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In loving memory of Kläre and Ernst, who inspired this
story, and to my husband and sons and their families, who
give me my daily practice in love and devotion.





1 1913, Norderney



If I say yes to Jakob Kohler, I could make a nice home for him. Mutti and Papa like him … He is serious about me and wants to make a good life. The argument against the match lay pressed at the edge of a sigh that Kläre Ente struggled to hold back. Her thoughts focused with the steady rhythm of pedaling and the deep breaths she was able to take, having loosened her corset, untying the knot that lodged in her chest. A sweet scent of clover and raspberries floated on the breeze as Kläre cycled down to the North Sea village.


She conjured Jakob Kohler’s deep brown eyes and the inscrutable expression on his large face. Tall and thin, he comported himself with little passion, but with the self-assurance of a man no longer a mere youth. Kläre wondered for the hundredth time how his large hands might feel if allowed past the strictures of propriety and his curious reticence. These thoughts no longer shocked her, but she experienced a pensive doubt as to how to weigh them in her decision.


In these unsettled times, her father, Jonah, had remained in Hörde to tend to the family livestock feed business, leaving the conduct of holidaymaking to Kläre, her mother, and her two sisters. Here, in this sleepy seaside village, they were removed from the insidious pressure of impending hostilities between Germany and England that plagued daily life at home in Hörde.


A woman from the village approached on a bicycle and Kläre automatically moved to the right of the path, still lost in thought. A moment later, however, she stopped, intent on the approaching figure. Only yesterday, near this very spot, two boys barely out of knee pants had ridden toward her. One of them had suddenly veered into her path, and reflexively, Kläre had steered away into the brambles of the hedgerow. She had not fallen, but her leg had become entangled in her skirts and the heavy steel of the bicycle had banged painfully against her thigh. The boys laughed as they raced on, and unmistakably, she had heard “Jew!” as their bicycles receded behind her.


When had the florid Christian neighbors pedaling their way to and from the shops lost their stolid place in the scenery and begun to etch menace into the landscape instead? Kläre filed away the need for this new wariness for later consideration. The approaching woman passed with an unsmiling nod, and Kläre rode on, returning to her thoughts.


Jakob Kohler’s courtship had been brief. He’d met her father through a supplier. The Entes, who were good businessmen with a reputation for honesty and acumen, sought out the young attorney’s counsel as it became more difficult to comply with the conflicting regulations of the Imperial government. Jonah Ente worried quietly to his family that the loosening of economic strictures on Jewish businesses, with their subsequent success in Hörde and elsewhere, would feed the anti-Semitism that he believed lay close to the surface of the German social order—an order to which the Entes eagerly adhered.


Kohler’s mild, unassuming manner and meticulous knowledge of regulations assisted the Entes in maintaining their business. Kläre never knew when or by whom the decision was made to arrange her introduction to the young lawyer. An invitation was extended, and Jakob Kohler visited on a Sunday.


Kläre’s sister Frieda and her husband Oskar had come from Dülken, where Oskar had his own feed business. Like her mother, Frieda was quiet, dutiful, and devoted to the skills of homemaking. Oskar was large, loud, and raucous and fit in well with the Ente men. His booming voice, boisterous laugh, and continuous banter filled the sitting room, leaving Kläre to study her prospective suitor. A faint smile lay uneasily on Jakob Kohler’s face as he listened to the explosive Oskar and his ribald jokes. Kläre watched as Jakob glanced at Jonah Ente, perhaps for an indication of the patriarch’s concern at the impropriety of such language and humor in the presence of women.


Finding no apparent objection from the head of the household, Kohler remained passive until Jonah and Oskar moved to the study to discuss shared business interests, and the youngest Ente daughter, Trude, was summoned by her mother to the kitchen. Left with Frieda and Kläre, Jakob politely began a conversation about Frieda’s home in Dülken and Oskar’s business. Never addressing Frieda’s obvious pregnancy, he spoke briefly and quietly until Kläre finally asked, “Have you long been in the law?” Her steady gaze penetrated her guest’s detachment.


“Since the death of my father three years ago, I have been the primary Rechtsanwalt in the firm, but for two years before that I was his assistant.” Jakob’s response was mild, but it answered the gentle challenge of her entry to the conversation.


“My brother studies the law in Munich,” Kläre said, “but I fear, should we go to the war, he will fight before he has a chance to enter a practice. As it is, he spends much of his time with a saber.” Kläre’s eyes fell to her hands, which were resting on the perfectly pressed folds of last year’s dress. She wondered briefly if this man had noticed that the dress should be shorter, the skirt slimmer, the bodice looser to be current in style, but she decided immediately that he had not noticed, would not notice.


“Naturally, if there is war, I must serve,” Jakob said without warmth.


Raising her eyes once more, Kläre watched him stand as he caught sight of her mother. A tall lace collar and carefully pressed sleeves softened Johanna Ente’s strong, intelligent face. Dark hair shot with steel grey was captured neatly in a bun at the back of her head.


Johanna stood in the doorway of the sitting room, glancing at Kläre, a trace of disapproval flickering across the space between them as Kläre reached up to tuck a wayward curl into its pin. Frieda began to rise awkwardly from her chair, but Kläre waved her sister back and stood quickly to assist her mother.


If there is war, I must serve. She mused over these words, so different from her brother’s, who wrote as if fighting would be a more adventurous version of the saber duels of his Jewish fraternity. Kläre poured coffee, and felt her color rise as Jakob Kohler’s eyes followed her. She handed him a cup and then a slice of her mother’s scrumptious apfelkuchen.


The afternoon visit had nearly concluded when Jakob Kohler, beginning his formal leave-taking, turned to Kläre. “It was a pleasure to meet you today, Fräulein Ente. Perhaps I may again have the opportunity to see you.” He extended his hand to hers and bowing slightly, searched her face for a moment.


“That would be nice, yes,” she answered.


Moments later, he was gone.


Kläre cleared the dishes, noting her mother’s studious avoidance of comment. Not for the first time, she wished that her mother, whom she loved and revered, was more approachable about affairs of the heart.


Frieda was still seated in the sitting room, eyes closed, with one hand on the side of her swelling belly in the age-old contact of a mother feeling, from inside and out, the quickening life of her child. She opened her eyes and patted the seat of the chair next to her.


“Klärchen, did you like him?” Frieda’s brown eyes and dark hair contrasted utterly with her sister’s fair coloring.


“He seems like a nice man.” Kläre spoke slowly.


“Only nice?” Frieda leaned toward her sister. “You speak about the squirrels in the garden with more interest than that.” She dropped backward into the chair with a short gasp and closed her eyes as she continued. “You will like to be married, Klärchen, but”—she once again looked directly at her sister—“to the right man, so get to know him a little. It’s a long life you will spend together with a husband. He looks very serious, this Kohler. Do you feel any spark with him?”


“I don’t know exactly,” Kläre responded. “He’s older. He has a profession already. I don’t think he’s looking for a silly girl with romantic dreams.”


“Ya, but what are you looking for, Kläre?” The sisters stared at one another for a long moment before Kläre dropped her troubled gaze and fingered the pleats of her skirt.


There had been a number of further occasions: more Sunday coffees, a dinner, and a walk home from the Red Cross, where Kläre volunteered to learn first aid—her hedge against the helplessness she felt in the run up to war. During this time, Jakob worked frequently with her father and uncles and slowly got to know them in their business and occasionally in their homes.


For the most part, Jakob was formal and unobtrusive. He rarely began a conversation, particularly of a personal nature, but he always responded to the direct questions that Kläre found opportunities to ask him.


“Are you close to your family?”


“I have lost many family members and we are spread across several states. I care for my mother, but my sisters can do more of what she requires. I don’t speak much to my brother. He is also an attorney.” A mask of disappointment stole across Jakob’s features. Kläre did not ask more, though it pained her to imagine such a separation.


“Do you enjoy the theater or the museum?”


“I cannot say that I choose often to go. Perhaps if I knew more, or had someone to go with …”


Kläre blushed. She was transported by a fine play or the well-done painting, and dreamed of a husband who would take her to Cologne and Berlin. While cultural offerings in Hörde were meager, her mother had always insisted on taking the children to Dortmund and even to Cologne to see the symphony, the opera, and ballet.


“Do you read?”


“I read quite regularly in the law.”


“Do you go to the dances or to the beer garden with your friends?”


“I do what most men do. As you may have noticed, my conversation is not fascinating.” Kläre gazed up at Jakob’s profile as he walked solidly beside her and knew that this man would not glide effortlessly across a dance floor, holding her confidently in his arms, but perhaps—for her—he would learn …


On this occasion, Jakob took her elbow and guided her along the path in the public garden, staring straight ahead, seemingly unable to speak and attend to the physical contact between them at the same time. It was pleasant to be steered carefully toward her street, and Kläre felt a mild excitement at the idea that some threshold of familiarity had been crossed.


Other small things changed. Jonah Ente, having tried to engage Jakob in the banter he shared with his father, brothers, son, and son-in-law, recognized that it was not natural to the younger man, and—with some care, Kläre thought—adopted an inviting but more formal tone when he was present. Jakob, whose reserve suited Johanna, was now greeted with one of the matriarch’s rare smiles when he visited. When asked to join the family for Passover dinner, Johanna explained, “Our observance is mostly in memory of our parents. We aren’t strict.”


“I haven’t had much training myself,” Jakob replied. “I find I haven’t much use for it, though I believe in being Jewish.” Johanna’s approval beamed from her smile as she served Jakob a steaming plate of brisket, roast potatoes, and stewed fruit. Seated next to him, Kläre wondered what Jakob meant. I believe in being Jewish. To her, the practice of Judaism had belonged in the home of her grandparents, both now gone, and in the Sabbath mornings of her early childhood, when she’d gone to synagogue with her grandfather and uncles. Since then, religion had faded from the Entes’ family life like a wistful dream—remembered, but overtaken by the waking demands of daily life, and the menace that associations with the word “Jew” increasingly brought. Still, Kläre felt the bond with other Jewish families—in their education, a certain brand of humor, recognition—even as the outward manifestations of observance fell away. Perhaps this is what Jakob meant.


And so it happened, without drama, and in the midst of rising fear and concern for the world outside their home, that the Entes found themselves regarding Jakob Kohler as more than an acquaintance, more than a business associate, and more than a casual suitor to Kläre. It came as no surprise to anyone other than Kläre when Jakob presented himself to her father with an offer of marriage to the eighteen-year-old girl. Given consent, Jakob quickly made arrangements to visit Kläre, and with more intensity than he had ever spoken to her, asked her to marry him.


Stunned, Kläre was silent, searching the unusually eager face before her, her hands wrapped in his warm ones. “I am so honored that you would ask me such a thing,” she finally said softly. “Please, let me speak to my parents. We go next week for a holiday; you will have my answer when we return.”


A flicker of hurt passed across Jakob’s face, but he immediately restored his composure and pleasant demeanor, and said only, “I would very much like to have a marriage soon … There is much talk of war, and I don’t know when I might need to join the army.”


Kläre stood on her toes and brushed her lips to Jakob’s smooth, shaven cheek. It was unseemly to be so forward, but Kläre wished now to act on the feelings that stirred within her. Jakob pressed his eyes closed for a moment—then, looking directly at her, and with a power she had not previously ascribed to him, he pulled her to him in a swift embrace.


“Thank you,” he said, and let her go.


It was now but ten days later, and the Ente women were settled into the village of Norderney and the routine of a holiday framed by the daily deepening of charges, counter-charges, threats, and counter-threats between Germany and its neighboring countries. Many of the holiday regulars were absent this year, either out of concern for safety and mounting instability, or, more often, because of financial difficulties.


At eighteen years old, Kläre already longed for the simpler days of her childhood in Hörde, when school, helping with cooking and sewing at home, and especially the magical Friday Sabbath evenings at the elegant home of her grandparents had held a warm predictability. On those nights, all the cousins and their mothers would assemble, and no sooner had Kläre settled herself on the scratchy sofa in the large sitting room when the door would rattle and the hall fill with the sound of stamping and animated voices as the Ente men arrived. The younger children would fly to the door with boisterous greetings for their fathers, uncles, and grandfather. Kläre would wait patiently for the reward of her father’s strong arms lifting her and drawing her close to the damp, smoky wool of his suit. A long and delicious dinner would follow. Eventually, the grown sons and their father would move from prayer to discussion, then to stories, and then to laughter, jokes, and play. Kläre would find her way to her father’s lap, and her brother Ernst would stand among his uncles, learning the arts of argument and storytelling.


Kläre felt the sheltering memories of those halcyon days drain away on a sigh as she steered her bicycle down the final hill, the sea sparkling in front of her. Carriages, perambulators, mothers, and children crowded the streets and Kläre found it easier to walk the bicycle the last 100 meters to the rented house near the end of the seashore lane. An unfamiliar carriage stood before the door. Kläre leaned her bicycle against the rail and was about to enter when the door opened and her brother Ernst appeared before her.


“Ernst! My God! What are you doing here? We didn’t expect you.” Her brother stiffly allowed her to throw her arms around his neck and then push him back. “What is this uniform? What has happened?”


“I’ve joined the army. We are forming a cavalry unit: Frisch, Rosenmann, and I.”


“No, Ernst, but why? There is no war declared. Jakob says he will wait and then join. Can you not do this as well?”


Ernst’s amusement at his sister’s outburst overcame his momentary annoyance at her questions. He took Kläre’s arm and strolled in the direction of the seaside path.


“Wait? Wait for what? We must have an army.” He smiled wickedly at his sister and changed the subject. “What’s all this I hear about Jakob Kohler? Jakob this, Kohler that: Suddenly all I hear is his name. What are you thinking, my little sister?”


Kläre looked at her brother, always filled with the importance of the moment, yet lovingly attached to her, his closest sister. The strong and stocky man before her had a vital air of assurance that anchored the very sunlight around him. Even so, she could still see the schoolboy, a knapsack strapped to his back, bursting into the house flushed and breathing hard, exuding the smell of fresh air, wool, and hurry, his hair standing wildly around his thin face as he reported some fight or transgression that would demand her worry, her mediation, in some way.


Surely, Ernst would not understand her distress. For him there was always a clear path, a right decision. His smile now told her that in her absence, someone had spoken to him about Jakob’s proposal.


“I … I am thinking of marrying him,” Kläre said quietly. She continued before Ernst had a chance to say a word, more urgently this time—“But really, Ernst, must you do this?”


“Klärchen, don’t you understand?” he said, his face grave. “There will be war. Jews cannot sit and wait. We have to fight harder and more bravely than anyone to prove ourselves.” Ernst’s tone was sharp, but his look was by turns proud and pleading.


Meeting her brother’s pale blue eyes, in this holiday town where there was no real holiday, Kläre understood only that he was leaving for war. Fear for his safety and the inexorable change that was upon them all sent a chill coursing through her. The air seemed to vanish from the sun-filled scene, throwing the sea wall and waves behind it into high relief. Kläre stared at her brother, at the colorful sash draping down across his broad barrel chest, at the buttons of his uniform, glinting in the sunlight—and in that moment, her girl’s dreaming gave way to a woman’s decision. This was no time for selfish notions of romantic love. Kläre Kohler. She would have to get used to the sound of it.





2 1923, Hörde



Kläre leaned back in the wrought iron chair, eyes closed, to let the autumn sun warm her face under her broad-brimmed hat. A gentle breeze lifted the curls from her neck, sending wisps of hair across her face. Amalie had not yet arrived, and the café had only a few scattered patrons. A piece of torte lay untouched on the plate before her, her coffee cooling, neither likely to alleviate the vague queasiness which was with her now constantly. Even a café as fine as Hunziger’s had not returned to using pure butter, and eggs were scarce. Still so much was missing from the years before the war!


Her face brightened as, looking up, she saw Amalie pass through the heavy glass doors and scan the terrace. Kläre waved a gloved hand and stood. Amalie approached and, holding her friend at arm’s length, studied her with the frank intimacy born of childhood friendship. Immediately a question formed in her raised eyebrows and tilted chin. Kläre reddened at the scrutiny.


“Yes, I have news,” she said, smiling. “We were not certain, but my mother thinks it is already sure.”


“Ach, Klärchen, how wonderful.” Amalie’s voice caught, a mixture of joy and pain passing across the features of her pleasant face. Kläre reached over the small table and squeezed her friend’s arm gently. Neither woman spoke, each one absorbed in a long moment of remembering. Hans Hermann, Amalie’s fiancé, had died a gruesome death in the trenches of Verdun during the war. Kläre shuddered at the memory of the days and nights she had spent at Amalie’s side after the news came.


Her own life had been a kaleidoscope of activity during the war years. She had volunteered at the hospital while Jakob was in the army, keeping their small flat and making daily visits to her parents. Her sister Trude was still at home, spirited and thoughtless with youth. Frieda, already pregnant with a second child, had come back to Hörde to live with her little one, Martin, as Oskar was gone to the war as a supply man. Kläre’s youngest cousin, Paul, had also joined the Ente household when his mother Anna died. By day, Kläre brought her healing touch as a massage therapist to the broken bodies of young soldiers whose suffering made her heart ache. By night, she cooked, cleaned, and helped her mother and sisters with the children, in solidarity with her family and their men at war.


She frequently saw Amalie, whose own childhood had been joyless, and who had found in Hans Hermann a true love and the hope of a stable and contented life. His intuition of Amalie’s depth and sweetness came with the bursting optimism and hearty laugh of a man able and willing to create happiness for the woman he loved. Slowly but surely, Amalie had been won, not only by the man, but also by the belief that she could be happy—and make another happy. This Kläre had treasured for her friend. Hans had gone to the war, showering Amalie with promises that all would go well.


How different had been Jakob’s reluctant, thoroughly considered entry to the officer’s corps. He had used his status as an attorney and his age—thirty-six years old—as stepping-stones toward assignment as a lieutenant in the field office, with its relative safety. Kläre had been grateful, but troubled in a vague way that her husband had neither the passion nor the belief in the importance of the German effort that Ernst and Hans felt. She, in turn, felt Amalie’s abject fear for Hans’s safety, and her own for Ernst’s, more keenly at times than her worry for Jakob. Her guilt was a rebuke for the distance that disparity in age and temperament contributed to her marriage.


One July day, in the war’s first year, Amalie had shared with Kläre a letter that Hans had sent to his father. In contrast to the letters Hans sent Amalie directly, which were full of loving and optimistic messages, these descriptions of his experiences terrified her.


Dearest Father,


I beg your pardon that for so long you haven’t heard from me, but I couldn’t write because there was too much to do.


Since we came from Urlaub in April we have been busy making communications for the military transport. The whole region is laid deep in unbroken fire. I’ve had to run double wiring with many switches and of course there are breakdowns and special requests by the hour. The shooting is continuous, from both sides.


On 22 June the French attacked, and with success held their position. That was a crazy day. From early morning, there was fierce gunfire. Since our lines were down, we got a light signal from Louvematt. The French took the Fort, but later we recovered it. Then a grenade struck that smashed everything into confusion; the shrapnel fell through the roof and walls. Our men escaped through the shelter entranceway. We are glad that we are out of that hell …


This letter was like the ones Kläre had gotten from Ernst: full of incomprehensible excitement for the adventure, a young man’s dismissal of personal danger laced with keen descriptions of tactical circumstances. Hans knew better than to write all this directly to Amalie, but to his father he wrote of it proudly.


Not a week later, the telegram had come. Amalie had found Kläre at her parents’ home, in the kitchen with Johanna, attempting to create a meal with the meager wartime resources available to them. She had stood shaking in the hall as Kläre dried her hands and pulled her pale, stricken friend into the sitting room.


“He is dead,” Amalie had gasped, her voice harsh and toneless, already beyond tears. “The news was brought to his mother.” Kläre’s hand had flown to her chest, shock robbing her of breath.


Hans’s death, reported by a fellow soldier as brave but wretched, had stricken Kläre deeply. Now, four years later, Kläre read the continued grief in the summoning of composure to her friend’s face—for the loss of her lover, for the children that would never come from the brief, precious time Amalie had been granted with him.


“Klärchen, it will be a spring baby,” said Amalie. “Will you like it to be a boy or a girl?”


Normal chatter did not return as easily to Kläre, who already wondered at the wisdom of bringing a child into the world at all after the devastation of the war. Jakob had been insistent that a family was required at this time in his life. He had a legal practice to revitalize, and a family to show for his marriage. He had been ill for months from gas poisoning. Having a child represented a return to normalcy that he craved.


“Jakob, of course wishes a boy, and I think a boy would be fine.” Kläre carefully subdued her response. “Do you enjoy your job?” she asked her friend, eager to change the topic.


“Ya, it is fine … Herr Baum works hard and is a very good boss. Do you remember the Grussmans? They had a daughter Frieda’s age.”


“Yes of course, she was a heavy one, but good on the piano, right?”


“Yes, exactly. Well, Herr Grussman came to the company last week to speak with Herr Baum. I was taking dictation at the time, and stayed while they spoke. Herr Grussman went on about this new party. They say all the troubles with the money and the war are because of the Jews.” Amalie met Kläre’s eyes, reading in them permission to continue. “He said the Jews were not real fighters in the war. Does your father speak about this?”


“That’s impossible!” Kläre sat bolt upright. “Ernst has just gotten the Iron Cross first class for his fighting in the Cavalry.” Ernst’s photo in Cavalry uniform sat on the highly polished table in her mother’s sitting room, his proud, fierce face distinguished by the saber scars across his forehead and cheek.


Kläre’s indignation put an angry flash in her eyes. Suddenly, her draining nausea and the softness of her swelling body were forgotten. “My father is on the town council. He has worked hard, and he gave feed and money from his business to the army.” She sat back and looked at Amalie across the table. Dearest of her childhood friends, Amalie had spent many long afternoons at the Ente home and at their table, thirsty for the kindness and generosity she found there. How could she repeat this assertion, even as hearsay? Kläre was at a loss to understand the question, however innocent, in her friend’s open face. She was suddenly exhausted.


Amalie moved on to speak more of her job as a stenographer. She had gone to work over the objection of her father and despite the general disapproval of a young woman of her class securing employment. The smallest of jealousies arose in Kläre as she listened to Amalie’s animated chatter. This world of offices and coworkers and commerce, limited though it might be, provided precisely the kind of stimulation that Kläre lacked in the life that lay ahead of her. The time for her youth, for her own world of work, and her dream of a life enriched by the arts seemed to have vanished in the long years of war and the toil and deprivations of keeping a home. Jakob Kohler worked hard in his practice, but what little interest and willingness he’d had in the life of the mind outside his work, or for the conversation of clever people, seemed to have been poisoned out of his spirit just as the gas from the war had poisoned his body.


Kläre shook these thoughts impatiently from her head as she nodded and smiled at Amalie, and tried a morsel of the poor pastry on her plate.


“Tell me of your work at the hospital,” Amalie said.


“Ach, it was so hard in the war years. Such terrible injuries we had; more than we knew what to do with, but the doctors taught us whatever they could, and I particularly learned to work with amputees.” Kläre became animated. “The muscles and nerves were so disturbed. We learned effleurage and petrissage. It’s like long strokes and a sort of gentle pinching. These new techniques they hope will help the nerves and muscles to reconnect and reduce the inflammation and perhaps also the pain.” She leaned forward toward her friend.


“The boys had so much to learn just to move their bodies again. The shock and the poison—you know, sometimes I could just touch them and know what to do to make them feel better. Other times, nothing felt better. In fact, sometimes they couldn’t bear to have me do anything at all. When that happened, we could only talk or sing, or read.”


“And when Jakob came home?” Amalie’s voice was gentle.


“It helped, this work, when he got back.” Kläre continued. “At first, he was so sick and he wanted me there all the time. I couldn’t do much else. He’s better now, not completely well, but better.” Kläre could not tell her friend that the formerly gentle but confident physical passion she’d shared with Jakob had also fallen victim to his injuries—that since the war, illness had become a focus of their lives, and their sexual activity had become utilitarian and infrequent. Instead, she said only, “I miss my work at the hospital.”


“Ya, and now with the baby coming you’ll be busy. Are you sick?”


“No … no, it’s not so bad. Really, it’s not.”


Amalie’s kind face shone, but a vague sense of unease remained with Kläre as they went on to talk of other things. When an hour had passed, she hugged her friend good-bye and walked the short distance to the Ente home. Her mother had telephoned, asking her to visit, and Kläre had heard something disturbing in her voice. She was reluctant to add the worrisome questions that Amalie had introduced to whatever her mother wished to speak to her about; she resolved to say nothing until she’d heard her mother out.


The entry hall was dark with the fading afternoon, but familiar fragrances of fresh baking and oiled walnut, tinged with a musty hint of cigar smoke, greeted Kläre with their comforting warmth. She hung her coat in the hall and walked back toward the kitchen, calling “Mutti?” as she pushed the swinging door open. She was surprised to find both her parents in the large kitchen.


Jonah smiled weakly at his daughter. “Good afternoon, Klärchen. How are you feeling?”


“I’m fine, thank you, Papa. But what are you doing home so early? Is everything all right?” Kläre looked with worry from one parent to the other.


“Ya, so here is a letter we got this morning. It’s from your cousin Arne,” her mother said, weariness softening her voice. She retrieved the stiff pages from the pocket of her apron and handed them to Kläre.


Kläre sat at the massive worktable and read.


17 May, 1923


Dearest Uncle Jonah,


It grieves me to write to you under these circumstances, especially after all you have done for my family: caring for my father in his last illness, and taking my brother Paul into your family as if he were your own.


If I were not desperate, I would never ask you to do more and risk your own safety as well. However, I have reached the end of what I can do for myself, and I face doom if I do nothing. I am sure by now you have heard of the riot in Dortmund two days ago. The Brownshirts attacked the Jewish shops, and this time they did not only break windows and pillage the goods. They went from house to house, and pulled men from their homes and beat them; they attacked women and children as well.


Our people were terrified, and most hid from or submitted to those animals. You will think I should have done the same, but I could not—cannot—give in to this outrage. All I could think is that it could have been my mother, G-d rest her soul, or one of my sisters.


There was a terrible fight when five of us resisted their entry to our apartment house. All but one of us escaped, but they will be looking everywhere for us. I must leave Dortmund and Germany immediately. I fear that I have put all who know me in peril, particularly if I stay.


Please understand, Uncle, that I haven’t put you at risk for no reason. You once offered to help me make a new start in America. I beg you now for that help. I have made the money for ship’s passage, but have not a penny to buy food or other provisions for the journey. I can wait no longer to leave.


I will come Friday early to the cellar where, in happier times, I helped you shovel coal and load the root crops for the winter. If you can spare any money or provisions, I swear I will make it up to you one day. I don’t dare call on Paul directly, but please tell him that I think of him always, and beg him to follow me soon to America, where I will take care of him and all of you when I am established.


With my highest regards to you, my Uncle, and to Tante Johanna, Ernst, Frieda, Kläre, and Trude.


Arne


Trouble no one needed was the special gift that Arne Ente had always brought to his struggling family. Closest to the mother who’d died and ill-equipped to lose himself in the care and responsibility for his five siblings, Arne was outspoken in his contempt for the German social order, prone to calling his countrymen law-obsessed Jew-haters.


“I don’t understand this. What happened?” Kläre gripped the edge of the table and sought an answer in her father’s eyes.


“There were gangs of demonstrators last week in Dortmund. The police lost control.”


“Demonstrations against what? What did Arne have to do with it?”


“Against the Republic, against the Jews, against the Communists … It’s happening more and more everywhere. They burned businesses in Dortmund, and Arne didn’t hide like the other Jews. There is an order for him to report to the police.” Jonah clenched and unclenched his fist. Johanna leaned over the large kitchen table, the weight of her fear seeming to bear down on her large hands. The three of them formed a pyramid over the well-worn table as if the air between them could protect what semblance remained of a safe and orderly life.


“Papa, you will of course help him.” Kläre looked with alarm from her father to her mother and back. Johanna bowed her head into her broad shoulders, and Jonah slowly met his daughter’s eyes.


He reached for the letter from his nephew and sighed deeply as he handed it to Johanna. “Yes, of course. I will go now to the bank.”


“Where is Paul?” Kläre asked, turning to her mother.


“He will be home from school shortly,” she replied. “Perhaps you will get him to help pack some food and a valise.”


Kläre’s face was a strained mask as she watched Paul read his brother’s letter. She sighed deeply and tightened her hand on his shoulder—and when he turned to her, she took his face in her hands and spoke gently.


“You will help Tante Johanna and me to pack a bag for Arne, yes? He will be all right, Paulie; he is a strong and clever boy, just like you.”


In due time the oilcloth bag was stuffed with sausage, rolls, a precious apple, and the end of the prior evening’s roast, sandwiched between thick slices of bread.


“Kläre,” Paul asked plaintively. “Why is this happening? Will I see Arne again? What happened to the Hanselmanns? The Krafts? All our neighbors?”


“My sweet, I cannot understand it myself,” Kläre answered. “People blame others for their problems in these hard times, and Arne got into a fight. He would be in danger if he stayed. But you are safe here with us now, and you know your brother loves you, don’t you, sweetheart? He will send for you when he can. Beyond this, I cannot explain it myself. But come with me upstairs and we’ll get ready for bed.”


As she turned to leave the kitchen, Kläre saw Johanna swiftly pull a handkerchief from her starched apron and wipe away tears before packing a small almond cake into the top of the bag. This was her specialty, and a favorite of Arne’s.


Paul and Kläre threw the letter containing Arne’s wretched story and desperate requests into the fire. As they made their way up the stairs, they heard Johanna’s whisper:


“Arne, Arne. Thank God Anna did not live to see this day.” Paul bent forward, and Kläre put her arm around his thin shoulder.


The next morning, just after the sun made its smooth way above the horizon, wakening the day with rose light and crystalline dew, Arne Ente stepped into his uncle’s garden. Kläre and Paul watched from high above in the garret room. Leaving the shadow of the massive linden tree, Arne stole furtively to the rear of the ample house, reappearing a few minutes later with a small valise and the oilcloth satchel.


As Arne reentered the brightening light once more, he raised his eyes, and Paul waved in the window far above. For an instant, Arne’s shoulders slumped as though his purposeful resolve had vanished, and Kläre imagined that he wished to be here with his brother, inseparable as the two had been in the years before their mother died and Paul had come to live with the Entes. It had been months since Arne had seen Paul, and now he was going to America—to the city of Philadelphia, where a friend had secured him the promise of a job in a hotel frequented by Europeans. But Arne’s air of dejection did not last for long. With a final look and a quick nod up at the garret window, he turned and was gone.


Kläre stood beside Paul as he watched his brother slip from the back of the garden into the shade of the linden tree. She could feel the pounding wave of his loss—a force that drove the boy back to his narrow bed and the shelter of his feather quilt.





3 1928, Hörde



Ernst and Ditha had brought their baby, Margaret, from Berlin for a rare visit home. Ditha was kind and solicitous and elegant as always. It was easy to understand Ernst’s adoration of this lovely woman, and the open affection between them. Ernst was never far from his wife—his hand on her chair or touching her shoulder, his eyes feeding on her beauty.


Kläre marveled that her brother had so thoroughly given up his wild bachelorhood for a settled family life. His law practice in Berlin was successful beyond all expectation, and the stories he shared of society in the capital city were the stuff of his dreams. Ernst Ente from Hörde, a wealthy and successful attorney in Berlin; who would have thought it? Kläre still remembered the boy of their childhood: short in stature and underachieving as a student, though boundlessly energetic and always ready to engage in a prank. He had strained against the limits of their small town.


Ernst had woven his stories long into the previous evening, telling of theater, opera, long dinners, and fine bottles of wine. Tales of baby Margaret, whose own keen personality had fully emerged in the year of her infancy, made her father’s eyes dance. Jakob had smiled and listened with the rest, speaking little but with measured pride about his own growing legal practice. The evening at the Ente parents’ had ended late, but Kläre’s weariness was more of spirit than body. It took great effort to represent her life to her brother as fulfilling—to convince him, as she worked to convince herself, that her hard-working husband and she, as homemaker and mother, were building a life of promise, of interest. Kläre dared not ask herself what might be missing, what fervor for the future was tethered within her—but the strain pulled at the muscles of her smiling face and robbed her of enthusiasm for further talk.


At home this morning, with the tasks of a new day before her, Kläre reflected with mixed pleasure and ruefulness on her brother’s happiness. She had withstood the scrutiny of his questions about Jakob’s work, their friends and social events, and most of all, her children. Erwin, now five years old, was in school in the first form, though not happily. He was nothing like his uncle, whose Hebrew name had been given to the child with such love and anticipation. Ernst the uncle was vibrant, daring, quick-witted, and brave, if not always wise. Erwin the child was serious, nearly plodding, and found little in which to delight.


Earlier that morning, Kläre had waved good-bye to Jakob and Erwin as they’d stepped into the cool morning together. Jakob’s deliberate steps had faltered as he stumbled slightly on the pavement. Erwin had waited without reaction for his father to recover. Father and son each faced the world expecting neither joy nor opposition; rather, it was simply work they moved toward. While Kläre loved them both, deeply, their weight of spirit lay heavily on her heart.


She suddenly longed to strike out into the day on her own—to fill her lungs with fresh air, startle the small flock of brown birds from their feasting on dried berries in the hedge at the end of the garden. She needed a brisk walk. She returned to the kitchen, where Werner broke into raucous laughter as he banged his cup on the leg of the heavy table, his face looking up at her from where he sat on the floor.


“Ya, come, little one. We go now to see Onkel Ernst and Tante Ditha and your cousin Margaret, yes?”


The morning at her mother’s was a quieter version of the evening before, with only the women raptly listening to Ernst’s stories. He launched into an imitation of his law partner’s antics at a dinner party. The man was a notorious womanizer and made an art of the amusing story, and Ernst played the incident out with every embellishment. Kläre hadn’t the heart to hear any more and ventured into the kitchen to find the children.


Margaret was eighteen months old, nearly a year older than Werner. She was small but sharp and already chattering much of the time. The older child was fascinated with her cousin, the first baby with whom she had spent time at close hand. Her beautiful green eyes followed his every movement. Werner, in turn, reached to her with his long fingers, a smile of baby delight seizing his face. They played on the floor, pushing a wooden horse on wheels back and forth. Werner drew the toy to his mouth and then banged it on the floor and attempted to push it back to Margaret, toppling himself in the effort. Alarmed, Margaret pulled on her cousin’s arm until he sat again, laughing. Satisfied that he was unharmed, she smiled at his antics.


Kläre marveled at these two children, their fascination in each other—first cautious, but now thorough and continuous. She decided to take them both to the park.


With Ditha’s permission, Kläre bundled the two babies in Werner’s pram and set off. Once at the park, she sat on a bench, enjoying the sunshine, relieved to be safely away from the regaling of a life she could not have. She tucked the blanket tightly around the children. Having exhausted themselves at play all morning, they had been lulled almost immediately by the gentle breeze and the bounce and roll of the pram into contented sleep. Like rocks nestled in the sand on a wind-swept beach, they lay side by side—head to neck, hip to waist, swaddled both in each other and the beautiful knitted blanket wrapped around them, so that only their sleeping faces were exposed to the September day. Autumn had just begun to crisp the air, and so far there were only the first suggestions of falling leaves and the rains that would come.


Dappled sunlight fell across the bench where Kläre sat. After a few rocking pushes of the buggy, she let it rest beside her. She leaned back and stretched her legs, ankles crossed in front of her, eyes closing to allow the sun to warm her face under the narrow brim of her hat. The days of skin meeting breeze were fleeting, and an autumn day with sun was a rare pleasure. The brisk walk had calmed her, infused her skin with the glow of exertion and fresh air, and softened the tension that gripped at her center like a corset.


She could only have been sitting thus for a few moments when a shadow passed before her—felt more than seen—and she opened her eyes to see a tall man sit at the far end of the bench. Kläre straightened quickly.


“Please, don’t let me disturb you,” the man said, a smile playing across his handsome face. “I don’t imagine you get a moment to sit often.” His head nodded slightly in the direction of the pram. His spoken greeting of more than an obligatory word or two was startling—and his reference to Kläre’s motherhood and the presumption of her need for respite were an unheard-of familiarity, though somehow, coming from this stranger, they didn’t offend. The man said nothing further, but neither did he look away.


Kläre studied him with the same open curiosity and interest with which he had spoken to her. He was fair-skinned, with medium brown hair that was neatly trimmed under his stylish hat. Intelligent grey eyes stared back at her, unabashed. His deep voice communicated casual but respectful confidence. He rested a large hand on the bench next to him, and wore his well-tailored suit and coat easily on his tall, muscular frame.


Kläre resisted the impulse to compose herself further, or to respond to him quickly, and for a long moment they simply studied each other in silence across the bench. Smiling at him with a mere arch of her brow, Kläre turned her face back to the sun, closed her eyes, and assumed the still pose of the observed. An alarming arousal rose from her groin to her breasts, causing her to breathe in deeply, and this she knew he noticed. Willing herself to calm, and again allowing a small smile to play across her mouth, she sighed silently as the gentlest of breezes caught her honey-colored hair and whispered past her ears.


She remained still, trance-like, until the man spoke once again: “I pass here often after dinner, before I return to work. Lovely, isn’t it?”


Kläre turned to find a surprised look on the man’s face, as if it were she who had spoken. What was it in each of them that had permitted this breach of etiquette, this presumption of personal access? If Kläre thought of Jakob at all in these moments, it did not show in the open interest on her face, or her relaxed posture on the bench. Her entire attention was focused on the comfortable engagement she felt with this man, and the vitality that coursed through her. There had been no other man in her life since Jakob, ever, and yet in a single moment this man had entered a place where only she lived. Effortlessly, he had offered—and she had accepted—an understanding.


“Pardon me,” he said, and rose. He made as if to leave—then hesitated, gazing down thoughtfully first at the sleeping children in the pram and then at her, as if there were something more he wished to say.


“No pardon needed,” Kläre said, at once grateful for his intrusion and his departure.


With a slight nod, the man turned and walked away across the park. Kläre watched him until he entered the Oberschlesierstrasse and disappeared.





4 1932, Hörde



“Mutti, may we have a lebkuchen?” Werner asked. Kläre suspected he was asking on behalf of his brother, who was still working on the model train in his room up the stairs. The wall clock had just chimed three times. She looked out the kitchen window at the weak December light. Jakob was hours away from his arrival for supper.


“Ya, you may each have one, but you must go to the garden to eat it.” The boy raced up the back staircase and moments later reappeared to claim his small cake, still warm from the oven. Painfully thin after a month of fever and illness, Werner nonetheless brimmed with purposeful energy. The brightness had returned to his large brown eyes—his father’s eyes, liquid and intelligent, except that Werner’s contained a hint of humor that Jakob’s lacked.


With a fond smile but firm resolve, Kläre plucked the lebkuchen from her son’s fingers. “You must absolutely put on your jacket; it is a fine day, but the air is cold. You have only just recovered your health. Go!”


Werner scampered off to find the wool jacket and the warm cap his Tante Frieda had made for him. The door to the garden shut solidly behind him as he skipped to the great pine tree at the back where the swing hung. Settling into the seat and wrapping his jacketed arms around the long ropes that stretched down from the branch above, Werner kicked the cold earth under his feet and settled into the long arc of the swing, at one with its rhythm, happily savoring the spicy cookie. Kläre watched him with an intense love that bordered on pain, grateful for the moment of reprieve she could spend just observing her younger son.


It was Christmas season, and with all the world around her preparing for the holiday of Jesus’ birth, Kläre reveled privately in the miracle of her own child, who had brought her the joy, the forgiveness, the rebirth that this Christian season represented. What she provided out of commitment and devotion to Jakob and Erwin, she gave with joy and effortless spontaneity to Werner.


Forcing herself back to her work in the kitchen, Kläre finished the last of her baking just as the girl Etta entered the back door, returned from her half-day off.


“Good afternoon, Etta, how was your morning?”


“Good afternoon, Frau Kohler. Thank you, it was a fine morning. We visited the shops in Dortmund. We are nearly prepared for the marriage now.” Etta’s skin glowed with the fresh air of the brisk afternoon and the anticipation of her wedding, now less than a month away. Kläre smiled as the younger woman finished tying her apron and smoothed the starched white front over her skirts.


“I am certain it will be a lovely wedding, Etta. Is Stefan’s father recovered already?”


“Ya, he returned to the shop yesterday, but he says Stefan will mostly be in charge now anyway.” Etta’s pride in her future husband brought another smile to Kläre’s lips. She liked the boy, who often had delivered items from the butcher shop to the back door over the years, always lingering to speak with Etta. Their young love had blossomed in this very kitchen.


“I’m happy to hear this,” Kläre said. She turned to her lebkuchen, cooling on the broad wooden table, and began to place several of the perfect little cakes in a tin lined with oilcloth. “I will take the children to my mother’s for coffee, Etta. Herr Kohler will be home for supper by seven. If you would prepare some potatoes for a salad, I will warm the soup and prepare the schinken and brotchen when I return.”


“Yes, Frau Kohler.”


“Thank you, Etta. Good afternoon.”


With another glance at Werner, now kicking his football around the garden, Kläre entered the hall. She closed the kitchen door behind her and shivered for a moment in the sudden chill outside the oven-warmed kitchen. She climbed the broad staircase, running her hand over the burnished walnut balustrade, and, reaching the upper hall, crossed noiselessly to the first door on the left and pushed it open. She found Erwin intently running his small train around the track laid out over most of the bedroom floor, his tin soldiers set up in small brigades around the station.


“Blut muss fliessen! Blut muss fliessen!” Erwin’s voice was gravelly as he muttered the jingle.


“Erwin! What are you saying? Blood must flow? That’s terrible.” Kläre tried to speak calmly, but she could hear the sharpness of her words.


At nine, Erwin had left behind the soft roundness of childhood. He remained somewhat heavy, though he was already nearly as tall as his mother. Brown hair lay across his large head with several irrepressible cowlicks sending tufts in different directions. “It’s what the Brownshirts say, Mutti. ‘Blood must flow. Blood must flow. Let’s smash it up. The goddamned Jewish Republic.’ They were yelling it yesterday when we came home from school. I had to walk around Winkel Strasse to get home.”


“But that’s terrible,” Kläre repeated, clutching the door handle as she stared into her son’s impassive face. “You mustn’t repeat such things. Why didn’t you tell us last night?”


Erwin was silent. He drew his head down into his shoulders and returned his attention to the train set. He had suffered a number of taunts in recent months; once he’d even arrived home with his jacket torn and his lip bloodied. He would say nothing to Kläre by way of explanation, and when Jakob spoke with him later in the evening he dug into the carpet with the toe of his shoe as he nervously reported that older boys had attacked him and a classmate, calling them “Christ killers.” Erwin had been knocked to the ground.


“Stupid,” Jakob had forcefully hissed. He had composed himself and continued, “You’re a big boy, and I’m glad you did not fight them. I’m sorry this happened to you.” Erwin’s face opened in relief, but also appeared somehow unsatisfied as he looked from one of his parents to the other. Kläre reached to stroke the boy’s arm from her chair where she sat mending, but he pulled away, went up the stairs to his room, and shut the door behind him.


Today, Erwin’s silence brooked no interference.


“What an interesting setup you have,” Kläre offered, working hard to keep her voice easy.


Erwin looked to her for a moment and then back to the trains. “Father said he would help me make a bridge later. Will he be home soon?”


“Unfortunately, he thinks not; he has much to finish at the office today.” Kläre watched disappointment and sharp annoyance play across Erwin’s face before dissolving into an absence of expression. “Come, dear, we will go to Oma’s house for coffee, alright? Did Werner tell you that the lebkuchen are finished? You may have one.”


Erwin rose heavily and tucked his school shirt into his ample pants—the new long pants that he was finally entitled to wear as a second-form student. Kläre reached to smooth his hair but he moved away, seeking the small mirror over his bureau and quickly pressing down on the top of his head with both hands.


“Five minutes, then, dear,” Kläre said and crossed to her own room down the hall. She was shaken by this new evidence of the unrest that threatened from the outside world. Jakob said they only needed to keep quiet and work hard—that it would all blow over. But his practice was filled with Jews whose businesses were increasingly being battered by regulations, taxes, and insidious policies aimed at limiting their participation in the economy, not to mention the rampant inflation and the increasing unemployment among construction workers and even farmers. It was just politics, Jakob said, but now Erwin was seeing these dreadful things in the streets. Was her son frightened? Did he worry? He would not speak of such things and became angry if Kläre tried to engage him. She would speak to Jakob. He should instruct Erwin on how best to remain safe.


It had been a tiring day. The tall bed with its strong walnut posts and heavy comforter buttoned in a fresh linen cover looked inviting. Kläre seated herself instead on the low, cushioned stool before her dressing table. The triptych mirror with its beveled glass revealed repeated images of her slender, upright figure, the honey-colored hair pulled back in an unruly bun at the nape of her neck, and the worried look still on her face. Errant strands curled around her head in a soft halo of gentle disarray. Kläre patiently recaptured them with a large brush until her hair was once more tidy. She sighed, remembering this polished silver brush handle in the hands of her grandmother, who had also seated herself at this very dressing table. More than the death of her grandfather, the death of Karolina Ente had brought a sadness to Kläre’s days that persisted still. She busied herself with the children and Jakob, and did what she could to comfort her father as well, but she experienced an emptiness borne of missing the life that she’d once had: the life of a large, vibrant, prosperous family.


Shaking such thoughts from her head, Kläre pinned a soft green hat to her hair and drew the stylish veil over her eyes. She changed into her afternoon shoes and returned downstairs to gather coats, the tin of lebkuchen, and her boys for the short walk to her parents’ home.
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