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TO ALL WHO VERIFIED MY MEMORY, AMENDED IT, JOGGED IT, CHALLENGED IT, REFINED IT, MY DEEPEST GRATITUDE.


TO ALL WHO LIVED WITH THE RESULTS OF IT AND LOVED ME STILL, MY ETERNAL DEVOTION.


THIS BOOK IS FOR THE RIVAS, BIG AND SMALL AND YET TO BE—


AND


TAMI




SCHÖNEBERG


He must have been gorgeous! Ramrod straight, the deep blue of his perfectly tailored cavalry uniform taut across the muscles of his fencer’s back, elegant face, its high cheekbones emphasizing eyes glinting clear blue behind hooded lids. “Bedroom eyes” had not been invented yet, but it would have suited Louis Otto Dietrich perfectly. He looked exactly what he was; a Prussian officer, born to class and privilege. He had removed his spiked helmet, his red-blond hair—the world would one day report its color as being “Titian” when describing his daughter’s—caught the glint of the afternoon sun as it filtered through the Victorian lace curtains of his father’s library. An acknowledged rake, Louis Dietrich was used to tongue-lashings from his long-suffering parent.


“Once and for all, if you don’t stop with these whores of yours, you will be sent across the sea to be scalped by Indians!”


Louis had been threatened with banishment to far-off America and its Indian hordes so often, he remained silent, at attention in front of his father’s desk, waiting for the usual lecture to run its course. It was a well-known threat that neither man took seriously. As only the second son of an aristocratic family, Louis knew he had little to look forward to, even less to lose. An automatic military commission assured him the elegance of a suitable uniform and a steady supply of drinking and gambling companions. Courtesans belonged to this life as much as the shiny dueling sword at his slender hip. Having recently distinguished himself in all regimental protocols required, he felt his military credentials were henceforth ones that the Fatherland could be justly proud of; his duty done, he now deserved to resume his favorite sport. Louis loved the game of love; the hunt, the chase, the capture, the inevitable surrender. Like a blue-eyed falcon, he swooped, and girls swooned in anticipation.


“God damn it, Louis! Don’t you have anything to say?” Calmly, as though reciting his catechism, the son promised his father once again, he would mend his wild ways, protect the noble name of Dietrich from the slightest hint of scandal, strive diligently to present the family with what it seemed to want so fervently, a son they could be justly proud of. Louis could charm the larks off the linden trees. This monthly ritual of “making Louis see the error of his ways” always ended with a formal handshake, a deferential clicking of heels by the son, a gallant toast to the Kaiser in the excellent champagne his father’s cellar was known for. Unrepentant, Louis kept right on making German maidenhood happy.


But when he brought his talents into the ancestral home, seducing one of the parlor maids, his outraged mother took charge—no lengthy discussions, certainly no champagne! She announced to one and all: “Louis is getting married!”


The Dietrichs were summoned to a family council. The brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, cousins, the whole imposing clan. They arrived in sumptuous landaus, on prancing horseback, some in their Daimler “Strength Wagons” that frightened the sleek harness horses. Amidst much shaking of bonneted heads, stroking of mustaches, clinking of Meissen china and Bavarian crystal, the eligibility and availability of Berlin’s virgins were discussed, scrutinized as precisely as a military objective. The campaign to find a suitable bride “to keep Louis in line” had begun. It soon floundered. It seemed the Golden Falcon’s reputation had filtered into an amazing number of the best homes. Proud Prussian mamas closed ranks, refusing to allow their innocent daughters even be considered likely candidates for marriage to such a “shocking bounder.” While the family searched, Louis rode his horses and his amours with equal gusto.


The list of available brides dwindled. There was that rather quiet, nearly pretty, jeweler’s daughter. The one whose father made those beautiful timepieces, perfect craftsmanship, really works of art. Her dowry would be substantial, the family honored to have their daughter marry above her station.


Wilhelmina Elisabeth Josephine Felsing was a good girl. She obeyed her mother, respected her father, asked nothing more of life than to do her duty, properly. Not really pretty, she looked capable and trustworthy. Her dark brown eyes could hold a hint of mischief, but rarely did she permit herself such frivolity of inner spirit. It wasn’t that she lacked warmth or a sense of emotion. Actually, she would later discover that she was capable of tumultuous passion, but even then, if confronted by choice, duty always took preference over anything else. Being German, this suited her. Being a Victorian female, her future was known to her, which also suited her. Being of marriageable age, her father would soon transfer his responsibility for her existence to a suitable husband. She knew her place in Berlin society, that of a successful tradesman’s daughter. Josephine, as she was called, had been schooled well. She knew the duties of a good wife: to oversee the servants, personally inspect the folding of linen, the weekly polishing of silver, beating of carpets, seasonal exchange of draperies, itemizing of the larder, selecting daily menus with the cook, stitching her husband’s monograms on his personal linen, bearing him heirs.


She was just twenty-one when Louis Dietrich, resigned to his fate, came to her parents’ house to pay his respects. Properly chaperoned by her proud mother, Josephine watched him as he approached. His male beauty shocked her so, instead of lowering her eyes as she curtsied to him, her startled gaze remained fixed on his face.


“Fräulein Felsing,” he murmured softly, brushing his mouth across the back of her cool hand, and, for this sensible, lackluster girl, time stood still. She loved him! A timeless passion, unquestioned, unexplained, sometimes unwanted, through betrayal, carnage of war, even beyond death, till the end of her days.


She wore white lace, a matching capelet of cashmere against the winter cold. The traditional band of myrtle holding her bridal veil, its circle securely closed, denoting her virginity; a Victorian girl in new Edwardian finery. Louis, having resigned his military officer’s elegance for the equally dashing uniform of a lieutenant in the elite imperial police, towered beside her in deep plum and opulent gold braid. They said their vows in an Anglican ceremony. It was December of 1898; she was twenty-two, he, thirty.


They moved into their new home in Schöneberg, a fashionable town near Berlin where Louis was stationed. Schöneberg was aptly named. It was indeed a pretty place, full of tall poplar trees, flowered gardens, intimate squares, careful architecture. The gracefully curved streetlamps were newly electrified; dark green trolley cars, with their small exterior platforms, no longer needed horses to pull them along their tracks—now boasted tall electric antennae with which to join the new century. Josephine ran her small establishment with an efficiency far beyond her years. Everything shone, sparkled, functioned properly. Louis was enchanted by this so-serious young bride wanting only to please. Being married might prove a pleasing diversion after all.


When the midwife announced the birth of his daughter, Louis acknowledged the news with a shrug of his beautifully tailored shoulders and ordered his horse, his duty done. His father would be disappointed that it was not a son, but as no child of his could inherit, be it male or female, it really made very little difference. He felt he needed a change of scene. His latest mistress was becoming tiresome, and now that Josephine would be suckling the child, he resolved to lock the connecting door between their bedrooms; while breeding women discomforted him, there was something about making love to a mother that he found somehow distasteful.


Josephine named her first child Elisabeth. A potato-dumpling baby, brown-eyed, quiet, undemanding, a being aiming to please as unobtrusively as possible. Deep down, hidden inside her, she would cry “Love me,” but no one ever heard her. Her birth created a loneliness in her mother for which she was never forgiven, nor knew the cause.


Josephine went about her daily duties as efficient housekeeper and mother, living for the rare sound of a turning key in the night that brought the end of yearning.


Three weeks after her twenty-fifth birthday, the morning of December 27, 1901, after a particularly difficult labor, Josephine gave birth to a second daughter. An incandescent creature, the top of her perfect head covered in fine down the color of a summer sunset. Her skin held the luminosity of oriental pearls, a glint of clear blue behind hooded lids, the Golden Falcon in miniature. Josephine looked down at this perfect being at her breast, and the passion she felt for the man who had created it transferred itself to his child. She felt it like a raging force leaving her body. With this new love, twin to the old, came a terrible fear, an inexplicable haunting: Could the child have inherited the father’s appetites? Would she, too, find facility in hurting those who loved her? She vowed to guard her, if necessary even from herself. Josephine named her new daughter Maria Magdalena. Was it to implore God’s protection that she chose this name, or clairvoyance?


By the age of twenty-nine, Josephine was old. Frustration had worked its corrosion. The early blossoming, so callously terminated, had withered a young girl into a cold woman, set in her ways, stoic, given to commands, dictums, and ponderous truisms. In her dark skirt, severe high-necked bodice, sensible shoes, a stranger coming to call would have taken her for the dour housekeeper, not the young mistress of the house in Schöneberg. Josephine ran her home, reared her daughters with an iron hand. They feared her. But parental fear being such a normal prerequisite in a good Prussian home, the two little girls accepted it as normal and thrived.


Elisabeth, known as Liesel, was an intelligent child. Like the small brown sparrow she resembled, she picked up any crumbs of affection that fell her way. She loved books, taught herself to read before the age of five and, whenever her younger sister didn’t need her, escaped to the attic and its treasure of books. She adored her beautiful sister. Liesel was one of those rare people incapable of envy. Still, it would be nice to be beautiful and then be loved for it, but Liesel was a sensible child and accepted her plainness at a very early age.


Maria Magdalena was special—everyone knew it without reasoning, accepting its truth. Lena, as she was known, knew it too. She felt different from those around her. She was sure all the beautiful things in the world had been created just to please her. She kept this knowledge inside, knowing her mother would not approve her thinking of herself as something special. Her sister knew it though. Furtively, she permitted Liesel to pick up her dolls for her, make her bed, be her happy handmaiden. After all, as it made Liesel so happy to do things for her, it was really a kindness that she offered her older sister to enjoy. She did wish, though, that Liesel would stop calling her by that silly nickname she had invented and made her very own. Lena did not like being called Pussy Cat. It was not dignified for a Dietrich of nearly four. Besides, Liesel knew how much she disliked pets. Mutti didn’t allow any animals in the house. For once, Lena could wholeheartedly agree with one of her mother’s strict rules. Lena liked her father. Vati never made rules. He left all that to Mutti. He did engage the ladies of good class who came to tutor them in foreign languages. He always made very sure they were attractive, besides speaking impeccable French and English. Liesel preferred English. Lena adored French, because it made everything sound so romantic.


Louis was so rarely at home, to his daughters he remained a nebulous figure of male authority throughout their youth. Soon war would erase him completely from their young lives.


For now, Europe was at peace. It was a time of plenty; the Victorian era ended, the elegance of Edwardian England reached across the Channel. Berlin had become the largest industrial city in Europe, the prized jewel in its Kaiser’s crown. Many believed the city rivaled Paris in everything, including its beautiful women in the latest fashions, strolling along the linden-treed avenues.


Through the years of watching her cope, the women of the Dietrich family had become genuinely fond of Louis’s wife. To show their affection and approval of Josephine’s exemplary behavior, they often came to take tea with the young matron, bringing some of the city’s sparkle into her lackluster life. The poor child never went anywhere. Well—she couldn’t very well, could she, without a husband to escort her! Over creamy mocha and vanilla crescents they chatted, gossiped, had a lovely visit, while Josephine listened politely and saw to their needs.


“Only yesterday,” said a buxom lady in dark russet and precious cameo, “I simply had to find some beige embroidery wool. The tapestry, you know, the one that hangs in our music room? I discovered a slight tear, right on the forearm of one of the muses! Immediately, I ordered the carriage brought around and rushed off to Wertheim Department Store. It is owned by Jews; nevertheless, I believe it is one of the great wonders of Berlin. Everywhere those opulent floral arrangements! And those chandeliers! Must be as many as Versailles. The food halls had just received a new shipment of salmon from the Caspian Sea—and great tubs of caviar. I immediately purchased some for my husband. The Czar could not have better at his table. I also purchased some of that delicious nougat—just arrived from Florence—for the children, and a weightless paisley shawl for Max’s mother—it is her seventieth birthday next week. Then I enjoyed a delectable tea, accompanied by a Hungarian babka bursting with sultanas. Of course, I returned home absolutely exhausted, but quite content.”


“Ingeborg, did you find the beige tapestry wool?” a very thin lady in deep purple inquired.


“Yes, of course! You know as well as I, Sophia, that Wertheim’s emporium carries absolutely everything!”


“My husband read in this morning’s paper and then told me,” announced a mousy lady in pale gray alpaca, “there has been an earthquake in an important city somewhere in North America. ‘A real catastrophe,’ my husband said.”


“I believe the city is named San Francisco, after Saint Francis of Assisi.” The lady in purple liked to set things straight.


“Oh, yes. I believe that is the name of it. My husband said many lives have been lost.”


A stern lady, in strict navy blue—when standing she must have been extremely tall for, even seated, she loomed over the rest—intoned in a voice used to command:


“The Kaiser has met with the Czar of All the Russias—in Swinemünde. Yes, you heard me. I said Swinemünde. I have often taken my husband and children there. I always have said there is nothing so invigorating as north sea air. Our Kaiser undoubtedly is of the same mind.”


A fat dachshund sat up, begged, received a sugared reward, then resumed his snooze beneath the laden tea table.


The new memorial church the Kaiser had commissioned, to be built in memory of his grandfather, was a topic they all found interesting. Had someone heard that its main spire was to be 113 meters high? It would be glorious! But why the planned star on its pinnacle? Like for the top of a Christmas tree! Not proper for a religious edifice of such importance.


“The Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church will be a triumph of ecclesiastical architecture for centuries to come, even if they do insist on that Christmas ornament!” intoned the lady in navy, and that ended the discussion.


“My cook tells me that on the north side, some women—she used the term ‘ladies,’ but of course I cannot believe that; over there they are all of the working class, but my cook insisted it was ‘ladies’—marched there with banners, advocating that women should be given ‘rights.’ What rights? What some will do to draw attention to themselves! Shameful! ‘Look after your husbands, homes, and children, and get off the streets,’ they should be told.” This, they all could agree with.


“We have taken a box for the opening of the new operetta. Is your husband taking you?” the mouse-gray lady inquired of the deep purple, who answered haughtily:


“No, my dear. My husband and I are giving a musical soiree of Schumann lieder that evening.”


“My husband told me the palace has announced there is to be another parade this week. The Kaiser does so love his parades! Do you suppose the Kaiserin will again be attired in that unattractive pale shade of lavender she is so partial to?” This led them all into a politely heated discussion of the latest fashions, which, of course, took up the rest of the afternoon.


Before the ladies took their leave, the daughters of the house were summoned down from their nursery floor to pay their respects, recite a Goethe poem, and receive a pat on their shiny heads from their approving aunts. They suffered this with the resigned patience of well-brought-up children.


But when their Tante Valli came to call, that was different!


Tante Valli was a beauty. A vibrant Lorelei! Having married well, she could afford to indulge her superb sense of luxury. She flung her doting husband’s money about without a moment’s concern. Her hunting stallions were the best horseflesh England could breed. Her riding habits visions of broadcloth and velvet, usually jet black, her favorite color; the shiny top hat, secured by its attractive face veil, was a marvel of efficiency and inspired seduction. She ran her many estates with skillful panache, was known for her elaborate banquets and her tall footmen, whom she chose personally to her private specifications of uniform height and good looks.


When Tante Valli materialized, laden with exotic fruits and Paris bonbons, even Josephine lost her stern expression and smiled. The whole house seemed to wake from its somber sleep. Tante Valli sparkled. Both girls adored her. She made such a pretty picture. Her little muff of real otter from North America, her tightly fitted jacket trimmed with the same rare fur, her hat a concoction of velvet bows and birds’ wings. A vision in forest green. While Liesel listened intently to her aunt’s stories of the latest voyages to far-off places, Lena feasted her eyes on her handmade shoes—dark green and pearl, the delicate hand-stitching of her matching leather gloves, the perfection of the Brussels lace at her throat. She resolved someday she too would dress like a fine lady, look ravishingly beautiful—just like her Tante Valli.


If Louis happened to be at home, Tante Valli shocked the girls by accepting a glass of cognac from him, downing it like a man, chortling at her own audacity and Josephine’s horrified expression. She had always been able to match Louis drink for drink and delighted in challenging his masculine prowess—the only woman to whom he allowed this privilege. Tante Valli had been the only one in the family who had sided with him against a forced marriage. Nevertheless, now she had adopted “that poor child,” as the family referred to Josephine, brightening her lonely life whenever she found the time, and reprimanding Louis for his negligent behavior.


In the spring of 1906, when Lena was nearly five, the family had their portrait taken by the royal court photographer. Tante Valli arranged for the sitting, chose their finery, laughed at Louis’s pompous expression, delighted in the effect of the straw hats she had chosen for the little girls.


The time was fast approaching when the girls would be old enough for school. Josephine’s training of her young daughters to be good German wives now went hand in hand with their formal education.


“You can’t know when servants have performed their tasks incorrectly unless you have learned to do such tasks yourself—correctly” was one of the edicts the girls heard repeatedly. So they learned to mend, scrub, polish, beat, brush, rub, and scour, while an ever-changing series of ladies taught them French, English, piano, violin, and deportment. By the time the Dietrich girls were old enough to begin school, both could easily have skipped the first two grades, but, of course, this was not permitted. The discipline of following the established curriculum was diligently adhered to.


So, one dark cold morning, two little girls in braids and black wool stockings marched off to school. Strapped to their backs, a large leather briefcase heavy with books—the obligatory harness for all European schoolchildren. The Augusta Victoria School for Girls loomed dark and foreboding in the early morning light. Liesel pushed against the heavy iron gate for her little sister to enter. Taking her mittened hand, she led them both to their day’s duty.
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Louis Otto Dietrich and his bride, Wilhelmina Elisabeth Josephine Felsing. Berlin, 1898.
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The first portrait of the Dietrich family: Liese, age six, her mother, father, and little sister, Lena (who so loved her beribboned hat she wore it for the rest of the day), age five.
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The Dietrich sisters in their schoolroom smocks—ready to be “good girls.”
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With their Mutti at the seashore.
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Lena’s class picture taken in 1909, when she was seven and a half. She wore a special bow that day and always thought she should have been placed in the front row.


Liesel was happy in school. Everything that contributed to learning suited her. Her sister didn’t like it, but, equally conditioned to taking orders, Lena too had no problem fitting into the strict structure of the school. Both girls delivered the excellent marks expected of them. On their return home each day, the girls first removed their street shoes, placed them neatly in the box provided in the entrance hall. After lacing up their indoor shoes, they washed their hands, changed from their school dress into their study pinafores. A minimum of two hours’ homework preceded French conversation and composition with a private tutor. Then an hour’s piano and violin practice, followed by a nourishing supper, eaten in strictest silence, as chatter was considered a hindrance to proper digestion. After their meal, English conversation and composition with another lady tutor ended their long day. Only after their mother had rebraided their hair for the night were the girls permitted a precious half hour to do with as they wished. Liesel always chose to read, while her sister smoothed the long satin ribbons of many colors she was collecting to tie to her mandolin. Somehow, somewhere, Lena had found the time to learn to play this Italian instrument. She thought it romantic and planned to tie her pretty collection to its neck. In a book, she had discovered a drawing of a wandering Gypsy boy, and wanted to be one, playing a mandolin, trailing ribbons.


In 1912, for easter, Tante Valli gave Lena a secret gift, a small red morocco-bound diary, embossed in gold. Its elegance appealed to the young girl immediately.


“Write in this your feelings,” her aunt whispered. “You are old enough now to have them. Remember, it is always good to have a secret friend whom you can confide in.”


In the years to come, Lena would pour her heart out in books of many colors, but this first one, the one she nicknamed Red, was her favorite. Sometimes she wrote in Berlin slang, unique in its sardonic, street-smart flippancy, so very different from the aristocratic High German that was spoken at home, that one has to wonder where she could have picked it up. Although its cutting tone left her whenever she waxed romantic, throughout her life the Berlinese of the streets could be instantly recalled. Now, at the age of ten and a half, a lifelong habit was about to begin.


The sinking of the Titanic in April of that year did not stir Lena’s emotions, so she felt no need to record this tragedy. Two months later, during a summer outing, something did happen in her life that she finally considered was important enough to set down:


8 June 1912


Dear Little Red. Yesterday it was wonderful! We went on an excursion to Saatwinken with H. Schultz. I sat on his lap. Dear diary, you just can’t imagine how nice it was. A thousand kisses,


Your Leni


One of the favorite places for young people to congregate was Berlin’s large ice-skating rink. It boasted twinkling lights and a brass band that played Strauss waltzes and the latest sentimental tunes of love, loss, yearning, and suffering—Lena’s favorite music.


26 February 1913


On the skating rink it was wonderful. I fell down and right away a lot of boys rushed to help me. Good-bye for now, sweet Red. Lots of kisses.


Your Leni


17 January 1914


At the ice rink, they play all the time the song “All Men Are Rogues.” That’s certainly true except for certain special people like Losch, Vati, and Uncle Willi and maybe someone with initials—S. F.? I don’t want to write the name. Somebody may peek. I have to stop.


Have my violin lesson. Adieu my Red.


Your Leni


19 January 1914


Today at the skating rink it was really nice. Liesel just asked if I was writing all that rubbish about boys again. Well, really! Is it rubbish, my sweet Red? Certainly not! We know what stuff she writes about, don’t we. Liesel is so goody-good.


Kisses


Your Leni


Despite Lena’s exemplary behavior at school and at home, Josephine recognized in her younger daughter an inner rebellion that alarmed her. It bore watching, closely. Liesel was instructed to accompany her younger sister everywhere, watch, report immediately any unladylike behavior, should there ever be any. Always dependable, ever obliging, Liesel now had her work cut out for her. She, who hated ice skating—it made her weak ankles ache so—skated with dogged determination. Head down, her little chunky body braced for balance, she plowed the ice, intent on keeping Lena and her latest conquest in constant sight. Instead of reading her beloved books, she trudged for what seemed miles, back and forth, keeping an eagle eye on Leni while she “bummeled,” Berlin slang for the custom of visiting with one’s friends while strolling up and down along the avenue at twilight. Wherever her Pussy Cat went, so did Liesel, the trusty watchdog.


30 January 1914


In school today I got a black mark because someone tickled me and I laughed. So of course Mutti had to give me a lecture about “friends.” I can’t help it if I don’t have any girlfriends. Today I tried it with Anne Marie Richter in Composition Class, but she is so silly and she is already thirteen years old. So how to make friends in class? As I sit only with the Jews it’s not easy. Mutti says I should ask for an isolated seat.… I already am expecting the worst from the children in Braunschweig this summer—but I hope they’ll be nice. I am now taking myself very strongly in hand. Today Stephi Berliner pulled my cap off at least 6 times. Well! Was I mad! Now I have 4 black marks and 4 reproaches, one in attention, one in deportment, one in tidiness and 4 reproaches in behavior! Holy cow!


Now I have to go to bed. I have a toothache. Adieu.


Leni was considering changing the look of her name. While the schoolmaster’s back was turned, she used the back pages of her copybook to try out the different effects. “Marie Magdalene”—that looked nice, with the two e’s at either end, instead of two a’s. Vati’s name, Louis, was after a French king, so hers should have been French, too. But, as all maids were called Marie, perhaps that was the reason hers had that a on the end instead? In her much studied and labored-over German script, she wrote her full name. What a long time it took! She tried to shorten it: “Marialena,” “Marlena”—she liked the sound of that one. Maybe now, the last e she liked would look right: “Marlene.” She wrote it again: “MARLENE.” She wrote it again: “MARLENE”—“Marlene Dietrich”—yes! That looked right. That she really liked! She rehearsed it a few more times, then closed the light blue copybook, very satisfied with herself. At the age of thirteen, she had invented the name Marlene.


1 February 1914


Yesterday Otti Raush was here. I think she will become my friend. In school they’ll make fun maybe. Today I was at a real cinema. Chic. “Good-bye,” Sweet Red.


Leni


From the Ural mountains to the lush green hills of Ireland, everyone felt the special magic of that summer of 1914. It was a golden time, not seen too often. Everywhere, vacations to seashores and mountain resorts were under way. Berlin’s many sidewalk cafés, always full, overflowed as patrons basked in the soft sunshine, taking their time over their chilled Rhine wines and frosted lemonades. In the parks, acacia trees bloomed, children in white sailor suits rolled their wooden hoops, the long navy ribbons of their straw hats fluttering out behind them. In the famous gardens of Berlin’s illustrious zoo, English nannies paraded their lace-adorned charges in tall-wheeled carriages. Parasoled ladies in sprigged muslin promenaded their little dogs. Young men rowed pretty girls on the calm waters of the River Spree, believing they had a glorious future, that life would be forever beautiful.


In a town called Sarajevo, on the borders of Serbia and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Austrian Crown Prince Francis Ferdinand, on a state visit, handed his wife, Sophie, into the open touring car, seated himself beside her, and gave the command for the cortege to begin. A band played. The royal car moved slowly down the imposing avenue. A flock of white doves circled above, like sudden snowflakes against the clear blue of the summer sky.


Suddenly, a moving shadow! A young man jumped onto the running board of the car and fired two shots.


History would record that at 11:15, on a beautiful summer morning, on the 28th of June, in the year 1914, by this one act of political murder, entire generations of young men would be condemned to death.


While the populations of Europe still enjoyed their summer vacations, their governments decided their fate.


On the 28th of July, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. In quick succession, old alliances, as well as secret ones, were invoked. Germany declared war on Russia; Germany declared war on France; Britain declared war on Germany; Serbia declared war on Germany; France declared war on Austria-Hungary; Britain declared war on Austria-Hungary; Japan declared war on Germany; Austria declared war on Japan; Austria-Hungary declared war on Belgium; Russia declared war on Turkey; France and Britain declared war on Turkey. Later, Italy would declare war on Germany, Turkey, and Austria-Hungary. Etc., etc. The United States would follow. The first global war had begun.


15 August 1914


Now it is war! Awful. Vati left on the 6th of August to the Western Front. Mutti cries all the time. In Harzburg it was nice. The dance instructor—was he sweet!


I think our school will be closed. No French girls anymore. Still some English ones. Yesterday I had my violin class and I played for Germany.


Your Leni


No one believed the war would last out the summer. In the cafés and coffeehouses, the Berliners referred to it as “that cute little war.” By September, this flippant attitude had disappeared.


26 September 1914


War! Vati was wounded. Shrapnel wound in his right arm. He was sent to Braunschweig. Mutti took us there. He lay in the military hospital. We stayed in Pension Müller-Bartenstein, Jerusalem Street, No. 2. Very nice. 180 marks for just three weeks. A lot of money. Vati was sweet. After 4 weeks, he went away on Saturday in a car, like a prince. Uncle Otto and George have the Iron Cross.


9 October 1914


Uncle Willi has the Iron Cross too, that’s fantastic! I am now in Class 3M. Hats off to me. Auf wiedersehen.


Leni


9 December 1914


The story is funny and sad at the same time. Vati’s whole battalion has lice! We are knitting pulse warmers with two needles in all our classes in school. I don’t want to go to that upper school. I am so scared of those girls. Sweet Red, I miss my Vati so much.


Your Leni


In that first terrible winter of the Great War, soldiers dug trenches along both the western and eastern fronts. In the German and French languages, the word for trench derives from the word meaning “to dig a grave,” an appropriate name for what was to come.


15 December 1914


Uncle Otto has been killed. Shot in the neck on the fourth of December. Everybody’s crying. Uncle Otto had the front of his skull shot away. Kisses.


Leni


3 February 1915


Liesel is completely head over heels “in love” with Hanni. There exist animals called monkeys—my sister belongs to them. Oh! I am so furious about Liesel being so in love. Beloved … betrothed … be married … I am in love too …?? R. is sweet!!


Leni


6 March 1915


Today we learned dry painting. Violets on silk and paper, and sunflowers on wood. Violets for my sweet golden Tante Valli for her birthday. Terrible about our beautiful ship Togoland!—really mean! I just hope the English will get a really good beating today.


Ever chemists of diabolical genius, the Germans launched their first poison-gas attack on the 22nd of April, 1915. The rest of the world condemned it as an act of barbarism, then set about developing their own lethal substances. The gas mask was invented, became standard issue on both sides. Finally the Germans surpassed even themselves—they perfected a new gas, an oily mixture that did not hover in the air but dropped, clung to what it fell on, then ate its way through it: cloth, leather, living flesh, muscle, lung tissue—anything. In order for poison gas to reach its correct targets, it was essential to calculate temperature, wind velocity, and direction. This made the firing of gas canisters time-consuming and hazardous. A sudden shift of the wind could turn the lethal cloud back onto its masters. This, probably more than conscience, kept chemical warfare from dominating the next years of the war.


29 April 1915


They have gone to get Uncle Otto. Soon we are going on vacation to Dessau—finally! I could stay there forever. I think maybe Uncle Otto was not killed. Maybe it’s not sure. Why did he have to die?


Now the ladies came to the house in Schöneberg not to gossip—to weep. Always calm, sensible, dependable, Josephine would know what to do, what to say, ease their grief, give them comfort when none seemed possible. Like silent crows, they gathered. Their black garments against the parquet floors, sounding like the faint rustle of autumn leaves. More and more, Josephine assumed the role of family matriarch. They all believed Josephine Dietrich to be the strongest one among them. Perhaps they were right. The girls, concealed on the landing, would watch their mother bring loaded trays of liverwurst sandwiches and steaming coffee. They knew she believed in feeding the bereaved, that physical stamina was essential for coping with grief. True, the ladies always did feel a little better on leaving Josephine’s house. Watching, Liesel would cry in sympathy for those black figures bent in sorrow. Lena, never a lover of stark reality, continued to see life from her own perspective. When Tante Valli, newly widowed, came to stay, Lena was overjoyed.


4 February 1916


Tante Valli is here. It’s wonderful! Just now I put a branch of pine with paper roses on her bed, with a poem I wrote for her.


If I had beautiful roses,


I would pick them for you,


but since we are in wintertime,


this I couldn’t do.


Just look at these flowers


and think of me.


I love you.


6 February 1916


Tante Valli is so heavenly sweet! Yesterday she wore a black dress with white collar and white cuffs. She looked completely divine. Chic. She also had black patent shoes. Last night I kissed her a lot but still I feel something is missing—the one kiss she gives me is not enough. I am so happy when she gives me a kiss—like with Grete in Dessau, but she is my aunt. Liesel also gives her kisses. Yesterday when I played the Nostalgia Waltz from Beethoven to her, she cried. I wanted to throw away my violin and run to her and kiss away her tears.


10 February 1916


Now Tante Valli has gone. It is terrible. She gave me a silver bracelet, which I am not allowed to wear at school. Luckily, I got a few of her cigarette ends she smoked at Tante Eimini’s, they have silken tips. When she was gone, I sat before her bed and cried my eyes out. Just now, doing my mathematics, I started crying again because I suddenly thought how quiet everything is again.


15 June 1916


Vati is being sent toward the Eastern Front. Mutti traveled to Westphalia to try to meet him. But his train had already left and Mutti tried to follow the train but couldn’t. She missed him by being five minutes late. She is terribly sad. Yesterday, as Mutti was away, we went to see a revue at the Variety. We fell about with laughter. Vati sent us some real photographs. In one of them he is with a gorgeous pilot officer whose name is Lackner. Upstairs we now play “Nurse.” Of course, I am in charge of nursing Lackner, more precisely Hans-Heinz von Lackner, Lieutenant Colonel of 92nd Infantry Regiment, age 23, born in Braunschweig. My black scarf makes me look like a real nurse and I look good in it. By the way, I am not so crazy about Tante Valli anymore. At the moment I’m not crazy about anybody! In a few weeks we will be in Harzburg—then I will probably be crazy about someone again there.


Of all the new breed of daring young men who, in 1914, first took warfare into the sky, the German ace Baron Manfred von Richthofen was probably the most glamorous. Idolized by his countrymen, respected by his enemies, he embodied that “white silk scarf fluttering in the wind” image of the truly romantic pilot. In typical daredevil fashion, he painted his special Fokker triplane bright red, so as to be instantly visible to his English counterparts. His enemies rewarded this arrogant bravery by naming him the Red Baron. These very young men, who in their little planes swooped like fragile kites above the earth while killing and being killed, were the real glamour boys of this first modern war, as they would be in the next and the next and the next. As with knights of old, single combat always seems to be accorded an extra dose of gallant heroism. Only the fact that young ladies of good family did not read newspapers, that radio and television were nonexistent, can account for the omission of this dashing hero figure from Lena’s girlish diaries. With him, she would really have had something to swoon about, as she did twenty-eight years later for anyone sporting a winged insignia on his uniform.


It was Tante Valli, her pale face a mask of grief, who brought the news of Louis’s death to Josephine. It was she who held the stricken woman in her arms, murmured the well-worn phrases of comfort and solace, hoping to reach her through the icy shock, led her to her room, made her lie down, covered her with the big feather bed, knowing soon the cold of sorrow would invade her soul. Then she waited in the silent house for the children’s return.


That night, Liesel cried herself to sleep, a photograph of her father clutched in her hand. Lena refused to believe any of it. Tante Valli had no right to make up such terrible lies about something so serious. She curtsied to her aunt and marched off to her room. Lena did not cry. Daughters of brave soldiers never cried.


Behind the closed door of her room, Josephine mourned alone. When she finally emerged, her widow’s weeds enfolded her like bat’s wings. She plaited the traditional black ribbons tightly into her daughters’ braids, sewed the black armbands onto their school clothes, hung black crepe on the big front door of the house in Schöneberg. Life in wartime Germany resumed its dance of death.


June 1916


Now everybody is dead. Today Vati will be buried. This morning we did not go to school but to the Memorial Cemetery to be by Vati. His grave was just being dug. It is terribly boring here now—the only interesting boy on the bummel is Schmidt.


Leni


Now a woman alone with two children to raise, Josephine was frantic. She knew her widow’s pension would not be enough. Soon the girls would outgrow their shoes—what then? Where could she find leather in wartime? Even if she cut up Louis’s riding boots, where would she find the money to pay the cobbler? Even food was becoming scarce. Her ration certificate became her most valuable possession. Her days were spent in long queues waiting, hoping that when her turn finally came, someone still had something left to sell. By the winter of 1916, the bread was made of turnips, the meat rations bones and offal; milk and cheese nonexistent; potatoes had been replaced by yellow turnips. Coffee, such an integral part of Berlin’s social structure, was made from the ground nut of the beech tree. “Ersatz” in everything had become a way of daily life. In the working-class sections of the city, women pooled whatever precious rations they could find, set up communal kitchens where, for forty pfennigs, everyone could buy a liter of thin soup with which to feed their families. In the fashionable section of Berlin, black-market restaurants flourished. There, embossed menus offered pheasant, succulent goose, crackling pork roasts, a choice of vegetables, chocolate cakes, and assorted ices. As always, in any war, the very rich could feast, while the poor scavenged to feed their children.


When influenza swept through the beleaguered city, Josephine knew the time had come to take her children and leave Berlin. Having to say good-bye to the house in Schöneberg was like losing Louis all over again, now he would truly be gone. She, who rarely allowed herself tears, cried for all the young dreams lost; then turning her back on the past, she walked away. She had her duty to do.


Josephine settled her small family in a rented apartment sixty-five miles southwest of Berlin, in a town called Dessau.


Dessau


9 November 1916


I got to the bummel at 6:15. They told me that Fritz was there at 6. Wouldn’t you know it with my luck! So I waited, hoping he would come but of course he never showed. If he had come up to me it would have been great—because Mutti was away in town. I saw him later at violin lessons. I always get to my lesson before he is finished. If Herbert Hirsh only knew that. He swooned over me in Hartsbad. He was sort of interesting. What was especially interesting was his hot kissing in the dark hallway, for which I got real angry at him. He is 14 years old but behaves like 17. His father is an ugly old Jew that Mutti thought might be dangerous. Herbert was a nice distraction for me in Berlin but uncomfortable because he always stood in front of the door, waiting to accompany me everywhere and, of course, I didn’t want to be seen with him in front of the others. Before we left Berlin, I saw him the last time. The day we were leaving, he rode by on his bicycle. I had some roses from Tante Elsa, so I pretended I had gotten them from an admirer and told him they should have been from him. After that, he bicycled away in a hurry. I think I’ll write to him and reawaken his ardor again. Here every girl has her own admirer, otherwise Dessau would be a bore.


Dessau


6 December 1916


Today I bummeled and a gang of boys pulled my cap and bothered me. That always happens when a new one comes who isn’t known yet. I can’t go tomorrow because 3 days in a row I am not allowed to stroll. Now I am even supposed to be in bed by quarter to nine! At fifteen?! Liese is so “virtuous”—she never goes past Cavaliere Street because she is afraid someone might think she is bummeling. Tante Eimini has Spanish influenza—Mutti has gone there to nurse her. I had to go over to Tante Agnes, when I got there she had nothing better to do than reproach me all my sins. “Why was I on the bummel yesterday?” “Who did I see?” “How many times did I go up and down?”! My only fun, if you can call it that, is to stroll for half an hour with a girlfriend in the evening after my homework. And now, even this is not allowed! Well, I don’t care! I am going anyway!


10 December 1916


Today he smiled so cutely. He was wounded, so wears civilian clothes. His name is F. Schuricke and he always looks at me in a bold way. In the morning, I see him on the trolley car, and in the evening when he comes back again, when we stroll. Now this I will not allow anybody to take away from me! (By the way, with Tante Valli it is over.)


Dessau


13 January 1917


Maybe I am a bit overexcited, but I can’t help it, I love him. With all my love. And what is so beautiful about the whole thing is that he likes me! Doesn’t he look up to my window every time he passes my house, to see if I’m standing there waiting for him? Dumb to be like that, but nice too, to know for who one does a new hairstyle, gets dressed up, even though he hardly notices it. He is, after all, my first love. Before, I knew nothing of love. Tomorrow, I will see you on the promenade, Fritzi. I will see you, you, you, you angel—you, you wonderful you! About my old loves, I always laughed. About my first love, I will never laugh! I hope Mutti doesn’t spoil it all for me.


16 January 1917


Now it’s all over. The whole thing didn’t mean a thing to him. And I let myself go and showed him how much I liked him. I’ll never give myself to somebody like I did to him, somebody who doesn’t care, somebody who was only interested to hear what a young “schoolgirl” thought about him. No, I am too good for that! I’ll remember all the feeling but with F. S., it’s over!


After months of continuous carnage, the Battle of Verdun had ended. It had cost the French 542,000 men. The German casualties stood at 434,000.


4 February 1917


I had a very big fight with Mutti. She said that as I “hang around” with all those schoolboys, that I must be boy crazy. First of all, I don’t “hang around with boys,” and, second, they are all just good friends. One doesn’t have to fall in love with them all the time and, even so, this doesn’t have to mean that one is “man crazy”! Some people always see something bad in the most harmless things. She said, “If you become obsessed with men, you will be sent to a boarding school.” PUH! That is so stupid! She is always trying to find fault for nothing and I really do think: “What a boring life!” When one talks with a schoolboy on the skating rink, one is “man crazy”? No, no! That’s really too much for me to have to take!


19 February 1917


I am crazy about Ulle Bülow. Detley Ernst-Ulrich Erich Otto Wilhelm von Bülow. He is so divinely good-looking. His mother is, or was, Jewish, and so, of course, he has something special about him—a special race beauty, cute and so thoroughbred! Besides, he is terribly chic! He is 16, he used to ignore me but now he doesn’t.


Even in Dessau, the “turnip winter” was becoming a stark reality. Slowly, the skin of women, children, and old men took on the yellow-orange hue of the lowly rutabaga. That is, everyone’s but Lena’s. Hers retained its porcelain pallor. Throughout her life, she often referred to this time of her youth: “During the war, all we had to eat was turnips, just turnips, nothing else. After a while, everyone’s skin turned yellow—but not mine. Mine didn’t. Funny? I was only six years old at that time.” She was actually sixteen. Marlene could toss years about like confetti.


That winter, when Eduard von Losch proposed marriage to the young widow Dietrich, Josephine accepted with gratitude and affection. Eduard had been Louis’s best friend. She had known and respected him since her husband had first brought him to the house to meet his new bride. Later, he had been the only one of Louis’s friends who she felt had not condoned her husband’s irresponsible behavior.


Eduard was a kind man, willing to care for the ready-made family of his friend, asking nothing more than to protect them during these hard times. He did not expect Josephine to love him. For him, loving her was enough.


The von Losch family was outraged. They informed Eduard he would be marrying beneath his station, that they considered Josephine Dietrich to be nothing more than an ambitious social climber, and, if he insisted on this foolishness, the family would not only refuse to receive his wife, they would henceforth wash their hands of the whole distasteful affair.


She wore black. Eduard and Josephine were married in a simple ceremony, as befitted the bride’s recent widowhood and wartime. Her young daughters were not present. Although Liesel continued to mourn her real father, she accepted her new stepfather with genuine affection. Lena ignored the marriage entirely, behaved as though it never happened. Her mother’s name might now be von Losch, hers would remain forever—Dietrich. In later years, her real father and von Losch would superimpose on her memory, each man losing his own identity, becoming one.


Eduard installed his new family in his lovely house situated in one of the most fashionable residential districts of Berlin. Now, each day was like a little Christmas. For a while, the war seemed far away. Some mornings there was real milk, even a whole piece of cheese. Little brown paper parcels of precious coffee beans miraculously appeared. Two, sometimes even three, whole lumps of sugar, and bread—real flour bread! The joy of seeing Josephine smile was so irresistible Eduard searched the city for precious luxuries, grateful he had the means to pay the exorbitant black-market prices. One night, Josephine found a fresh flower on her pillow. A perfect yellow rose! A rose in wartime Berlin? Where could Eduard ever have found it! It must have cost a fortune! Eduard just beamed; to see his wife happy was wonderful! Soon he would have to leave her. He had so little time left to give her joy.


Berlin


2 April 1917


Finally, I’ve got a place where I can be alone. They’ve fixed up the small attic above the bathroom for me. I have a big rug, pink curtains, and electric light. It’s very cozy in the evening. I pine so for spring, for summer. Even though we have this large house, here one only goes out to see what other people are wearing and always worries if one is dressed well enough—and modern! Oh, it would be so nice to lie in a meadow, wearing a dirndl dress, just dreaming. I asked Mutti if I could go to Tante Touton. “No.” If I were a mother, I would be happy to have my child have fun, eat well, instead of sitting in Berlin studying. It’s sad that I am not in love with Ulle von Bülow anymore. I mean, the way I was before—it really was nice to feel that way.


Kisses


Your Leni


German submarines hunted the North Atlantic for enemy and neutrals alike. After holding off as long as possible, Woodrow Wilson declared that the United States was at war with Germany. Soon American doughboys were massed in France, ready to march to the lilting tunes of Irving Berlin and George M. Cohan, off to save the world. Why was not the issue. It was going to be one glorious adventure!


Across the rolling hills of Château-Thierry, an endless sea of small white crosses marks their passage.


13 April 1917


I am not crazy about anyone. Today we got a photograph of Uncle Max. Sweet, sweet Uncle Max. Now that his Zeppelin was shot down and he is dead, one thinks of how sweet he was. I think the war will never end. Now even America! I think I better stop and write again when I have something interesting to write about. I’m waiting for a new love.


17 May 1917


Spring is here now, with a summer heat. Yesterday, after my violin lesson, two boys followed me on the Kurfürstendamm.


2 June 1917


Yesterday and today I gathered money for the U-boat donations. Tomorrow I am going to try to get out of it. Here we live such a boring life. Mutti keeps telling us how well we live but she doesn’t understand that we miss a little fun.


The western front now extended about three hundred miles, from the coast of Flanders, near Dunkirk, to the Swiss border, near the town of Basel. The eastern front stretched a thousand miles, from the Baltic Sea down to the Black Sea.


18 June 1917


I am starting to love Margaret Rosendorf from Liesel’s class—otherwise my heart is very empty. It’s so much nicer if one has someone—it makes you feel so pretty. We did an excursion to Faulbaummern. There an elderly gentleman kept following me. His name was Wiebett. I went to see the Henny Porten film. I love her. I finally convinced Mutti to change Liesel’s hairstyle. Until now, she wore her braids like snails at the back of her head. Now she wears a bun with a special bow. Now I wear my hair up, and when something special is happening, I let a curl fall. After all, for a braid I am now too old.


28 June 1917


I love Henny Porten so. I sent off a picture postcard for her to autograph but she doesn’t know whom she sends them back to. Just signs it, sticks it in an envelope, and off it goes. Must be easy. There are new pictures of her with her child—the poor thing; she is still so young and gets put on a picture postcard. Princess Eduard is in a sanitarium for hysteria. I hope she gets out. She was nice when I met her at Tante Valli’s. I just got a violin that cost 2,000 marks. The violin’s sound is pure. This means they want to train me? Well, practicing will be awfully pleasant, I’m sure! I wrote a poem about “brave U-boats.”


The day came for Eduard to rejoin his infantry regiment. He held Josephine close. He loved to see the change in her. She looked so sweet in her new summer dress. Pale yellow suited her. He did not want to remember her in black. He had made all the necessary arrangements. Should he be killed, she was provided for, she would have to beg no one. He kissed her. She clung to him.… Don’t go—don’t leave me—Please—her heart cried. She knew she mustn’t say it, mustn’t burden him with her need.


“I’ll be back. Yes! I will! By Christmas. The war will be over by then. I must go—write to me. Every day! I love you!”


She stood there all alone long after his train had gone. Then she turned and went home.


Bad Liebenstein


7 July 1917


We are in Liebenstein. I was looking forward to it, but it is nothing! In the morning we go to take the waters and the rest of the time one hangs around bored stiff. All kinds of poor people live here in fancy surroundings. People don’t come here to have a good time. Wherever one looks, all kinds of children, either who have the eyes completely closed or big blisters on the lids. Nothing better than a spa to have fun!


Yesterday we saw the moon come into the shadow of the earth. Very beautiful.


Henny Porten sent me back my picture cards. Big cold letters—her signature.


Next to our hotel, they are building—the workmen are French prisoners of war.


That summer, corpses rotted in the golden sun. Men trapped in the trenches by constant heavy mortar fire were unable to reach them to drag them off the battlefields. Rats feasted on the flesh of horses and men alike.


17 July 1917


Countess Gersdorf, your feet are pink my heart is set on fire for you!


I am dying of love for her, she is beautiful like an angel, she is my angel. I would like to hold her hand and kiss it wildly until I die. She does not know how great my love is. She thinks I only like her a lot, as Liese does. But this time it’s really passion, deep, deep love. My sweet Countess. She is so beautiful.


Yesterday I was with her in the park. Sometimes I feel that she presses my arm slightly. Today I could not even eat my breakfast, I was so excited, but Liese said I should eat. My sweet beloved Countess said, “You go with her now and get your breakfast.” She knows that Mutti wants me to have my breakfast and I obey her like a dog. I kissed her hand, she had sweet gray leather gloves on, and said, “Little Leni, you are not going to kiss that dirty glove, are you?” She calls me “You” the familiar way and also “Marlenchen,” as I asked her to. She said, “You want us to be girlfriends, don’t you?” I was in Eisenach with her, it was divine. For her husband’s birthday, she bought a silver medallion on a long chain and had them engrave on it: Knight, Count Harry von Gersdorf. She gave me a clover leaf she had picked herself, she is having it framed in silver under glass. On the way to Eisenach on the train, we passed inside a tunnel, she took my arm and put her head on my shoulder. I immediately kissed her arm and hands. When we came out of the tunnel, she was smiling. On the way back, there was a young officer sitting next to us. She said, “It is Count Wiser, isn’t it?” He wanted to introduce himself to me but the Countess did it: “Count Wiser, Fräulein von Losch.”


In the next tunnel, I kissed her hands again—she became very merry. Later on, the train stopped for half an hour and she ordered three beers. We drank a lot and made fun about people we knew. She said, “Marlenchen, don’t you dare to get drunk.” Afterwards, they told me to go home with the vicar’s wife to get rid of me. Later on, I told her: “My dear Countess, you don’t need me anymore, do you?” She said, “No,” but I’m sure it’s so.


We went to see the musical comedy The Poor Student. I sat next to her. She wore black velvet. As soon as it was dark, I whispered to her, “My dear Countess, you are absolutely ravishing.” She answered, “Shush … when we go to see Fledermaus, I will be even prettier.” On the 24th it will be the Countess’s birthday. I hope I will be allowed to wear my white dress.


Although Josephine had booked rooms for the whole month of July, she suddenly changed her mind and returned to Berlin. The aunts wondered what could possibly have happened to alter her summer plans so abruptly, but, of course, were much too well brought up to inquire.


Berlin


14 August 1917


Parting was short and hurtful. Besides the clover leaf, she gave me an amethyst mounted in silver. I wrote a poem for her. What she thought of it, I don’t know. I told her I loved her and signed it “Marlene.” If she weren’t married, I would do anything to win her heart and get her before her Count Gersdorf. Even now, I’d like to be him. I long for her. She does not know it. She comes here in September and maybe she’ll ask me to accompany her to the races to pass the time and have me as her “boy.” Really, that’s all I was when we were in Liebenstein. She refuses to admit that she treats Liesel and me in the same way. It’s not fair, since I have a crush on her and Liesel doesn’t. She said that Liesel was only allowed to kiss her hand but not her shoulder and this was only allowed to me. But when the Countess gave a pendant to Liese as a present, Liese did kiss her shoulder, and when I reminded the Countess, she answered, “But what could I do?” So, in fact, she does treat us both the same. How indulgent love is. Love suffers, tolerates, hopes. Her picture is in my locket. Sometimes my love is like a baby’s, although it is serious, like a grown-up. It is the kind of love I could feel for a man. What a shame, really, that she doesn’t understand me, she only thinks it’s a simple crush. I call it a crush myself, but in reality, it’s not that easy. The whole situation! A crush one can forget easily, but one’s love not.


Berlin


30 August 1917


She wrote a postcard two days ago, and since—nothing. Of course, this is what always happens with those people you meet during the summer, but, I am still disappointed. Did I ever really have a pure happy love? When we parted, she said: “Marlenchen, don’t cry!” What can I do but cry when I know that she is beginning to forget me?


This time, a regimental outrider brought Josephine the news of her husband’s death. At the age of forty, she was a widow for the second time.


With infinite care, she lay the withered rose between the layers of precious tissue paper enfolding the yellow dress, and closed the box. Leaving it on the bed, she turned and left the room. Her black veil brushed her cheek. From the ring at her waist, she selected a key and locked the door. She never entered that room again, nor wore a pale yellow dress. Liesel cried, prayed for Eduard’s soul to enter heaven. Lena’s diary ignores his death completely.


17 September 1917


My soul is filled with Henny Porten. Yesterday Hanne, Hein, and I went to see her film The Captive Soul, at the Mozart Theater. I just can’t describe how beautiful it was, because of her, naturally. She takes her robe off to go bathing—naked. You see only to her shoulders, but on the sides, you can see more. She’s wonderful.


It rained, as though it would never stop. Shell craters, trenches filled with water. Battlefields oozed mud! Exhausted men, loaded down with heavy equipment, fell, were sucked down into the slime, and drowned before anyone could reach them.


19 October 1917


I went to her house with flowers but she had moved. The porter’s wife told me her new address because she took pity on me, seeing me with my flowers, but it was late and suddenly I didn’t like the flowers anymore. I must study my part a lot, since at school we are going to stage The Governess, by Kohner. I am Franziska. I am sure I will go on the stage.


In Vincennes, the German spy Mata Hari was executed by a French firing squad. Thirteen years later, Lena would play this dramatic moment beautifully on film. In 1917, when no one claimed this ravishing lady’s corpse, it ended up on the table of a pathology class, but that was not in the film Dishonored.


27 October 1917


Sunday we have the first dress rehearsal. I have stage fright. I am playing the part of a man and am wearing my black sports trousers, Mutti’s riding coat and white lace shirt. When I play Franziska, I hope she’ll lend me her pink evening dress, because it’s so well cut and suits me and I must have a long dress.


4 November 1917


Yesterday, at a party, instead of place cards there were cards with quotations on them and we had to find our places according to the quotation. I found mine immediately: “What is life without the glow of love?”


Three days later, the Russian Revolution, which had been in progress for years, became official: The Bolsheviks had seized power. Soon civil war and famine would send Russia into further turmoil.


15 November 1917


Countess Gersdorf and her husband Harry are visiting with us. She pretends she can’t get over that I don’t have a crush on her anymore. She looks at me really dismayed and plays “the young lover.” Now I have Henny Porten’s picture in my locket and everywhere around my room—now the shoe is on the other foot. She keeps kissing me when she sees me. Her husband is lovely to her. Today she was sick and he cared for her. It was really touching. I hope I have one like that one day.


On the 20th of November, iron-plated “landships” attacked the German lines near Cambrai, and the word tank entered into the language of war.


22 November 1917


On Sunday there was a big celebration in the Mozart Theater, two films featuring Henny Porten. I waited for her and gave her four wine-colored carnations that cost me four marks. She looked absolutely divine and gave me the most beautiful handshake in the world. Sometimes my yearning for her overwhelms me so, I have to rush into a store and buy one of her picture postcards just to look at her beautiful face.


That winter, the temperature fell to minus twenty-two degrees centigrade. Typhus swept through the working-class sections of the city. Corpses, left outside houses to be collected in the morning by horse-drawn death wagons, froze on the doorsteps.


14 January 1918


I love you! How nice to be able to say that, how nice it is to hear that. It is a small, small word, but in that word there is all the happiness and suffering in the world.


19 January 1918


I am happy. Yesterday I still cried, today I laugh. I had bought a bunch of wild violets and lily of the valley. I stood in front of her house and saw a carriage parked there. I thought it must be hers, so I waited. Suddenly, an angel that looked like Henny Porten came out. I handed the flowers over to her and she smiled! She’s much more beautiful in life than in films.


The German army issued “licenses to kill” to front-line soldiers suspected of shell shock. If in a fit of unbalanced rage they happened to shoot one of their own, they could not be court-martialed, leaving them free to remain on active duty. In England, men on short leave from the front were considered too unstable to be permitted to take their army rifles home with them.


17 April 1918


In a week from now I will be confirmed. It does not impress me very much. The Dietrich family will get together for the event. That will be nice.


The French forces on the western front were being ravaged by a new enemy, Spanish influenza. More than two thousand serious cases per day were being evacuated. The Germans used this as an opportunity for maximum effort. The Second Battle of the Marne was about to begin. The Germans had fifty-two divisions in the field; the Allies stood ready with thirty-six.


1 June 1918


Erna Schonbach visited me and I was so dumb, I gave her my diary to read. Of course, with all my crushes. I never did that before. She said that she could see by reading it that my love is superficial because my heart is so big. I felt like crying when she said that to me. Superficial?


11 June 1918


I went to Hilde Sperling’s birthday. With my first glass of punch, one of her friends said: “A toast to the one we love,” and they all raised their glasses and knew to whom. Only I didn’t. I didn’t know who I loved. Yesterday I was upset and was so stupid to confide in Mutti about it. Most of the time she is wrong about me. She even makes Liesel watch me getting on the streetcar! That sort of thing makes one want to misbehave on purpose. Well, I can’t change her and she can’t change me.


The German offensive had inflicted some 447,921 casualties on the British, 490,000 on the French. The Germans, double that! Both sides were literally running out of men. Only the Americans were still able to replace their dead and wounded. Germany was on the defensive.


During this time, Lena’s diary records that she is ill. At first it sounds as though it might be a slight case of rheumatic fever, but what seems much more likely, considering her exaggerated romantic character, is that she was suffering from depression, brought on by sexual frustration. Freud’s theories were still much too new to have reached an elderly resident physician of a minor watering place in Bavaria, and so the good doctor handed down a diagnosis reminiscent of Elizabeth Barrett Browning.


Herzbad Altheide


7 July 1918


I am in bed feeling sad. The doctor said I have a heart condition, that the muscle of my heart has slackened. I am not allowed to walk more than 60 minutes a day, and this, slowly. In the morning I take special sulphur baths. After, I must lie down until midday, and later on, another two hours more. In between, I may go and take the waters. This is my fantastic vacation I yearned so much for! I am not allowed to dance anymore. I’ve begun to sing pretty Bavarian and Austrian songs, using chords to make up for my weak and breathy voice. I spend a lot of time playing my mandolin and dreaming. Mutti says, “You can dream, but don’t be empty-headed.”


Today the weather is wonderful, the sun is shining, and I am lying here. Of course, tomorrow when I can get up, it’ll pour! I just mustn’t allow myself to look forward to anything.


Facing stunning defeat, Germany was in turmoil. By the 8th of November, a full-scale revolution had begun. Riots swept every major city. At the front, soldiers on all sides were deserting in huge numbers. They could take no more.


Berlin


9 November 1918


Why must I experience these terrible times? I did so want a golden youth and now it turned out like this! I am sorry about the Kaiser and all the others. They say bad things will happen tonight. The mob was after people with carriages. We had some ladies invited for tea but none of them could get through to our house. Only Countess Gersdorf did. On Kurfürstendamm, her husband got his epaulets torn off by armed soldiers, and everywhere one looks, there are red flags. What does the nation want? They have what they wanted, haven’t they? Oh, if I were a little bit happy, things wouldn’t be so difficult to bear. Maybe soon a time will come when I will be able to tell about happiness again—only happiness.


On the 11th of November, Armistice was declared. The Great War was officially over, its cost staggering. The victorious nations had mobilized 42 million men—their killed, wounded, and missing stood at 22 million. The vanquished, having put 23 million men in the field, had lost 15 million. Germany alone sacrificed 7 million of her youth. The civilian body count from disease and starvation was never tabulated.


Granted the world had lost a generation of its young men, but by this very sacrifice, it had been made “safe—forever.” “Forever” lasted about as long as it took the Treaty of Versailles to be drawn up and signed seven months later, laying the convenient groundwork for Hitler and his Nazi doctrines. Still, it took determined propagation and twenty years of insidious gestation to produce, once again, enough willing cannon fodder to supply another war of glorified killing. Defeated Germans are a dangerous race.


Berlin


12 April 1919


Why am I so different from Liesel and Mutti? Both of them are so dry and calculating, I am like a black sheep of the family to them. Yesterday there was a premiere at the Mozart Theater. I was looking forward to everything—the music, Henny—but Liesel, who after her exams is bored, nagged so long that I let her come with me. To make things “perfect,” Mutti came too! Well, that’s what happens when one is happy about something special. I was so looking forward to going alone. I’m sure I had made myself too pretty, so both of them were anxious because of my good looks. Somebody told me I looked so pretty, and like a doll one wants to keep on kissing. I’m sure that’s what a few other gentlemen thought too, who accompanied me to my box. An elderly gentleman asked me if I was a film actress. When Mutti arrived, I immediately made myself well behaved and coy. It is really terrible not to have at least one person to confide in, to tell that person what one feels and not have a lecture right away, like Mutti gives. Still she always says she wants to be her children’s best friend. I wonder what I would have left if I ever told her everything. I long so much for so many unreachable things, like a teenager longing for her first love at school. It’s not nice to always have those very sad moods.


2 May 1919


I’m in love. I have known it for a few days, but whether I am really happy, this I don’t know. That’s where I am dumb. I always think about what may happen, I can’t even be glad about a few lovely moments because I always say to myself: Why even start loving—it won’t last, and then my heart will be even sadder.


I wish I were more superficial. It would be wonderful to enjoy the moment without thinking about the future. But I just can’t, and so, I just make his life difficult instead of making him happy for those few minutes. Why can’t I once be loved by someone I’m allowed to love who loves me back? I was told I do not show enough pride, enough restraint when loving somebody. This book is a real sentimental tome, only when I am sad I write in it. But that’s not so. Maybe this book will talk about happiness again some day, but I don’t believe it. Then again, one never knows.


Josephine, now alarmed by the postwar madness sweeping Berlin, rented a small house in the country, in case it should become necessary, once again, to evacuate her daughters from the city.


16 June 1919


Well, it seems like happiness is about to come back into my arms like a good child. Once again, I am in love, but this time it is different—an old sweetheart of my youth—that “word” says it all! I don’t think about anything, as is usually the case when I am in love—this makes me so happy, so calm.


I know exactly that he won’t try anything more and so, I don’t have to be afraid. We are like children—happy just to see each other when we meet. I look at him and it is enough for him. At least, I love again. I needed that. After him, there will probably be someone else.


Berlin


19 August 1919


We came back from Bad Pyrmont. I left my heart there. I don’t think I will ever find somebody I will like for both his looks and personality, as much as he, who has my heart. His name is D. Strohman, and comes from Westphalia. We met at a party and danced from 1 to 4—every dance. The next day, he invited me to another party but I wasn’t allowed to go, I was very sad. He must have been very bored with me—because all I ever said was “I have to ask my mother first.”


Three days before we had to leave, we went together again and we had fun and suddenly, in fun, he starts declaring his love. For me, it was awful to make fun of things that were so important to me. We parted laughing; he asked: “Will you dream about me?” After that I didn’t see him again. Out of sight, out of mind! He probably has received my letter inviting him, but probably won’t come. I don’t want him to, really. At a spa, things are loose. Here I am constantly under Mutti’s surveillance and he would be bored. With him, for the first time I felt like marrying somebody. I never thought about that with other men, but I must get this out of my mind as soon as possible. The fortune-teller told me I would get to know a man during my next trip. Yes? In Springeberg, we had 70 Americans who rented a whole restaurant. The Springebergers were shocked that we wanted to speak to them. Mutti forbade us to dance with them but one of them was an officer and wouldn’t leave me alone until he could dance with me. I was dancing when Mutti arrived. She started to talk to them and met a colonel who knows Uncle Willi, and so in no time at all, I was sitting at a table with three nice officers and ate ices and chocolate biscuits that they had brought. They asked for my address and wanted to know if they could come and visit. Unfortunately, their steamship left at 8 o’clock in the morning. I’m curious if they will keep their promise and write.


Beggars everywhere. Young men with deadened faces, eyes emptied of all further feeling. Bent forms with vacant trouser legs and flapping sleeves, oversized safety pins their badge of courage. On every street corner of every nation, they swing their crutches, tap their canes to the rhythm of a private despair. In England, they sell pencils. In France, shoelaces. In Berlin, organ grinders let a monkey beg for them.


17 September 1919


Springeberg satisfies us completely. We go out there on Sundays and come back on Mondays. During the week we talk about “out there.” I am loved there because I am still new, still fashionable. For the moment, they are all crazy about me. Erich Schupp, who in his youth really loved me, Paul Botchen, who is older and more manly. I am nice to Erich, more out of pity, and I can’t decide between them. Saturdays and Sundays I kiss enough for the whole week. I really should be very ashamed. All those who know me confirm this if I ask them what they think of me: I am all right for kissing and having fun, but to marry—God forbid! This is the result of my behavior, for example, that I allow myself to be kissed so easily. Of course, I can’t expect respect. I can’t help it. It is not my fault if my romantic nature has no limits. Who knows where I will end up. Hopefully, somebody will come, have the kindness to marry me soon. There is a film in town called Demi-Vierges. They say it is a typical case of young ladies from the so-called upper class who-mature-sooner, want to experience the tickling thrill of erotic adventures. They seduce the man, then give him almost everything—“Tout except ça.” Playing with fire, until one day they get burned, then laugh. This describes me exactly. Till now I still have had the strength to say No as it got to the very moment. But that is getting hopeless. They are all alike: He “can’t control himself anymore,” and, as my feelings arouse his, it is no longer a love of youth. It is too late for that. Anyway, it wouldn’t be enough for me anymore. It would be so beautiful to just let go and love. But, of course, that can’t be.


Josephine knew that she had waited much too long. She now made good her threat and packed her daughter off to boarding school. Her mistake was choosing one in Weimar, a most romantic town, famous for being the home of one of Lena’s gods, the poet Goethe. At first, Lena’s forced exile seemed to work its control.


Weimar


7 October 1920


How long I haven’t written. I have been away from home for six months now.


Now I am here in Weimar in this boarding school for “upper-class girls” and feel so lonely. Liesel is not with me and all those I loved so much have forgotten me. I could just cry. The only things I have here are the violin lessons with Prof. Reitz that give me a little joy. But is that enough for me, who was so used to being loved?—and suddenly now here, nothing?


Weimar


8 October 1920


If only someone would come to take away my longing and lock it inside a gilded cage. I wish someone would come and, with his love, make me happy and so content that I would forget all the tears shed for other past loves.


Weimar


10 October 1920


I am so unhappy because I don’t have anybody who loves me. I am so used to being loved.


Miss Arnoldi, the headmistress, wants to change me according to her standards and Mutti seems to agree with that and be happy about it. As everyone is working so hard to change me, I hope something will come out of it that will please Mutti.


It had taken no time at all before Lena’s violin teacher was completely under her spell. During their private lessons the urge to touch his lovely pupil was so overwhelming, the good professor had to keep his hands in the pockets of his frock coat.


On one of her monthly visits, Josephine, sensing something strange in the attitude of her daughter’s music teacher, suggested that perhaps she should be moved from Professor Reitz’s class to that of another professor of the violin. Though greatly disturbed, the headmistress decided a little talk with the smitten professor would suffice.


Weimar


21 October 1920


Just now I had my violin lesson. It seems to me that Professor Reitz is somewhat disappointed in me. In everything? At the beginning, as I always played what I knew, he was very happy and wrote to Mutti about it. Now, confronted with new material, I don’t progress as quickly as I did. Mutti thinks that he can’t teach me anything further and that I should go on to Professor Fleisch. She doesn’t understand anything about it. If I were different, or if I weren’t so pleasure-seeking, or if I could do what I wanted, maybe I would be somebody someday. But the way I do it, just practicing a lot, with chores, visits, taking my mind off it, makes it all impossible! Maybe someone will have the kindness to marry me and then my career as an artist can end—but practice for years just to play at home? How could one have the strength to pursue such a thing?


Weimar


14 November 1920


Mutti was here and Miss Arnoldi told her all about my sins (flirting) during concerts. I don’t do that! But what can I do about it if I am noticed everywhere I go? I am now playing Handel sonatas. Reitz is playing with me. If I just had somebody who loved me, I would be so grateful to him. I would be so happy if he spoke sweet, sweet words to me. We would go out together into the autumn, hand in hand, into the golden season. Leaves would glow golden but—they are cold and gray and I walk all alone.


I long so much for Christmas. Four weeks left. If I were happy, those four weeks would fly. I wouldn’t want to be the Kaiser. I wish I could stop time when I want—but this even the Kaiser can’t do.


For some reason, Lena did not fall in love over the Christmas vacation. On her return to Weimar, her last semester at boarding school, her smitten professor awaited her.


Why are male music teachers such staples of romantic fiction? It can’t only be the making of beautiful music together that sets those inevitable scenes of seduction. The proximity of a respected older man in a private room, whose door can be firmly closed, must have a great deal to do with it. So, the moment came, as it was destined to, when beautiful girl with violin offered up her virginity on the altar of a Handel sonata. It wasn’t out of fear of discovery that Lena left this momentous occurrence out of her diary—it was disappointment!


“He groaned, heaved, panted. Didn’t even take his trousers off. I just lay there on that old settee, the red plush scratching my behind, my skirts over my head. The whole thing, very uncomfortable,” is how she would describe her very first sexual encounter to her daughter some forty years later. To top it off, the Academy of Music did not accept Fräulein Dietrich as a pupil.


Disillusioned, Lena returned to Berlin, boredom, and rampant postwar inflation. Liesel, having received her university certification, broke with the tradition of her class, and went to work. Her substantial pay as a full teacher was a godsend. Against her mother’s wishes, using Liesel’s action as an excuse, Lena applied for entrance to the celebrated Max Reinhardt Acting Academy. She had decided that if she couldn’t be a famous violinist, she would become a “famous actress of the theater” instead. For her entrance audition, she chose a highly dramatic piece from Goethe’s Faust—Margarete’s prayer to the Virgin. It became one of Marlene’s most repeated and believed stories: that after completing this lengthy soliloquy, her knees were so red and swollen she had trouble rising to her feet, when a male voice drifted toward her out of the vast darkness of the auditorium of the Deutsches Theater. This disembodied voice is supposed to have intoned: “Fräulein Dietrich, raise your skirt. We want to see your legs,” thereby breaking a young thespian’s heart by its crass callousness. It was automatically assumed, of course, that this voice belonged to the Master himself. In reality, the great Reinhardt did not attend tryouts of mere aspiring students. Although legend has it that Marlene Dietrich was a famous graduate of the illustrious professor, she was not. That she managed to appear in numerous small parts in many of the Reinhardt-owned theaters and productions, especially at his Deutsches Theater, was true. This gave her the association with the Master she longed for, and conveniently allowed the world press to assume her more respectable status, that of student of the Reinhardt Academy, instead of the lesser one of ambitious would-be actress.
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By the time she was seventeen, she had invented the name Marlene and let a curl fall to her shoulder on special occasions.
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The Dietrich sisters and their mother, the widow von Losch. I love this picture. Why my mother hid it, I’ll never know. Look at those beautiful ankles in those handmade shoes.
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Lovely Weimar, where the poet Goethe—my mother’s most adored god—lived and where her mother sent her to boarding school, hoping it would tame her, which it didn’t.
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Marlene at twenty-one, the buxom bathing beauty.
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The young Berlin actress draped in panne velvet, looking properly lyrical.


In later years, Herr Doktor Reinhardt saw no reason to set the record straight, for by that time, his self-proclaimed one-time pupil was even more famous than he or his Berlin school. By his public silence, Lena’s tale entered into her legend.


She worked hard, auditioned for everything, played anything, never tired, could do a walk-on maid in Act I of one play, dash across town, and appear as one of many “elegant ladies” at a cocktail party in Act II of yet another play. Her childhood training in ballet and Isadora Duncan-type dancing made her able to join the chorus line in Act III of a revue down the street. Her extraordinary discipline, so ingrained by her upbringing, got her work that her inexperience and youth might have lost her. Soon smitten stage managers wrote “Marlene Dietrich” at the top of their casting sheets.


Her talent for appropriating the clothes she wore in her various parts developed at this time. If Marlene Dietrich thought she looked ravishing in an evening dress, playing the tiny part of a dinner guest, it somehow was sure to end up hanging in her closet, instead of back at the theatrical costumers. In this nonchalant larceny, she was way ahead of her time. Hollywood kleptomania, the keeping for oneself anything and everything that is not nailed down during the making of a film, was still many years off. She stockpiled everything. Gloves to suit any role: for “starving matchgirl on street corner,” she had a perfect pair, all holes and missing fingers; whores? red net up to the elbow, just a little torn; white kid gloves for ladies; black kid for middle class. Scarves and boas of all shades, textures, and lengths. Dozens of handbags, essential props for giving instant recognition of the status and character of their owner. And hats? Did she have hats!




BERLIN


By 1922, Marlene could sprint across the length and breadth of Berlin, appear as any woman called for. She had the energy, dedication, discipline, and the greatest private prop shop in town. It was just a matter of time before this inventive supply sergeant with a magical face would drift into the still young moving-picture business. Around Berlin, movie companies were sprouting like mushrooms. Any abandoned warehouse could become an automatic dream factory. Not having the luxury of California sunlight, any large structure with a glass roof was a treasure to acquire. Companies like Ufa had built enormous glass sheds that let in the precious light so essential to film. Without the restrictions of sound, one of these sheds could crank out eight movies simultaneously. In one cubicle, a comic does an exaggerated pratfall, dropping a tall stack of dishes. Next to him, a woman tears her hair, wailing—her lover has gone, her ten children are screaming. Next to her, a string quartet is setting the actors’ mood for an intimate scene of lyrical passion. Next to the mooning lovebirds, a snowstorm rages, wet huskies are howling, while around the corner, a crowd roars as Marie Antoinette is being carted off to the guillotine, and Bavarian peasants are dancing around a Maypole, accompanied by eight accordions that will never be heard. In this glass icehouse, in the German winter, a hundred freezing, frantic people scurry, creating out of an insane bedlam the magic that people will go to see to escape their realities for a nickel a seat.


The first time Lena went on an “extra” casting call, she wore a pirate’s hat, a pheasant’s tail feather stuck through its crown, a panne velvet coat, complete with dangling four-legged fur piece of a very long-dead red fox, and, stuck in her eye, her father’s monocle. She got the part. In that outfit, what casting director could have missed her! Although they took away her hat and dangling animal, they left the monocle and stuck her and it in the spectators’ gallery of a courtroom scene. On her second try, she already felt quite disdainful of the new medium, considered it rather vulgar, in comparison to the real “theater.” Marlene always pronounced this word as though it was part of the Papal High Mass at Saint Peter’s on Easter Sunday.


Having heard they were looking for a woman to play a small part of a “girlfriend” in a film, she assumed she must certainly be a demimondaine, as a lady not too virginally pure was known, and so, adorned her well-endowed body with a slightly revealing flapper dress, long, absinthe green gloves, and matching high-heeled shoes. Just in case the “girlfriend” turned out to be nothing more than “a girl of the streets,” she brought along one of her collection of ratty feather boas. Decked out in this “girlfriend” finery, she stood with other hopefuls, waiting for the assistant director to make his choice.


Rudolf Sieber always maintained that it was those garish green gloves that first drew his eyes to the girl who was to become his wife.


“She looked so ridiculous in that contrived getup! Like a child playing grown-up! I wanted to laugh. Of course, I didn’t. I gave her the job. Even under all that junk, she looked right for the part of Lucie.”


“He looked at me and I couldn’t believe it! He was so beautiful! His blond hair shone. He was dressed like an English lord on his country estate. A little assistant director in films in real tweeds? Right away, I knew I loved him! I played that part of the girl in a chiffon dress—she was not at all vulgar. Jannings was in the film, but we never met—my part was much too small to be in the film that long.”


When Rudi proposed to Marlene, she accepted him without hesitation, fully convinced she had finally found the one she had been longing for, the one to “enter the fall together, hand in hand, in the midst of a golden season.”


Her mother was not pleased. Josephine had so hoped for a really fine marriage for her beautiful daughter, but runaway postwar inflation had done away with dowries, and arranged liaisons between aristocratic families were now as much a part of the past as the Kaiser. Marriage, even to a Czechoslovakian-Austrian Catholic, might be better than leaving Lena to roam free among those “Gypsies.” Josephine equated all actors with tribes of shiftless, tambourine-playing thieves. If this man really loved Lena, God give him the strength to curb her wild romantic nature. Josephine resolved to help this stranger whom her daughter had chosen.


Lena wanted to drive to her wedding, at the resplendent Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, in an open, horse-drawn carriage. She thought it would look so romantic to have her white veil billowing out behind her for all to see—she was a bride! Josephine said that would be too theatrical and hired a large Packard instead to drive the couple to the church.


She placed the band of myrtle on her daughter’s head, with long hairpins securing its unbroken circle to the bridal veil. She kissed the child she loved the best, but did not let it show. How beautiful she looked—in her modern wedding dress, with her white-stockinged ankles showing. Louis would have liked the picture she made. She looked so very much like him. For a moment, longing and memory overwhelmed her, then she gathered her coldness about her heart and sent Louis’s daughter off to become a wife.


In the safe darkness of the motorcar, Lena quickly removed the myrtle band, tearing at it until its circle lay open. Then she repositioned it onto her head. She could not enter a church with her myrtle intact; she had lost that virginal right on a settee in Weimar. Smiling, Rudi helped her resecure her wedding veil. Throughout his life, it is what he did best: served this incandescent creature it was his tragedy to love. Lena became Frau Rudolf Sieber on the 17th of May, 1923. She was twenty-one and a half. He was twenty-seven.


Berlin


2 July 1923


How long is it since I last wrote in here? What could I have written about the most happy last year in Weimar? I will be eternally grateful for those times, especially to those who made it so nice for me.


Now I am married and didn’t even take his picture with me! But it doesn’t matter, there are things one NEVER forgets. The time after Weimar was quite dull. I gave up playing the violin and then started my other profession—one year with the Deutsches Theater and others. And now, tranquillity, as much as that is possible in love.


Since the wedding, I have been able to live only for my husband, since I didn’t have any film and only have to play in the theater in the winter. I am very satisfied because I know that he is happy and I am longing for a child. Since we rent a furnished apartment and there is no immediate possibility to get a bigger one, I know it is not possible for the moment. One thing is certain, nothing is a substitute for a child. But, if I had a child, I would then have to live with Mutti.


Berlin, in the roaring twenties, really roared. Chicago might have its speakeasies, flappers, gangsters’ molls, and wild-wild women, but Sodom and Gomorrah was Berlin. Prostitutes languished on every street corner. Their distinctive white makeup a perfect complement to their erotic getups. Feathers, chains, tassels, and whips, they possessed the streets like birds of promised paradise. Marlene and her friends, crammed into Rudi’s small roadster, loved to cruise the streets any hour of the day, admiring the free show. Marlene was particularly skilled in identifying who were the transvestites on parade. She insisted that only they knew how to wear the obligatory garter belt with style. Her favorite was a blond, whose trademark of white satin top hat and ruffled panties she particularly admired.


“Only pansies know how to look like a sexy woman” was one of Marlene’s famous remarks. She was becoming known for her sharp wit, her sensual freedom, her bisexual appreciation. All this, without seeming vulgarity. A tall order in postwar Berlin, where everything and anything was permitted. The more erotic, bawdy, and amoral, the more acceptable. Rudi’s taste was always impeccable. His instinct for what was right, what would work for his wife’s professional image, was amazingly astute. He knew it was all right for her to play at vulgarity, but not become it. To startle and intrigue the world was his aim for her, without her losing the aloofness of the true aristocrat. Without really understanding these subtleties, Marlene adored this concept and did what he told her. She and Rudi frequented the many cabarets where transvestites congregated and performed. They accepted her as a loving sister, often turning to her for advice: “Marlenchen—is this rouge right for me?” … “What do you think—more mascara?” … “Are these gloves too, too garish green for this dress?” … “What shall I do with this damn boa? Throw it when I come on—or trail it?”


“Trail it! Darling … trail it!… Black appliquéd satin swans? No, no. Not for you, dearie, too cheap. You should only wear red, make it your color—lipstick red! Everything … shoes, stockings, garter belt. Everything! Oh, and tell Stefan, no use having a dress slit up to his navel if he then forgets to shave his legs!”


She had Rudi’s tailor make her a man’s evening suit. Stunning, in top hat, white tie, and tails, she would arrive to dance with her fine-feathered pals. They adored her. She embodied all they yearned to be, the ultimate gender crossover blend of perfection.


Josephine watched and worried. A child, yes, that’s what Lena needed. A child would settle her down to be a proper wife, forget this acting madness. So Josephine searched, and found a large apartment on the fashionable Kaiserallee, just a few blocks from the house that Eduard had left her. What Lena wanted, she was about to get!
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In virginal white, Marlene Dietrich becomes the wife of Rudolf Sieber, May 17, 1923.
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Old Berlin and its famous Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, which Marlene loved and where she was married.


[image: image]


In August 1924, at twenty-three, four months pregnant.
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With her child, Maria Elizabeth, age four months.
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Two bathing beauties on the sands of Swinemünde.
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Rudi and his demure wife, the summer of 1926.
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By 1927, Marlene Dietrich, wife and mother, was back working full time.
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Films, theater, and revues—she did them all, 1926–27.
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While filming in Vienna, my mother learned to play the musical saw. She was very proud of this accomplishment—besides, playing it showed off her legs.


More important roles in moving pictures in Germany, 1928.
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A rare picture of my mother being coy—very un-Dietrich. This one, too, she had hidden away.
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Handsome Rudi Sieber and his beautiful wife. At times my parents resembled each other so, they could have been taken for brother and sister.
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In 1928, the Sieber family before the hurricane of world fame.


Marlene Sieber loved being pregnant. Once was enough, but while it lasted, she delighted in its intimacy and convenient benefits.


“No more love-making,” her husband was told. Marlene always preferred glowing romance to actual sex, enduring it with her husband only out of a sense of wifely duty. Now, under the sweeping excuse that the act might harm their unborn child, she eliminated sex from their marriage altogether. Her husband, loving her, agreed to whatever she thought best. By the time he realized what she had done and why, it was too late for him to change her course. Although they stayed married for over fifty years, sometimes even lived together, their physical relationship stopped the day Marlene knew she was “with child.” By the time she gave birth, she had convinced herself that her child was her own creation. Nothing so vulgar as male sperm had anything to do with it. She and she alone had made her child in her own image. The child was hers, by right of immaculate conception.


No customary at-home birth for Marlene. Her daughter was born in Berlin’s foremost private clinic, assisted into the world by the skill of a famous professor of obstetrics.


“Oh, how I suffered! He had to cut a little down there to get you out—that’s why you had such a beautiful head,” I was told from the age of two. The memory of her ordeal of childbirth, the beauty of a new mother’s delicate exhaustion, she used to perfection ten years later in The Scarlet Empress.


There are as many versions of my birth as there are of the actual date on which it occurred. Actually, Dietrich’s only child was born on December 13, 1924. The month and the day were kept, but as she changed her birth year, so did her daughter’s. Not until my father died in 1976 and I found my birth certificate among his papers did I know for sure how old I really was. Such minor uncertainties were part of my childhood. Until I was twelve, I wasn’t sure who my real father was either; granted the one I called “Papi” seemed to be the best candidate, but … who knew for sure? Did I resemble him? That didn’t help much either, for except for his brown eyes, he looked enough like my mother to be her handsome brother. I didn’t churn about all this confusion. My mother had told me so often that I was hers and hers alone, that whoever was my biological father wouldn’t have had a chance in my life anyway.


With my birth, Marlene and Rudi became Mutti and Papi to each other, their daughter, and most of their intimate friends. Motherhood was now her central role. A sober dedication laced with a constant fear that I might sicken and die at any moment, or, worse, be less than perfect. She breastfed me with such constancy that for the rest of my life I was told I was solely responsible for my mother’s sagging breasts, that she had sacrificed their youthful tautness to my childish greed. As I was first told of my culpability at the age of two, I felt guilty for years whenever I saw all the trouble my mother’s breasts caused her.


By the fall of 1925, Greta Garbo had arrived in Hollywood, old Field Marshal von Hindenburg was president of Germany, Adolf Hitler had published the first volume of Mein Kampf, Charlie Chaplin’s The Gold Rush was acclaimed, and Marlene Dietrich was more than ready to go back to work.


By 1926, Ernst Lubitsch had left the studios of Berlin, deciding Hollywood, and he, would profit from his multiple skills; Ernest Hemingway’s first novel, The Sun Also Rises, was published; Dr. Joseph Goebbels was appointed district leader of Berlin for the Nazi party; and Marlene Dietrich was back at work full time. She appeared in two films that year, numerous plays and revues, small parts, some even walk-ons, but whenever she appeared no audience could take its eyes off her. Hardly realizing it, she was becoming a Berlin celebrity.


18 October 1926


It is impossible to fill the time gap here. There is too much that has happened in between. My child will soon be 2 years old. I want to write the most important things so that later I will know what I have been through. The child is the only thing I have—nothing else. Mutti is still so nice to me and the child makes her happy. I am slowly beginning to pay her back for all her love—otherwise there is nothing. I play in the theater and in films and earn money. I have just reread this diary—oh God, where is all that wonderful exuberance, that being carried away by feelings? All gone! Nobody understands that I am so attached to the child because nobody knows that apart from that, I have nothing. I, myself, experience nothing as a woman—nothing as a person. The child is incredible, strangers who don’t even belong to the family love her and miss her. The child is the essence of my life. I think I will die young. I hope to at least rear the child and would like to stay alive as long as Mutti lives. And Liesel—(Things are not going well with her. One can’t help her. I love her dearly.)


Liesel had married a “low-class rotter,” as her husband was always referred to within the family, had borne a son, whom no one ever mentioned. Her life would take a very different course than that of her lovely Pussy Cat.


I was nearly three when my father started keeping pigeons on the roof. I knew that Tata Losch, as I called my mother’s mother, had found and was helping with the rent of our comfortable apartment in one of Berlin’s better neighborhoods. That’s why I had a room of my own, with a window that looked onto a little park. My father had a study, where he slept, my mother occupied the big bedroom at the end of the dark hall. The dining room, with its massive china cabinet and twelve high-backed chairs, was used on Sundays when my mother was home for dinner. I was still too young to really know where she went or what she did, but when my mother was home, her presence was so overwhelming, her passionate love for me so all-enveloping, its force was sufficient to fill her absences in between.


A young girl from the country had been hired to look after my physical needs. She was kind and caring. She scrubbed me, the floors, was polite to my father, but took orders only from my mother, whom she adored. Her name was Becky and I liked her. She didn’t kiss me all over, hug me breathless, tell everyone in the park to look at how beautiful I was, stuff food down my throat, turn white if I sneezed, gasp in horror at a cough, or take my temperature continually. Above all, she didn’t tell my mother about my being on the roof with my father to feed the pigeons. I loved it up there—in all kinds of weather, it was a special place. Sky and clouds and the coo of the birds. My father, a very methodical man, had his seeds all organized in marked jars and small wooden boxes. I didn’t know why some birds got one kind and others got another, but I knew he knew—he was an authority on so many things. I would sit very still on my special box and watch my father feed his friends. I remember the color of the sky was just like the blue-gray of the pigeons’ feathers. Berlin skies have a look of steel.


Why did I never rush to tell my mother of those special moments? It would have been such a natural thing to do for a three year old, to wish to share a joy—at least, proclaim it. I have often wondered what made me choose not to, at such an early age. Maybe I knew, even then, that my mother would resent my receiving joy from anyone but herself. So I kept quiet and never questioned why my father never mentioned it either, just felt somehow relieved that he didn’t.


My father had lots of things that fascinated me. He owned a four-door motorcar with a canvas top that folded, its dashboard inlaid wood, and soft leather seats. This chef d’oeuvre boasted a gadget that absolutely entranced me: Attached to the dashboard was a box that, whenever my father pushed its lever, dispensed a single cigarette already lit! My father never needed to take his eyes off the road to grope for a lighter to light a cigarette, his arrived glowing to his fingertips! How this was done was a mystery to me then as now. How in inflation-ridden Germany he could afford such a marvel—not to mention the elegant car that came with it—is another riddle. But then, how could my mother, playing bit parts for the ridiculously low pay of those days, own the mink coat she wore? Long before Hollywood stardom, in the Dietrich-Sieber family, such incongruities were quite run of the mill. As a very young child, I saw luxuries come and go, be replaced by more luxuries, without any fanfare or particular excitement. No “Look, everyone—I got it! The coat I have been saving for, the one I wanted for so long.… It’s mine! Isn’t it wonderful? Let’s celebrate!” My mother just appeared one day with a mink coat, threw it on a chair, from where it slipped to the floor, lying there forgotten while she strode off to the kitchen to cook dinner.


I always knew my mother was special. Why had nothing to do with it—she just was—like winter was cold and summer warm. She commanded the emotions one felt for her. In the park, I often saw little girls hug their mothers, take their hand—touch them spontaneously. One just didn’t do that with mine. It wasn’t that she would have pulled away or been angry if I had. One just didn’t dare, until she indicated you could. My mother was like royalty. When she spoke, people listened. When she moved, people watched. At the age of three, I knew quite definitely that I did not have a mother, that I belonged to a queen. Once that was settled in my head, I was quite content with my lot. Not until much later did I yearn for a real mother, like real people had.


I was allowed to stay up late when my mother entertained. Perched on top of my father’s huge dictionary, I sat at the big dining table as I had been taught, quietly listening. My mother’s colorful friends would tell stories of the plays they were in, the cabarets, revues, even sing their numbers from the shows, discuss the extra work in moving pictures, the latest books and music, whom they liked, whom they didn’t, and why. Later, in my bed, I would go over everything I had heard, trying to understand it all and remember. My mother was very pleased with me when I remembered everything that in any way involved her. When she questioned me, if I could come up with an exact account of any conversation, I gained her approval. Everyone sought my mother’s approval—it meant smooth sailing ahead. Why so many were afraid of her displeasure, I never understood. I just knew that I was one of them.


In the fall of 1927, my mother left for Vienna. She stayed away a long time. She worked in two moving pictures in the daytime and in a play with music and dancing in a theater at night. My father added some carrier pigeons to his collection. He showed me how to attach little message capsules onto their thin legs and told me how bravely they had flown during the war. When I was older, he promised to show me his medals. I was fascinated. Some people loved to talk about “the Great War”—others, like my mother’s mother, refused to have it even mentioned in her presence.


During the time my mother was in Vienna, a friend of hers came often to keep us company. Her name was Tamara. My father and mother called her Tami, until they were angry with her for something, then it was back to “Tamara!” with a special sharp emphasis on the a’s. She looked exactly as I imagined a White Russian refugee should. High Slavic cheekbones, lithe dancer’s body, long dark hair, deep brown eyes like those of a frightened doe. I visualized her pursued by savage wolves across Siberian ice floes, the beautiful Russian aristocrat in desperate flight. I wasn’t my mother’s daughter for nothing! When my mother first introduced us, Tami squatted down to my level, shook my hand, smiled, and said, “Hello, Mariachen.” Her soft German, with its Russian cadence, sounded like the purr of a contented kitten! I thought she was wonderful, and even more than wonderful—she was real. Tami never pretended, never lied, never faked, never deceived. In those early years, laughter still bubbled from her as though she had a hidden spring of happiness tucked deep down inside her. During my entire youth, Tami was my friend, the one person I loved the most. I knew my father loved her too. Why not, she was so lovable. That Tami loved him, I also knew. That this would cause her death, that I could not know. If I had, perhaps I could have saved her. That thought haunts me still.


When my mother finally came home, she brought with her a big saw that she had learned to play clamped between her knees, and a new friend, her costar Willi Forst. He patted me on the head when I curtsied, shook hands with my father, whom he seemed to know, and stayed for dinner, often.


The fascinating evenings in our dining room resumed. Now my mother was sometimes too busy to cook, so her mother took expensive taxis to bring whole meals from her home only a few blocks away. She never stayed, just delivered her stuffed cabbage rolls that were almost as good as the ones my mother made. The evenings my father went to the famous Kempinski were my favorites. He would bring home a banquet of all sorts of sausages, smoked salmon, caviar, marinated herring, dill pickles, Russian black bread, and a whole smoked eel. Before cutting me a piece, he would grab its head and tail, pretend to play it like a long black flute. It made me laugh so hard, I had to quickly scramble down off my perch to get to the bathroom in time! This always made my mother laugh.


That year I had a lot of news to digest and remember. It seemed an American gentleman, with a German name, had gotten into a little airplane and, all alone, had flown it from America all the way across the ocean to Paris, without stopping even once. Then there was the one about a “Jewish” singer, one who painted his face black and had actually been heard making sounds in a moving picture. That news really stirred up a big discussion at the dinner table. Some argued that hearing what actors said would ruin the dramatic impact of moving pictures; others, like my father, thought it was a “technical marvel,” that now everything would be different. My mother’s comment, which of course everyone agreed with, was: “Well, if sound comes, that will be the end of acting with the eyes—no more faces, only stupid talk.”


By the time I was four, I knew a lot of grown-ups. My mother always presented me as “the only love of my life,” which, I noticed, made some of the gentlemen, even some of the ladies, very uncomfortable, but my father—not at all. Being a German child, I knew never to ask leading questions about anything; but it was not easy keeping track of all the different grown-ups my mother adored one week who disappeared the next.


Richard Tauber sang so beautifully—he stayed around quite a long time. For some reason, Mr. Forst didn’t like Mr. Tauber at all. That’s when my mother decided to fall in love with a song instead. She went around with her trusty gramophone, playing the latest phonograph record from America, humming, “You’re the Cream in My Coffee,” until we all wished she’d find another favorite. That year, she had a big success in a revue, It’s in the Air, composed by Mischa Spoliansky. One number that stopped the show every night was sung by the star Margo Lion and Marlene Dietrich. A very sophisticated fox trot, the song made fun of the exaggerated, effusive friendships women have for each other. The way it was performed left no doubt of its lesbian overtones.


Just to make quite sure no one missed this point, both ladies wore a big bunch of violets, the acknowledged flower of “the girls.” Of course, I didn’t know why everyone hooted with laughter when my mother and her friend sang it for us at our dinner table, but after hearing it for the hundredth time, I could do a very professional rendering of it myself, which was received with even more hoots and hollers than my mother’s. It became one of my best party pieces.


Our dinners were full of fascinating news that year. The Threepenny Opera, by a Bertolt Brecht and a Kurt Weill, had premiered in Berlin. My mother adored it. She sang me some of the songs. I couldn’t understand them at all. She loved them—as much as she disliked the latest hits arriving from across the sea. “Sonny Boy,” by the same Jewish gentleman of the year before, she called ridiculous, and another song, from yet another Jewish gentleman, who sometimes sang with a black face, “Makin’ Whoopee,” that she thought was “just too vulgar for words.” That night, in bed, I had to think it all through. First, what was meant by “vulgar”? Second, why did everyone in America have to sing with black paint on their face?


Being a December baby, I was never a year older until the end of a year. I found that very confusing. As 1929 began, I kept telling everyone who asked that I was now five.


“No, sweetheart. You are only four. Your birthday was only last month.” As numbers always confused me, I took her word for it. My mother was very strict about my age. That was the year of the Big Crash and the discovery of my “only imperfection,” as my mother called it.


She announced both tragedies in the same breath:


“Papi, have you heard? It’s all over the studios—Wall Street has collapsed, whatever that means. In America there are millionaires jumping out of windows … and the doctor says the child has crooked legs! I told you I saw something not right there!”


My father already knew of the first drama but not the second one. I quickly looked down at my legs: They looked perfectly straight to me. But my mother was convinced I was doomed to “ugliness”! So, for the next two years, I slept with corrective braces on my legs. They were very Germanic-looking, burnished steel and leather, with bolts that had to be tightened or released with a wrench of awesome proportion. Their weight kept me from turning in my sleep. Only later, after my mother returned from becoming a “real movie star in Hollywood,” were my legs finally allowed to emerge from their nightly prisons, looking absolutely normal, just as they had two years earlier!


But back in 1929, it was still braces time. My mother would screw them on in the evening before rushing to the theater to make an 8:15 curtain, remove them at the crack of dawn before rushing off to the Studio. She made three films the beginning of that year, still silents, appearing in a leading role at night at the Berliner Theater in a highly successful revue entitled Two Neckties. The songs again by her friend Spoliansky, the story was based on the simple comic premise of two bow ties. The black one denoting a lowly waiter, the white one a gentleman of “class.”


In a hurry as always, my mother was wolfing down her dinner. Her mouth full of frankfurters and potato salad, she mumbled something about having to get to the theater especially early that evening because … the rest was muffled by the potato salad. My father and I waited for her to wash it all down with her beer.


“What were you trying to say, Mutti?” my father asked in that polite tone he used when slightly annoyed. She pushed half a heel of rye bread into her mouth, mumbled something that sounded like the name of someone.


“I, and the child, will wait—until you have finished chewing.”


“I said,” my mother spoke, choosing each word distinctly, with exaggerated emphasis, “that-a-very-important-American-director-who-is-going-to-do the Emil Jannings talking picture at Ufa is supposed to be in the audience tonight.”


My father disliked embroidery—he wanted information given with precision and clarity:


“Why?”


My mother was clearing the plates.


“How would I know? They say he has been looking all over Berlin for the whore in the film … maybe he thinks …”


“You?” my father smiled, helping himself to more cheese. Annoyed that he was still eating, my mother handed him back his bread and butter plate.


“Don’t be stupid. Can you see me playing a cheap whore in a …”


“Yes.”


My mother gave him a look, lifted me down off my chair, time for bed and leg irons. My father finished his Liptauer and wine, calmly by himself.


“When Tami comes, have her check the child, she’s in bed,” I heard my mother say in the hall as she was putting on her evening coat. Tami? Wonderful! Now I had something to stay awake for. My father’s voice drifted out from the dining room.


“Mutti, have you read Heinrich Mann’s book lately?”


“What do you mean?” My mother sounded really annoyed now. “Professor Unrat?—a terrible book. How this von Sternberg—how can you be a Jew and have a von? Anyway—Jannings will overact like he always does, and with sound, even more! No! It’s all going to be so depressing! Like a Fritz Lang film … I’m late—kiss you—are you and Tami picking me up after?” She was nearly out of our building, her voice echoed from the stairs. My father shouted after her:


“Yes … Mutti! Be especially aloof in your big scene tonight. All the others will be bidding for attention with a famous American director out front. If you seem unconcerned, it will make you stand out.”


“Why should I want to do that?”


The door of our building slammed. She was on her way.


The first meeting of those two titans of film history has been dissected, invented, manipulated, embellished by so many—so often—that no one can find their way through the maze of words back to the absolute truth. Even the two stars of this piece, in their separate autobiographies, when recounting their first propitious encounters, have embroidered a bit. I cannot swear to Josef von Sternberg having done so, but I know for a fact that over sixty years, Marlene Dietrich’s accounts changed with each telling—that at the end of her life, she was still editing, tightening their two first meetings, to make these scenes play better. I heard it as it happened, before it was all restaged by journalists, gossip columnists, studio publicity departments, university scholars, and all the others who aspired to be part of the legend.


The argument that went on over what my mother should wear for her first interview with the Big American Director took up a whole dinner. She was determined to wear her best “waterfront whore” outfit. My father insisted she dress like a lady.


“You want me to look like ‘fresh out of a high-class girls’ finishing school’?” my mother jeered.


“Yes!” my father said ever so quietly. That meant he was really angry.


“You must be nuts! Lulu-Lulu or Lola-Lola or Hupsi-Poopsi, or whatever they say he is going to call her, is a cheap tart! Margo told me she heard, someone at Ufa said I was right for the part because I have a ‘juicy’ behind. For that I am supposed to wear my beautiful suit with the white cuffs? Ridiculous!”


Marlene Dietrich arrived for her first appointment with Josef von Sternberg at the Ufa studios wearing her best suit and white kid gloves, having only added two dangling silver foxes to give her a little confidence. She returned, furious.


“Papi! Wait till you hear what happened today at the studio! Emil Jannings, and some other man, came in to see who was in the office with the Herr Direktor. Looked at me, then said: ‘Get up, walk up and down’ … like some horse! This Josef von Sternberg”—she stressed the von, underlining it with a fast laugh—“he is a very intelligent man, quite different from the usual type. After those two well-poisoners left, he nearly apologized.… Nice? And he still wants to make a test. Even after I told him how terribly I photograph, how my nose sticks up like a duck’s behind and he should have them show him some of those terrible films I’m in …”


“You told him …” My father was shaking his head in disbelief.


“Yes, why not? Let him see right away what they do to me on film … then he will know!”


Von Sternberg already knew; he had found the woman he had been searching for. Nevertheless, he arranged for a test. That day, she returned from the Studio absolutely enthralled:


“That man is brilliant! Absolutely brilliant!… And sweet!… You know what he did today? He pinned that awful dress they put on me in Wardrobe for the test. He did it, himself. A BIG director! Then he told them what to do with my terrible hair. I told him that it always looks like a cat had just licked it, but he wouldn’t listen. You know, Papi, he knows about everything! He can tell everyone how to do their job … right! He is amazing. Not just big important talk like all the others … He really Knows. Of course, you were right, as usual—I had to sing for the test. He said, ‘What do you know in English?’ Papi—in English! So … I did ‘Cream in My Coffee.’ But that’s not a vulgar song, so I tried to do it à la very cheap soubrette. The piano player didn’t know all the music, and so I got angry—but this is what this von Sternberg wanted! He told me to keep on singing, stop and really yell when he played it all wrong. So I did. Then later, I climbed up on the piano, crossed my legs, and sang ‘Wenn Man Auseinander Geht!’ That was easy, but the first one—terrible!… But we got through it. And, listen to this: This von Sternberg says he is going to make The Blue Angel in English! At the same time as German! They haven’t even made a talking picture at Ufa yet and now they are going to do it in two languages at once? It’s a good thing I am not going to be in it!”


She had the part before the test, but she didn’t know it.


Overriding all opposition to his choice, von Sternberg forced Ufa to sign Marlene Dietrich to play the supporting female lead in The Blue Angel, Germany’s first full-length talking picture. Her salary for the film: five thousand dollars. My father and her friends were jubilant. Champagne flowed, my mother kept looking at them all as though they were demented.


“You—you all think this is going to be easy? Hah! Nebbish! [Her favorite Yiddish expression of sarcasm, she used it to mean everything from “big deal” “so what?” to “oh sure,” “you bet,” and “tell it to the marines.”] She’s a waterfront whore! I’ll never be able to show my face again! What if this Sternberg suddenly decides he wants naked tits? What do I do then? Huh? Of course, none of you thought of that possibility!” She stormed off to the kitchen to get my father’s mustard and more cucumber salad.


I was a little worried at her outburst. She seemed really annoyed with everyone, but my father just smiled and kept eating his juicy knackwurst as though nothing was wrong. I had learned that he was usually right in gauging my mother’s moods, so I followed his lead and went on with my dinner. By the time our “resistant” star returned, someone at the table had mentioned a new book, A Farewell to Arms, and someone else said that Vicki Baum had written one called Grand Hotel. That launched my mother into how she hated Baum, but that this Hemingway must be a dream of a man to write like that, and so the subject had changed. I thought the latest news of a lot of gangsters being mowed down on some Saint’s Day in a town called Chicago the most exciting subject of that whole evening—besides my mother becoming a “waterfront whore,” of course.


By the time Josef von Sternberg first came to dinner, I had heard so much about him, I couldn’t wait to meet the “Big American Director who shouldn’t have a von.” When a stocky little man with a big droopy mustache and the saddest eyes I had ever seen appeared, I was rather disappointed. Except for a long camel-hair coat, spats, and elegant walking cane, he didn’t look so important at all. His voice was wonderful, though. Deep and soft—like silky velvet. He spoke perfect German, with the lilt of an Austrian accent.


I was introduced, curtsied, waited, as I had been taught, for him to hold out his hand first, giving me permission to shake it. Nothing happened! I was sort of stuck there, waiting, wondering what to do.


My father said: “Jo, remember you are in Germany. The child is waiting to shake hands.”


That seemed to embarrass the little man. Quickly, he shook my hand and smiled. I decided any grown-up who could feel embarrassed about not knowing something in front of a child had to be nice.


I always thought of von Sternberg in that context, a man easily embarrassed, vulnerable, unsure. He spent so much energy pretending just the opposite, always trying to hide what he believed to be his weaknesses. So many people ended up hating this lonely, gifted little man, utterly convinced that he was a monster; they just couldn’t see anything beyond their own selfish antagonism. But back in 1929, I was still a child who sensed, but could not yet analyze why, I felt this man was nice, not to be feared, no matter what anyone had to say about him.


Now, our dinner group consisted of immediate family only: my mother, her director, my father, Tami, and the listening sponge, me. Our only subject: the film, their film. At first, von Sternberg seemed surprised, a little ill at ease, with a four year old in constant attendance, but when he realized I wouldn’t disturb anyone with childish prattle, he accepted it, and, like everyone else, after a while forgot I was there. As my mother and von Sternberg always spoke German to each other, there was never any language barrier for me.


In that still new time of their relationship, my mother behaved as though he was a god. As though his overcoat had magic powers, she fondled it before hanging it up herself in the hall closet. She cooked only what she had found out he liked, serving him first, even before my father, who seemed to agree entirely with this deferential treatment. While Tami cleared, and generally saw to the comfort of everyone at the table, my mother sat without moving, entranced, listening. Von Sternberg was so serious, so intense, so passionate about this film he was making.


“I want immediate sound. Swamp the audience immediately. Envelop them with raw sound.… early morning sounds … hard heels on cobblestone streets, the slap of water thrown on a storefront from a metal bucket … dogs barking … rattle of thick breakfast dishes. A canary sings. The professor has a canary? Yes! The professor has a canary! Yes! Sound! Sound! It’s so correct, the German word for sound, klang! That says it so much better than our word—a klang film! ‘KLANG,’” he bellowed the word. “You feel how it vibrates? That’s what we must do! From the first moment the audience must be deluged with sound, conditioned instantly, it must learn to concentrate on hearing, to listen to dialogue above the klang.”


I didn’t know about the rest of the group, but I had goose pimples. What a wonderful little man! Suddenly calm, he turned to my mother:


“Be at the Studio at eleven, tomorrow. The designer wants to meet you. I have seen some of the sketches for the costumes and have okayed them.”


My mother, eyes adoring, nodded silently. The word okay was now an accepted part of our daily vocabulary. I liked it, it sounded cheerful!


The front door slammed. “No!” My mother stormed into the kitchen. “Papi, where are you?”


I knew where he was, but she was so mad I didn’t dare tell her that he was on the roof. I knew how she hated those pigeons of his, so I kept silent.


“Papi-e-e! Where the devil are you? Not again on the roof …”


She was so angry, she was mumbling to herself. She shoved her purse and gloves at me. I ran to put them in their proper place. Chores like that I was good at, I always did them right, exactly the way my mother wanted it done. By the time I got back, she was standing on the kitchen chair, yelling up through the transom:


“Papi? If you are up there, come down immediately! I have trouble!”


My father’s cool voice descended from above:


“Mutti, the neighbors can hear you—you sound like a fishwife, screaming like that!”


“Oh, Papi—Please—please come down …” Her voice had dropped two octaves. “I need you. Everything is wrong. I don’t know what to do—Papi, please, come,” she pleaded.


My father, having made his point, arrived, ready to help.


“You can’t imagine what they want me to wear. I can’t even describe it—it’s so—so—Awful! And certainly not in front of the child!”


Was I going to be told to leave, just when it was going to be exciting? I hoped not!


“Is it that vulgar?” my father asked as he went to the hall bathroom, my mother following him, I close behind.


“No, that’s not it, Papi. Of course it is vulgar—it has to be! But it is stupid! The look is so stupid!—uninteresting, boring—nothing to catch the eye. Blank! Bo-o-o-oring!”


Like a surgeon about to operate, my father washed his hands, using the special glycerine soap from England that he preferred. Still silent, he dried them, turned down the French cuffs of his broadcloth shirt, refastened his gold cuff links, took another pregnant pause, and said:


“I’ll talk to Jo. He doesn’t know you yet. Don’t worry.”


My mother heaved a sigh of relief, threw her fur coat on the toilet seat, and went off to chop onions for dinner.


Tami made her wonderful beef stroganoff that night. Mister von Sternberg loved it. After the red currant pudding and vanilla sauce, my mother put her arm around Tami’s thin shoulders and led her out of the dining room, closing the sliding oak doors behind them. Overlooked, I was left behind with the two gentlemen. My father flicked open his gold case, offered von Sternberg a cigarette, took one himself, lit both with his matching Dunhill lighter and said:


“Jo, have you had any time to see something of the city?”


“Not much, but enough to know not to waste my energy. Rudi, thank God for Erich Pommer. Without him, nothing would be possible.… If we had more producers like him—what films we could make! He has taste and understanding of the creative process. Such a rarity in our business.”


“Jo,” my father tapped the end of his cigarette against the edge of the big glass ashtray, “that is what I wanted to mention—the process, the creative process—the visual impact, even with sound, it is still the core of our profession—”


“Core? It’s the life’s blood! Without the image, there is nothing. The eye sees long before the ear hears.”


“Jo, have you thought of giving Marlene the chance to create,” he stressed the word ever so lightly, “her own costumes?” Von Sternberg raised a dubious eyebrow, but didn’t comment. “She has an uncanny knack for what looks right. An instinct. I have never seen it to fail, once she knows the character. Try it—see what she comes up with. Let her put it together.”


Von Sternberg smoked in silence, then nodded. I couldn’t wait to see what my mother would concoct. I hoped it wouldn’t be considered too “vulgar for the child to see.”


She was ecstatic. Day after day, Tami, Becky, and I were given directions where to search—closets, chests of drawers, old forgotten hat boxes, dilapidated suitcases, dusty trunks—for long-forgotten treasures. Our apartment began to look like an enormous rummage sale. She found a tacky belt with a big rhinestone buckle and screamed with glee. A threadbare kimono threw her into absolute raptures. “Wonderful! Wonderful!” she kept muttering while wading through tons of what looked to us like Salvation Army rejects.


“I need a collar—old satin if possible, and dirty white. Everyone look for old collars!… In that terrible revue, remember, Tami? In that awful chorus line, didn’t we have to wear things on our arms—like cuffs? In lamé … remember?—those ugly things? I kept them, but where? Maybe in that hatbox I had in the theater during Broadway?”


My father just managed to push his way through the front door when she grabbed his arm.


“Don’t take your hat off! We have to go out right away, drive around the streets and look for whores! Remember that one who always wore a garter belt with a white satin top hat? We have to find him—I want his panties.” She was dragging him down the stairs, not a moment to lose—“Naughty Lola” was about to get her look!


Oh, how I wish I could have been there to see von Sternberg’s expression when Dietrich first presented him with her concept of his Lola. He must have been startled, perhaps even slightly apprehensive, but he knew what looked right. He always did. Good thing Jannings wasn’t present, he might have guessed sooner than he did that The Blue Angel would no longer be his starring vehicle and have done something about it then. As it was, my mother returned from seeing von Sternberg and said:


“He just looked at me with those baroque eyes of his, then—what do you think he said?”


We all waited with bated breath. She let us hang, building suspense, then grinning triumphantly, announced:


“He said: ‘Marlenchen’—he called me Marlenchen!—‘Wonderful—wonderful—Simply wonderful!’” We all hugged each other—she had won! That night my father had to take her to every dive in Berlin to look for more items of whore clothing.


Another new god emerged—another little man. This time without a mustache, or a von, whose eyes were never sad. I didn’t see him too often that year, my mother worked with him mostly at the Studio, but I heard about him and his music constantly.


“Papi—no one, not even Spoli could have written these songs. Every day, another double entendre thing for me to sing! The words! How he does it! Amazing!”


She sang a song about being Lola, the darling of the season, whose many men loved her, who had a pianola she wouldn’t let anyone touch. It was a real snappy number—I loved it.


“Papi, you know what is meant by ‘pi-a-no-la,’” my mother chortled. “So vulgar—and so right. Papi, he is a genius, that Hollander. For The Blue Angel, he is a genius! Listen to this one—today, he doodle-doodled on the piano, tried this, then that—it’s my favorite in the film!”


Again, the tune was full of brass and snap. Legs spread, hands on hips, she sang: She was going to go and find herself a man, a man who could kiss and wanted to. A man with fire, who knew what to do with it.


“But the song, the one that everybody loves, something about ‘moths and flames’ and ‘I can’t help it that all men want me’—that one is terrible! Thank God, once The Blue Angel is finally finished, I will never have to sing that awful song again!”


Now mornings came really early. It was still dark outside when my mother switched on the lights, pulled back the covers, unscrewed my braces, hurried me into my clothes, pushed a woolen cap on my head, marched us double-time down the stairs, out the big glass door, into the frosty air, down the silent street to my grandmother’s house. The deep sound of the bell echoed. My grandmother opened the massive door, dim light outlining her imposing figure, at that predawn hour fully dressed, everything in place.


“Good morning, Lena—you are late!” My mother pushed me toward her, as her mother reached for me. With a look that was both censure and resigned patience, she said: “Go, Lena … to your … work.” She hesitated slightly over the last word, as though searching for a better one to describe my mother’s activity. “Your child will be taken care of,” and, with a nod of dismissal, closed the door.


I didn’t know why my grandmother sounded so annoyed—or why my mother always left cowed, without saying a single word. I did know, though, not to mention it.


First, I stuffed my hat and mittens into the pockets of my winter coat, then hung it carefully on the special hook provided for me. After that, shoes had to come off. “Shoes bring in the dirt off the streets” was one of my grandmother’s favorite sayings. This took a little time, as I had to really tug hard to loosen the long laces. “Aristocrats have thin ankles, only peasants have thick ones” was one of my mother’s favorite sayings. Each time she put on my high-topped shoes, I figured I must have the peasant kind—she pulled so hard on the laces. Next, my grandmother helped me into my gray pinafore, buttoning it up the back where I couldn’t reach. As silent as a creeping cat, in my thick felt house shoes, I padded behind the lady of the house to “the thorough washing of my street hands” before going to the warm kitchen, where, on the big iron stove, my breakfast was steaming—waiting for me.


My mother’s mother was strict about so many things, but if you did exactly what she told you, correctly, her way, she was always fair, sometimes even nice. While my mother was being marvelous on a chair in frilly panties and garter belt, I, perched on a tall kitchen stool, learned to peel potatoes, properly; rinse glass in vinegar to make it sparkle; plunge chicken into boiling water to make plucking its feathers easier; mothproof Turkish carpets by scrubbing them with fresh sauerkraut, which also cleaned and brought up their deep colors beautifully. This was one of my favorite “learning to be a wife” chores. On my knees, clutching the heavy brush, I would sneak some of the spicy, fresh kraut from the barrel, munching happily while I scrubbed.


That house was so dark, so empty, it could get really spooky there. One day, I took all my courage and went exploring through its cavernous upper floors. At the top of the house, I found a long, low cupboard, just big enough to crawl into, and at its farthest end, under a small leaded window—a doll’s house! A minute, bejeweled world, with chandeliers that actually tinkled when touched, delicate gilt chairs, red velvet betasseled draperies, a fireplace, its carved fruitwood mantel laden with tiny porcelain shepherdesses and pewter candelabra. My knees tucked under my chin, I sat in wonder, drinking in this lilliputian miracle, until my grandmother’s voice, calling me, echoing below, broke the spell. From then on, I prayed my mother’s film would take forever, did everything and anything exactly as my grandmother wanted, lickety-split, then escaped to the magic world I had discovered. How did that little house get there? Who did it belong to? Who played there before me? All questions I never dared ask, was never told the secrets of. My grandmother must have known where I disappeared to each day, but she never said a word to me or my mother. I have often wondered why.


As the work on the film progressed, my mother was home less and less. Some mornings it was my father who woke me, then delivered me to my grandmother. When my mother did appear, she kissed me, fed me, changed her clothes, and talked.


“That von Sternberg—absolutely mad! This film is a disaster! It will never work! What do you think he has done? He has built big wooden boxes for the cameras to sit in—something about blocking out the noise when they are cranking. He creeps in there with them and disappears! How can anybody direct a film locked up in a wooden box?” She kissed me and ran.


As The Blue Angel was shot in sequence, my mother kept us informed of all her daily troubles:


“Today, Jannings did the scene in the schoolroom—where he has to say ‘the’ in English. He had trouble with the th. Funny? He made a whole picture in English in America with von Sternberg, and he can’t say ‘the’? I can say ‘the’ perfectly,” and to demonstrate, she put her tongue between her front teeth, said the English word, and blew face powder all over her dressing table.


I was never allowed on the set of The Blue Angel. My mother considered it a vulgar film, unfit for her innocent child. But at home, she talked of nothing else.


“Papi, you made me do this abortion. It’s all so ugly! Fat women—He has big fat women sitting all over on the nightclub stage. You’ve seen it—it’s a tiny stage! Any day now it’s going to collapse under all that blubber … and I am going to break my neck. And the smoke! You should see the smoke! Thick, like fog! Why bother with all the work on the costumes when all you will be able to see is those big, fat shapes behind fog!”


“You think I am having trouble with the English? I’m having trouble with the German! Von Sternberg keeps telling me to stop being the ‘fine lady.’ He keeps yelling at me. ‘You are supposed to be a slut! Do you understand that, Madame of the Weimar finishing school? We need to do a little acting here!’ This is all your fault, Papi!”


There were times when she cried, when my father held her, telling her not to be discouraged, that in the end it would all work out and be wonderful. She had such trouble with the low-class Berlin slang. Knowing it was not her problem. Acknowledging that she knew it so well and then doing it in front of the crew and von Sternberg was the real hurdle for the “girl from a good family,” as she liked to define herself. The English version never gave her as much trouble as getting over this inhibition of speaking in low-class Berlin slang. In English, my mother always felt like a foreigner, disguise was therefore easier. Later, rarely did the real Dietrich emerge when performing in English. Mostly, that language called forth the acquired persona, not the Leni of the youthful diaries.


“There is no real script. Everyone, even Pommer, is worried—but von Sternberg will not allow anyone to interfere with him. He has it all written in his head. How wonderful to work with a man who knows what he wants and then knows exactly how to get it—but I wish he would tell something to someone!”


One cold dawn, she rushed into my room, snapped on the light, handed me the wrench, said, “You do it!” and started rummaging frantically through my toy chest. A stuffed rabbit flew out one way, a clown puppet followed, blocks, balls, the place was a mess. She turned, giving me a “you did it” look:


“Where is it? Did you take it?”


Hardly awake, completely confused, I stammered, “What?” which probably sounded very guilty.


“You know what! My black doll! Where did you have it?”


“Mutti, I never play with him. I am not allowed to. But Papi had him.”


She whirled.


“Papi! You have my nigger!” and off she ran. Now my father was going to get it! I didn’t mean to make trouble for him, but I had seen him fixing the grass skirt of my mother’s black felt savage. Later, running down the dark street on the way to dropping me off, she had her black doll clutched securely under her arm. Wherever Dietrich went, her black savage was sure to go. He was her good-luck charm throughout her life—her professional one. In her real life, astrology took his place.


[image: image]


In 1930, Marlene Dietrich creates a sensation as Lola in The Blue Angel, Germany’s first talkie.


Josef von Sternberg, the genius who made this great film and Dietrich’s fame possible.
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Lola, the waterfront tart, astride her famous chair. My mother’s favorite pose from The Blue Angel, although her fat thighs made her shudder each time she looked at it.
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Von Sternberg directing his star, Emil Jannings, while his “discovery” tries to smile beguilingly, hoping for a response. By now the great Jannings knew she was stealing the film from him. He ignores her.
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With her mascot, her black felt doll, in The Blue Angel. Throughout her life he went wherever she did.


“Herr Direktor told me today I am finally to be permitted to see—they call it ‘rushes’—what was shot two days ago. He also informed me that I was to keep my mouth shut!—until they were over! I may comment only after the lights come back on in the projection room. Such la-di-da, these Americans—really!”


She returned the next day, full of wonder:


“Papi, it is still a vulgar film—but Mister von Sternberg is a … god! A god! A Master! No wonder they all hate him … they know they can’t touch him. He paints, like Rembrandt, with his lights. That face, up there on the screen, a real seafront harbor tart—she is right! She is absolutely wonderful!”


This is the first time I heard my mother refer to herself in the third person. It was the beginning of her thinking of Dietrich as a product, quite removed from her own reality.


“And remember those terrible fat women I didn’t like, that Jo put behind me in the scene? They’re so fat, they make me look thin! Jo knew why he put them there that early in the film—he already knew what would look right!”


“Now, that one awful song I told you about has English lyrics. What do you think it is called? ‘Falling in Love Again’! That’s not English for ‘I’m from Head to Foot Made for Love.’ It’s bad enough I have to sing that awful song also in English without all the words being changed and now making no sense whatsoever!”


“Today, I said, ‘Why don’t you let me sit on something else? How many times can one be erotic with a chair? What about trying a barrel—a barrel at least has a different look and I maybe can stretch out one leg and pull up the other one.’ So you know what he’ll do? He’ll focus his boxes up my crotch anyway.… This whole thing is impossible. I am ashamed to walk on the set!”


“Jo has a wonderful idea. Papi, you know the picture postcards that the schoolboys have, secretly of the whore—the one Jannings gets so furious about in the scene? Well! Jo had the Studio glue little wispy feathers just on the top of the panties. Then, in the scene he shows them all blowing on the card to lift the feathers up and show—you know what. Brilliant idea? Now, that’s erotic!”


My mother was now important enough to even have her own studio dresser, who turned out to be a thin, angular spinster by the name of Resi. Within weeks, she became my mother’s personal maid, on constant call, day or night. Resi was to remain with us throughout most of the Sternberg films, the model of servitude and petrified devotion.


Sometime during the filming of The Blue Angel, I decided to rename myself. No one ever called me by my real name anyway, unless they were angry with me; “Maria! Come here!” meant big trouble. Some children invent a friend, an imaginary playmate; I suppose I was simply looking for my own identity, so, one day I announced that henceforth I was to be known as Heidede. God only knows where I got that from, probably something to do with Heidi—I was deep into an idyllic Alpine period. Everyone took my proclamation very seriously. From then on, my mother called me “The Child,” “Sweetheart,” “Angel,” “Love of my Life”; my father, “the child,” or “Kater”; and the rest of the world:


Heidede Daughter of Marlene Dietrich!


One evening, my mother had a little time left, so she joined us at the dinner table.


“Today, in the choking scene, he really tried to choke me! Jo saw it, made some excuse, and stopped the scene. What is wrong with Jannings? He is so brilliant in this film. What an actor! Sometimes, he gets too much … but then Jo always has one of those long talks with him, while we all wait and relax, but then, when he comes back, he is again—wonderful! So why, suddenly, can’t he act choking?!, instead of really trying to do it?”


My father poured them both a beer.


“Mutti, if I were Jannings, I would choke you and not stop when the director calls ‘Cut!’”


“What do you mean?” My mother was outraged. “It’s all my fault again?”


“You have taken the film away from him—The Blue Angel now belongs to Marlene Dietrich, not to Emil Jannings, its star. He must know it!”


“Well, if that is true, then it is Jo’s fault, not mine! I only do what he tells me to do. Jannings should choke Jo, not me!” and went out to get her coat and go to work at the theater.


The Berlin film industry was quite aware that in its midst, a phenomenon was in the making. Hollywood knew it just as quickly. Being the American distributors of The Blue Angel, as well as von Sternberg’s home studio, Paramount decided it would be a good idea to sign up the English-speaking German sex bomb with the good-looking gams that everyone was talking about.
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HAVE PLEASURE TO INVITE YOU TO JOIN BRILLIANT ROSTER OF PLAYERS AT PARAMOUNT PUBLIX STOP OFFER YOU SEVEN YEAR CONTRACT BEGINNING AT FIVE HUNDRED DOLLARS PER WEEK ESCALATING TO THREE THOUSAND FIVE HUNDRED PER WEEK IN SEVENTH YEAR. CONGRATULATIONS. PLEASE CONFIRM BY CABLE. BERLIN OFFICE WILL ARRANGE FIRST CLASS TRAVEL AND IS AT YOUR DISPOSAL FOR ANY HELP REQUIRED.
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Reading the cable out loud, my mother was more outraged by the superiority of its tone than by the low salary offered: “What vain people. They just assume I couldn’t possibly say no. They congratulate me, even!” and threw it across the table to my father, and left to bring von Sternberg’s lunch to the Studio where he was editing The Blue Angel.


The blue angel was finished, the revue had closed. My mother was out of work. Von Sternberg would soon be returning to America; she now rarely left his side. He kept trying to persuade her to accept the Paramount offer. Her excuses not to were, first, my welfare; second, as Ufa still held an option on her services, she was not free to sign with anyone else. When they finally decided not to pick up her contract, she was convinced she was no good, that everyone had been wrong about how “wonderful” she was, that her so-called great career in films was finished.


“You see? What did I tell you? Ufa also thinks I am so bad in the film they don’t even want me under contract!”


“Don’t be ridiculous. They are just too stupid to know what they’ve got, which is to your advantage,” said my father.


“Yes! Wonderful! Now you are free to sign with Paramount.” Von Sternberg was ecstatic.


“I will not go to America, I have told you. How do I know what will happen there? Any country that can make a dog a film star is not to be taken seriously. And The Child? Schlep The Child all the way across the ocean? And how do you know, now that Ufa has said no, that those big bosses at Paramount still want me?”


“They want you, believe me, they want you, and when I show them the film, they’ll beg you. As for the child, nothing but sunshine all day and her own swimming pool—what’s bad about that?”


It sounded terrific! The sunshine part. The pool I wasn’t so sure of, I would have to learn to swim first.


“If you insist I go, Jo, then I would have to come first—alone. To see if it is all as ‘wonderful’ as you say. Then I could come back here and maybe get The Child. But, if I don’t like it? If I have signed a contract—what do I do then? And how can I be sure you, only YOU, will direct me?—No! No! It is all much too complicated. Here, I can work without all these terrible problems!”


“I will not stay here and be subjected to this utter stupidity!” said von Sternberg, and walked out of the room. My mother cried: “JO,” and ran after him into the hall. My father lit a cigarette. We waited. Her arm locked in von Sternberg’s, my mother reentered them both into our dining room, looked at my father beseechingly:


“Papi—you tell him. Tell Jo I can’t leave The Child!”


Von Sternberg turned to go. She clutched at him:


“Sweetheart!” I knew this time that didn’t mean me.


“Mutti, you are asking me to decide?” my father said, ever so softly.


“Yes, you tell Jo … I can’t …” She let it hang.


“If you really want my opinion, I personally think there is absolutely no reason for you not to go.” My mother gave him a furious look. “Let me finish, please. As for the child, you have left her before—for much lesser things. So this wouldn’t be the first time. My advice is: Go to America. Trust Jo. Listen to him. Do exactly what he tells you to do. With Jo there to protect and guide you, you have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. You would be a fool to throw it all away. The Child will stay here. Here she has me, Tami, and Becky. When you get back, we will all still be here, waiting for you.”


Von Sternberg could have kissed him. It sounded to me as though my mother would be going to America.


The evening that von sternberg was ready to leave, we all kissed him good-bye, except my mother. She was going back to his apartment to help him pack, then say her good-byes properly at the boat train.


The next day, I courageously ventured to ask: “Mutti, if you go away to America like Papi says, may I have a dog then, please?” and lo and behold, she answered, “Yes—but not a mongrel,” before rushing to the Studio to record the songs from The Blue Angel onto phonograph records. From then on, I didn’t notice much of anything, I was much too busy looking through my picture books for my heart’s desire. When the time came for my mother to leave, I wanted to be ready with my choice of breed. Whatever it turned out to be, it had to be huggable.


While my mother packed her trunks, carefully wrapped her black doll, filled out shopping lists, and kissed me with the sadness of a soldier about to go into battle, back at Paramount von Sternberg had negotiated new terms for his protégée. Miss Dietrich was now bound contractually to make two films only. If she then decided to return to her native land, forsaking Hollywood stardom, she would be permitted to do so, provided she signed a legal document stating that once having been released by Paramount, she would not sign with any other American studio. If, on the other hand, Miss Dietrich decided to pursue an American career, her Paramount contract would automatically be reactivated, her salary raised substantially. A clause giving Marlene Dietrich choice of director was added to the contract—an unheard-of concession by a studio to a yet unknown, untried performer.


As early as April of 1929, an article had appeared in a Berlin tabloid that mentioned Marlene Dietrich in connection with a Swedish actress, already a star in Hollywood. It could be that this was the very first time that Dietrich was ever linked to Greta Garbo, and it is more than likely that this item had been brought to the attention of Paramount. The vicious rivalry between studios was true and justified. Their earning power and prestige depended entirely on the talents they controlled. As the Metro group owned Garbo, every other major studio was searching frantically for another such sublime creature—loaded with foreign mystery, European sophistication, hypnotic accented voice, and, if at all possible, high cheekbones and hooded eyes—with which to give the mighty MGM a run for box-office revenues. It is possible that even more than von Sternberg’s effusive recommendations, those gorgeous legs, and sexy garter belt of The Blue Angel, it was the uncanny resemblance to Garbo that decided Paramount to play along with Dietrich’s demands. It was this very need to best the competition that was to turn a very saucy, honest talent into that mysterious enigma that became “Marlene Dietrich.” What she might have become, had her raw talent been allowed to develop in the direction of her absolutely superb performance in The Blue Angel, makes for heady speculation.


But this was not to be. The adoration of a brilliant image-maker, the greed of the studio system, and, most of all, her own narcissism turned what could have been to what had to be: the breathtaking endless close-ups, the veils, the clothes, the legs, the genderless sex, that amazing beauty—always that astounding beauty—until manufactured imagery became her reality. At rare moments throughout her professional life, the spark that had ignited The Blue Angel would flare, but never again catch true fire. After a while, Dietrich didn’t even bother to recognize its presence. Legends don’t need to search for things lost—they are.


Only one thing worried me about my mother journeying to far-off America. Might the Indians there try to scalp her? As carefully as I could, I brought this subject up. My mother was packing hat boxes. She said that although Americans were still very uneducated, scalping was no longer a daily occurrence and for me not to be so dramatic. I wasn’t completely convinced. On one of her rare visits, my Aunt Liesel had read to me from The Last of the Mohicans, and so I knew something my mother obviously didn’t—that America could be a very dangerous place. Then again, I knew if my mother made up her mind not to give up her hair, no poor redskin in the whole world would have a chance of getting it away from her. So, when the time finally came to say good-bye to her, I did so without any qualms. With the little man there to protect her, I knew she would be “okay.”


In the early evening of the 31st of March, 1930, looking like a real queen in white chiffon and full-length ermine coat, my mother held me close and cried. I had a cold and she couldn’t tear herself away, didn’t want to leave me for fear I would die without her there to comfort me. But she had to go—it was the night of the gala opening of The Blue Angel at the big Gloriapalast Theater, where members of the cast were scheduled to take a bow with the star of the film, Emil Jannings. Directly after the performance, my mother was to take the boat train to Bremerhaven, there to board the SS Bremen, bound for New York.


“The second you hear the telephone ring, answer it!” she said to Becky, as she checked my braces. “The moment I can, I will telephone to hear how The Child is. In two hours, take her temperature again so you can tell me. If I can sneak out during the film, I will come back. If the boat wasn’t sailing tonight, I wouldn’t go to this damned thing at all.”


My father and Willi Forst, both resplendent in their tails, called from the hall: “Mutti, it’s time to go. You have to be there before the lights go down.”


I hugged her carefully, not to mess up anything.


“Don’t forget me,” she whispered, and was gone.


Three hours later, she was a “star.” An instant triumph. The name she had invented, “Marlene,” “Marlene,” shouted in rapture and adulation for the first time. She hardly heard it—her mind was on my temperature.


She wouldn’t allow my father to accompany her to Bremerhaven. She sent him back to wake me, take my temperature himself, make sure I was all right, tell me how much she missed me already.


He looked very handsome that night. I always thought my father looked as wonderful in tails as my mother did.


“Papi, is Mutti really gone?” I asked. Not waiting for an answer, “Is Mutti coming back?”


“Yes, Kater, but not right away. First she will make another film with Mr. von Sternberg.”


“Was it a real big night? A big success for her tonight?”


“Yes … a great success,” this said quietly with a hollow sound. He seemed tired. He sat down on the edge of the bed. I got very courageous.


“Will you get me a dog tomorrow, like she promised? Will you—please?”


“Yes, I already picked one out.” He bent down and I saw the wrench. The moment the braces were off, I hugged him—hard. He asked me if I had said my prayers. He was the only one who ever asked me that. He tucked me in, turned off the light—left, leaving the door ajar. The hall light made a cozy glow on my linoleum floor. I wondered how the audience had liked the pianola song, and if the lamé cuffs we found had looked right with the white satin top hat costume.… I fell asleep and dreamt of a puppy of my very own to love.


The very first thing my mother must have done on boarding the ship that night was to write us a radiogram. Of course, as always, in German. In those days, the word stop was used as punctuation in any language.
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PAPILEIN MISS YOU LONELY REGRET TRIP ALREADY STOP TELL MY ANGEL THAT I NEVER SAW THE FILM THAT I WAS ONLY THINKING OF HER ADORABLE SELF STOP GOOD NIGHT KISSES =


MUTTI
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GOOD MORNING STOP BOAT ROLLS BAD WEATHER STRONG WINDS STOP ALONE IN MID OCEAN WHEN I COULD BE AT HOME AND HAPPY KISSES =


MUTTI


MARLENE DIETRICH SIEBER


SS BREMEN 1 APRIL 1930 13:17 PM


MISSING YOU MUTTI STOP CRITICS AT YOUR FEET STOP JANNINGS GETS GOOD MENTIONS BUT IT IS NOT AN EMIL JANNINGS FILM ANYMORE STOP MARLENE DIETRICH RUNS AWAY WITH IT STOP THE CHILD IS WELL STOP LONGING KISSES =


PAPI


MARLENE DIETRICH


SS BREMEN 2 APRIL 1930 12:15 PM


CONGRATULATIONS TO US BOTH STOP NEW FILM WILL BE CALLED MOROCCO BASED ON STORY AMY JOLLY FROM BOOK YOU SLIPPED INTO MY LUGGAGE STOP YOU WILL BE AT LEAST FABULOUS =


JO


JOSEF VON STERNBERG


PARAMOUNT STUDIOS HOLLYWOOD CALIF 2 APRIL 30 15:01 PM


WHO WILL PLAY OPPOSITE ME =


MARLENE


MARLENE DIETRICH


SS BREMEN 3 APRIL 30 12:45 PM


GARY COOPER WILL PLAY OPPOSITE YOU STOP MANY THANKS YOUR EFFUSIVE CABLE EXPRESSING YOUR PROFOUND GRATITUDE TO ME FOR LIFTING YOU INTO THE STRATOSPHERE DESPITE YOUR TEDIOUS RESISTANCE STOP DO NOT KISS MY HAND MADAME STOP YOU HAVE PERMITTED MY CAMERA TO WORSHIP YOU AND IN TURN YOU HAVE WORSHIPED YOURSELF =


JO
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BE SURE SEND JO CABLE CONGRATULATIONS STOP VERY TOUCHY STOP I HUG THE CHILD =


MUTTI


J VON STERNBERG


PARAMOUNT STUDIO HOLLYWOOD CALIF 3 APRIL 30 14:53 PM


YOU KNOW I ADORE YOU =


MARLENE


MARLENE DIETRICH


SS BREMEN 4 APRIL 1930 09:15 AM


Your APOLOGY IS ACCEPTED =


JO


R SIEBER


KAISERALLEE, 54 BERLIN 4 APR 30 13:16 PM


RESI SEASICK SINCE FIRST DAY LIKE ALL MAIDS ON BOARD STOP TODAY SHE LOST HER TEETH OVER THE SIDE STOP I HAVE TO SEND FOR MUSH BECAUSE SHE WONT LEAVE THE ROOM STOP CALL MUTTI TELL HER I AM WELL AND MISSING HER STOP AND YOU KISSES =


MUTTI


MARLENE DIETRICH


SS BREMEN 5 APR 1930 14:29 PM


REICHSFILMBLATT QUOTE ONE IS ALMOST STUNNED BY MISS DIETRICHS PERFORMANCE STOP HER ABILITY TO TAKE OVER SCENES EFFORTLESSLY BUT WITH SIMPLE AND TOTAL COMMAND IS SOMETHING WE HAVE UNTIL NOW NEVER EXPERIENCED END QUOTE CONGRATULATIONS MUTTI STOP HEAR THAT EMIL JANNINGS IS KILLING HIMSELF STOP LONGING KISSES =


PAPI


R SIEBER


KAISERALLEE, 54 BERLIN 5 APR 1930 20:32 PM


AM REMEMBERING JANNINGS WARNING AGAINST JO QUOTE FOR MY OWN GOOD END QUOTE BY THE WAY THANKS FOR YOUR ADVICE STOP KISSES =


MUTTI


MARLENE DIETRICH


SS BREMEN


UNRESTRAINED RAVE FROM KRACAUER QUOTE DIETRICHS LOLA-LOLA IS A NEW INCARNATION OF SEX THIS PETTY BOURGEOIS BERLIN TART WITH HER PROVOCATIVE LEGS AND EASY MANNERS SHOWS AN IMPASSIVITY WHICH INCITES ONE TO GROPE FOR THE SECRET BEHIND HER CALLOUS EGOTISM AND COOL INSOLENCE END QUOTE KISSES =


PAPI


R SIEBER


KAISERALLEE, 54 BERLIN


SEND CLIPPING TO JO WHO IS THE SECRET STOP KISSES =


MUTTI


JOSEF VON STERNBERG


PARAMOUNT STUDIOS HOLLYWOOD


I AM SORRY YOU THOUGHT I TAKE YOU FOR GRANTED STOP DONT YOU KNOW THAT FROM THE SECOND DAY OF SHOOTING I HAVE UNDERSTOOD THAT WITHOUT YOU I AM NOTHING =


MARLENE


MARLENE DIETRICH


SS BREMEN


PLEASE FORGIVE MY TERRIBLE AND INEXCUSABLE PERSONALITY STOP IT IS THE WAY I AM NO MATTER HOW I TRY TO BE BETTER STOP I WILL TRY HARDER=


JO


R SIEBER


KAISERALLEE, 54 BERLIN 7 APRIL 30 16:00 PM


ARRIVING NEW YORK TWO DAYS LATE DUE TO TREMENDOUS GALES BLOWING US BACK STOP I DONT MIND STOP I DREAD HAVING TO GET OFF THIS GERMAN SHIP THE LAST LINK WITH MY NATIVE LANGUAGE MY HOMELAND THE CUSTOMS I UNDERSTAND STOP LOVE KISSES =


MUTTI


I got a squirming ball of white fluff with shoe-button eyes and ears that flopped. My first four-legged friend! I was sublimely happy. When my mother’s letters began arriving, each new installment was read aloud at the dinner table, like an exciting serial.


The Ambassador


New York City


9 April 1930


Papilein,


I’ll need time to get accustomed to America. This morning on the boat I was told that my beige suit was wrong for arrival photographs. They wanted me in a black dress and mink coat sitting on top of my suitcases. You know that I take orders, but sitting on top of luggage? Wearing a fur coat in the hot sun? At four o’clock there is a press conference here at the hotel and I am supposed to be dressed for “cocktail hour.” Whatever that is.


Tonight I am going out with Walter Wanger, Paramount’s East Coast head of production, and his wife. He was one of a group from the Studio who came out to the boat on a Coast Guard launch to greet me. He said, “I am instructed to take you out to dinner and show you around New York with my wife.” Instructed! Gracious, eh?


I can use the change from Resi, who never left the stateroom because she wouldn’t walk on deck without her teeth. By the way, she’s at the dentist and will have new ones today. The Studio arranged that. Nice to have powerful connections.


I am looking forward to these four days in New York.


Tell the child how I long for her and I kiss her picture.


Mutti


ON THE PENNSYLVANIA RAILROAD


10 April 1930


Papilein,


I’m not going to be four days in New York. I’m on the train to Chicago. When Walter Wanger called for me last night, there was an “indisposed” wife. I went with him to a dark restaurant which they call a “speakeasy.” He explained that they call them that because when they first opened the customers were supposed to “speak easy,” meaning softly, not to attract the police. Mr. Wanger was charming and explained that he had brought me there because I had said in the press conference that I adore Harry Richman and this was where he sings in person. And soon Mr. Richman was on stage and singing “On the Sunny Side of the Street,” which I’ve played I don’t know how many times on my gramophone and hearing it there from him in person was very exciting. Then my handsome escort asked me to dance and when he had me in his arms he whispered, “von Sternberg’s right, you are the find of the century,” and then he had me in his hands as well as in his arms and I thought of asking if this was also in his instructions, but the way it happened was not amusing and rather embarrassing. So I excused myself to go to the powder room, left the speakeasy, found a taxi, and got back to the hotel. I telephoned Jo. Luckily I got him at home and told him what happened. As you know, I wasn’t so angry because a man had given me a little squeeze on the behind, that’s what it is there for. What I disliked was that it seemed to be taken for granted, that this was in my contract, a sort of derecho del señor. They had the same attitude on the dock and at the press conference: “Sit on that trunk. Pull up your skirt. Higher. Give us more leg.” I explained that I also disliked being placed in a position for journalists to ask stupid questions like “How do you like America?” when I had only been here for 10 minutes and not yet left the dock. There is no scintillating answer to that, unless nasty, and so I sounded dull.


Jo said, “Take the next train out here. I’ll have the hotel change your reservations. Don’t speak to anyone! Just get out of New York. I’ll take care of everything.”


Tell my angel I love her. Kisses and love,


Mutti


On Board the Santa Fe


CHIEF


Chicago, 11 April 1930


Dearest Papi,


I spoke to Jo from Chicago. He said he would join us on this train at a station called Albuquerque (you should hear the way that’s pronounced), which is a day from Hollywood, in order to shield me from more surprises. The train is comfortable, we take our meals in our drawing room. Resi is happy with her new teeth. The Last Day!! Jo got on in Albuquerque. I didn’t know what a sacrifice that was until now we are going through the desert and the heat is unbelievable. We have to keep the windows wide open, but the air that comes in is like flames, and filthy. We spread sheets on seats because the velvet plush burns the legs. Get off at each station to have a walk but the heat drives us back. And Jo made this trip yesterday and now again today!


He has everything organized. We get off at Pasadena, a station before Los Angeles, to avoid journalists. There will be a few there, but they are a “Studio-controlled press” who use only the stories the studio writes, and they submit their photos to Publicity for approval and touching up before they publish them. What comfort to have Jo here in command.


Tomorrow: Hollywood.


Love. Kisses. Missing you.


Mutti


Beverly Hills


14 April 1930


Papilein,


Well, the “Great Find of the Century” is in Hollywood. I am in a pretty little house that Jo rented for me in Beverly Hills, a residential section not far from the Studio. Arrival in Pasadena went well. Flowers, and a green Rolls-Royce, a gift from the Studio. I have 2 maids, so Resi will have companionship if she will learn a few words of English.


Jo opened a bank account for me with 10,000 dollars from the Studio. He showed me how to write a check. I enclose a sample for $1,000. My first check. Don’t frame it. Spend it. It hardly feels like money this way.


Here there are blue skies, and the weather is unbelievably mild after Berlin. Tomorrow we start work on the costumes. One of them will be my own top hat, white tie, and tails that Jo saw me wear in Berlin at that party. I will be told my lines day by day, in fact, line by line. So, with nothing to learn, I have little to do. I cut flowers and I read.


I try to eat nothing. I look good in Berlin but what was right for a buxom tart from Lübeck isn’t right for Morocco. Amy Jolly is supposed to be sleek and mysterious.


I am glad to be making all this money and I am looking forward to making another film with Jo, but homesickness nags me.


Love, kisses,


M.


I remember the time my mother was far away in America with a sense of calm, sectional memories—the day my father brought home a small trick figure of Felix the Cat, whose tail grew as if by magic when a lit match was held to his bottom; being allowed to really get acquainted with my father’s room. If I had known what the Spanish Inquisition was, I would have known what my father’s room looked like. Dark monastery wood, blood-red moiré walls, and everywhere, massive religious artifacts. Even without knowing, I felt its ominous secular spookiness. Around his alcoved bed ran a shelf on which stood transparent glass apothecary jars that contained gelatinous masses illuminated from behind. My father, really a frustrated surgeon, had acquired his specimens from a medical student friend of his youth. He instructed me as to what each of them was, plus their assigned functions in the human body. It was fascinating. He had a heart swimming around in formaldehyde, a pretty good-looking liver, a bit of cerebellum and—half a kidney. My mother made a wonderful kidney dish with a Dijon mustard sauce, but my father’s illuminated one was much more exciting and interesting. When the tall wax tapers were burning on their wrought-iron stands, the frankincense spiraled from the silver thurible, and the organs glowed, I would sit, fingering a huge ivory rosary—feeling ever so specially good and holy. Sometimes I expected a whole human being to materialize out of those organs on the shelf, like some resurrected saint, but although I waited, that never happened. My father took me to visit his parents, who lived in a little house in Czechoslovakia. That made me very happy. I loved them, loved being there; Tami looked after us, loved us, cooked wonderful Russian food, filled the rooms with her happy laughter. My father didn’t get angry as often, my dog was allowed to sleep with me, and my Aunt Liesel taught me to read. All in all, it was a wonderful time.


Papilein,


The costume work is good and I enjoy it. The designer, Travis Banton, is talented. Jo tells us what he wants and Travis and I discuss what the clothes should be. He has the same respect for Jo that I have and is willing to do the sketches over and over until they are right. We have the same kind of endurance, we never tire.


What is tiring is keeping up long conversations in English. Travis is American and Jo refuses to speak a word of German to me. If I tell him I need to have a rest, he says, “No, what you need is to speak English more easily. Continue in English, please.” He corrects my grammar, plus my pronunciation. And I learn new words, new expressions every day. That’s good, but you can imagine the joy when I can speak to you. So, stop worrying that it’s so expensive. I’ll have plenty of money and I can spend it on hearing you and The Child.


Resi and I go to the new films. We saw All Quiet on the Western Front. It’s a tremendous success here. Fascinating that it’s the same Remarque I used to see at Mutzbauer’s. Please send me the book. I want to read it in the German the way he wrote it.


I wait outside the house for the postman to come. Please write. Kisses, love,


Mutti


My father told me that my mother was sending us photographs that Mr. von Sternberg had taken of her. Big ones, beautiful ones for something called Publicity, and they arrived in big, gray, cardboard-lined envelopes bearing the Paramount crest. Even to a child’s eye, they were something luminous, like a Madonna, not quite real. It’s a funny sensation, looking at a face you know, or think you know, is your mother’s, who has been made into a deity.


When she telephoned, I yelled over the crackling noises, hoping she could hear me so very far away:


“Mutti, did you see any Indians? Are there cowboys? Does the sun shine all the time? Can you send me a real Indian suit, with a bow and arrow, real feathers and everything—please? Are there palm trees? Oh, and yesterday Papi played his eel and we all laughed and missed you.”


Sometimes, instead of writing letters or telephoning, my mother sent her voice, recorded on thin celluloid records that my father put on our gramophone and played for me.


“Sweetheart … are you listening?… my angel.” I nodded at the machine. “Do you know what I have in my mouth? Your tooth, the one you lost that Papi sent me. That’s how I can keep you close inside of me. A part of you. Sweetheart … I walk around this beautiful house and you are nowhere to be found. Are you all right? Are you eating? I cry because I can’t cook for you, and smell your wonderful smell and brush your hair and see your sleeping face. I miss you, miss you … miss you. My life is empty without you. I will come back to you soon … soon … my love.”


I didn’t like those records; that disembodied voice—so sad, so full of yearning—disturbed me. Although my father insisted I listen to them twice over, I had a feeling he didn’t like them either.
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