and I hold it by the handle to avoid getting burned. It’s like a magic potion that will snap her out of her daze. I knock twice on her door, but as usual, she doesn’t reply. I open the door slowly, and light from the hall pours in with me.

Then I see her: she’s totally pale, not moving, her eyes rolled up, and her chin pointing up to the ceiling. Her body is all twisted. I drop the cup of coffee, which falls to the floor with a crash and stains the white bedroom walls.

I run out into the hall, struggle to open the front door, and then race upstairs to the fourth floor and knock on Mr. Levin’s door. When he opens it, his dog Tramp leaps up at me. “I can’t play with you now, Mom needs me.” Mr. Levin sees how worried I am and puts his arm around me. I can’t hold back my tears anymore.

“There’s something wrong with Mom!” I tell him, because I can’t say the word I fear most. That I’ve lost her, that she’s gone, that she’s abandoned me. From now on, I’ll be an orphan not only because of my father but also because of her. Maybe I’ll have to leave my apartment, my photographs, my school. Who knows where they’ll send me to live. Maybe Cuba. Yes, I could ask the social workers who come looking for me if they would find my family in Cuba—to find Hannah, the only person I have left in the world.

I rush down the stairs with Tramp. Mr. Levin takes the elevator. I arrive first and wait outside Mom’s bedroom, not daring to look inside. My heart is pounding. It’s beating so hard my whole body aches. Mr. Levin enters very calmly, switches on the lamp, sits on Mom’s bed. He takes her pulse, and then looks back at me and smiles.

He begins calling her:

“Ida! Ida! Ida!” he shouts, but the body still doesn’t move.

Then I see Mom’s arms slowly start to relax, and she tilts her head slightly to the left, as if trying to avoid us. Color comes back to her cheeks, and she seems annoyed by all the light in her room.

“Don’t worry, Anna, I’ve already called an ambulance. Your mom will be fine. What time does your school bus arrive?” asks the only friend I have in the entire universe, who happens to own the noblest dog in our building.

Mom can see the tears streaming down my cheeks, and it seems like this makes her sadder than ever. It’s like she’s ashamed and is asking me to forgive her, but she doesn’t have the strength to say a single word. I go over and hug her gently, so as not to hurt her.

I dry my tears and run down to catch the bus. From the street I see Mr. Levin out on our balcony, making sure the driver picks me up. As I climb aboard and walk down the aisle to my seat, the other kids can tell I’ve been crying. I sit at the back, and the girl with braids in the row in front of me turns to look at me. I’m sure she thinks I’ve been punished because I’ve done something wrong: not finishing my homework, or cleaning my room, or eating my breakfast, or brushing my teeth before leaving the apartment.

Today I find it impossible to concentrate in any of my classes. Luckily, the teachers don’t bother me with questions I can’t answer. I don’t know if Mom will have to spend some days in the hospital or if I’ll be able to live with Mr. Levin for a while.

When I get home after school, my friend is out on the balcony again. I think this must mean Mom is in the hospital and that I will have to find somewhere else to stay.
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and hopeless valor of people who have been written off.”
—Thomas Keneally, bestselling author of Schindler’s List













