
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Praise for Solimeos and Rhoda Lerman

			“Solimeos is an astonishing novel of epic sweep in which The Third Reich is reborn in the forests of the Amazon—singular in its exquisitely detailed, bold re-imagining of the aftermath of the darkest chapter in twentieth century history. The most astonishing and original book I’ve read in years, this tale of adventure and intrigue is as horrifying and shocking as it is sublime and beautiful.”

			–Jay Neugeboren, author of The Stolen Jew

			 

			“Lerman’s is a unique voice—wildly funny, achingly spiritual, profoundly Jewish and feminist at the same time.”

			–The New York Times Book Review

			 

			“The very opposite of a minimalist, Lerman proves herself mistress not only of side-splitting one-liners but also of pregnant perception about faith and virtue.”

			–Publishers Weekly

			 

			“Reality is canted through Lerman’s slyly irreverent sensibility, one of the most idiosyncratic in contemporary prose.”

			–Village Voice





Also by Rhoda Lerman

			Call Me Ishtar

			The Girl That He Marries

			Eleanor

			The Book of the Night

			God’s Ear

			Animal Acts

			In the Company of Newfies 

			Elsa Was Born a Dog, I Was Born a Human... Things Have Changed 





[image: ]

			




 

			 

			A WICKED SON BOOK

			An Imprint of Post Hill Press

			ISBN: 978-1-63758-763-8

			ISBN (eBook): 978-1-63758-764-5

			 

			Solimeos

			© 2023 by Rhoda Lerman

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover Design by Cody Corcoran

			Interior Design by Yoni Limor

			 

			This book is a work of historical fiction. All incidents, dialogue, and characters aside from the actual historical figures are products of the author’s imagination. While they are based around real people, any incidents or dialogue involving the historical figures are fictional and are not intended to depict actual events or commentary. In all other respects, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ] [image: ]

			 

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			WickedSonBooks.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America





 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To my husband Bob





 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			And the whole earth was of one language, and of one speech.

			 

			Genesis 11:1 (KJV)





Prologue

			My father stood on the parade grounds between the castle and our home, between the past and present. The only animal we hadn’t eaten was his beloved giraffe, Violet. Papa gazed up at the fortress and sighed. “Where will it sink to sleep and rest, this murderous hatred, this fury?” Then he turned to me. “Who wrote that, Axel? Do you know?”

			I was fourteen and half his size. Of course I didn’t know.

			The Pappendorf castle, our castle, built on the ancient foundations of a Knights Templar fortress, loomed above our house, sinister, archaic, toothless, collapsing into the dark arms of the Black Forest. A fortress, a stronghold that was no longer strong; it was our history. Its shadow crept over us, blocking our house from the sun until noon. In winter storms, criminal winds blew through the castle’s windows and turrets, shrieking a terrible symphony. Sometimes a stone crashed into the silences of our forest, a crumbling block of wall shattered the night. From the weapon windows, shafts of musky sunlight, quivering with their ashes of stone and death, drew stripes on the stretch of pavement that lay between our house and the castle. This pavement had once been the parade ground for the Pappendorf armies.

			Our house, a turreted, buttressed solidity, itself built by my grandfather from Templar rubble, was a few hundred feet distant from the castle. Where once banners and flags fluttered in the forest winds, now a rope line fluttered with diapers and bed linens.

			To our left, on the shoulder of our mountain, my great-grandfather had built foundries with stones from the Templars’ great stables. For the last generations of Pappendorfs, these foundries had belched black smoke into the forest and fortunes into our pockets. Below the foundries in the valley was a chocolate factory. Now abandoned, but before the war its sweet smells had wafted through the windows of our house into my childhood. A railroad ran along the valley to the chocolate factory, then up our mountain, stopping at the gates of our foundries. Sprightly birches followed the railbed to the forest but stopped, dismayed by a wall of dark firs made darker by the smoke of the foundries, which, up until the last few months, had burned day and night. No longer.

			The Baron von Pappendorf, my father, Dietrich, beaten and despairing, carried a rifle. I had always imagined him in another time, handsome on a great horse, wearing the suit of armor that now lies rusted and crushed in the castle, slashing at his enemies with the sword that hung over his bed. I had never imagined him like this.

			Papa said, “I don’t know when or how, but we must leave all this.”

			“Where will we be going?”

			“I have no idea.”





Chapter One

			Back when the war first thrust itself upon us, it didn’t seem real. I was eleven, but a very young eleven. I would hear adults speaking in hushed voices about my father having to leave for war. They said Uncle Wolf would take over the factory and we would have to be frugal. All I knew was that Papa and Uncle Wolf now wore handsome uniforms to the factory and carried pistols. With my father’s binoculars, Mama watched the skies above Pappendorf Castle, praying the war would end quickly. But for the bored boy that I was, it spoke of a distant excitement; nothing seemed imminent.

			Occasionally a visitor with medals and ribbons would arrive and leave after long private conversations in the library. Trains screamed as they strained up the steep rails to our factories while trucks rumbled down the roads. The older son of Volker the barn man left to join the war, at which time Papa presented him with a watch. I complained that it wasn’t fair. I invariably complained things weren’t fair. When I moaned about an injustice of one sort or the other to my mother, Mama would respond, “Life isn’t fair.”

			It wasn’t fair that I did not receive a watch. Just because I was too young to go to war. And on and on. Papa gave me a watch that had been his great grandfather’s. It had a sapphire, and Roman numerals in gold. It was magnificent and didn’t yet fit the bones of my wrist.

			“It will fit. In time. You must eat well and eat your vegetables, and your bones will grow. And your member will be like mine. In time. Everything in time, Axel.”
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			Shteinberg the cook grumbled more than ever. Mama cried, snapped at us all, and carried on about shortages. Papa scolded them both, assuring them the war would soon be over as we were winning everything: Austria, Poland, Czechoslovakia. No one could stop us. Even so, Shteinberg—who had worked when she was young as a nanny in New York City—taught me English in case we didn’t win.

			We were safe and ignorant. My mother thought it was perfectly stupid to learn English. If anyone could beat us, she insisted, it would be the Russians, and we certainly wouldn’t have time to argue with them before they slit our throats.
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			I may have been ignorant, but I was overwhelmingly curious. One night I lay in my bed, the featherbed pulled tightly around my neck. I wore Mama’s white fox coat and my winter boots under the cloud of puff and warmth.

			Papa entered my room and sat on the edge of the bed. He wore his uniform and a great coat of thick black wool and gold buttons embossed with eagles and the SS runes of lightning strikes on his arm.

			“Why are you wearing your uniform, Papa? Are you going to the war? Will you be a pilot again?”

			“No. I’m here for a while. I’m going out tonight because a train arrives.”

			“Can I go with you?”

			“Absolutely not. You are never to go near the factory. You know it is forbidden.”

			I was accustomed to hearing the trains’ screeches as they approached our lands, grinding lower as they arrived at the factory. When a train was arriving, Papa always put on his uniform and drove to the factory. I would hear men shouting, people screaming, then gunshots, followed by a terrible quiet. Papa explained to me it was just workers arriving from the city to make more steel and they had very bad manners.

			I didn’t believe him. Why at night? Why gunshots?

			He smiled, never answering such questions. Mama rolled her eyes, shook her head, muttered, “This is not our business,” each time. Finally, that night after he visited me in my bedroom, I too went to meet the train.

			Perspiring in my mother’s fur coat, I heard the engine of Papa’s car, threw off my featherbed, and climbed from the bed, tip-toeing downstairs and out of the house. All the lights were out. Against the windows, snow was blowing in fistfuls. Outside, I made my way to the barn, where I harnessed goats to my goat cart.

			The road was bare, the forest deep in snow, the wind playing the trees in a terrible orchestration of cracking and groaning. Wolves sang in the forest around me, and Papa’s bellowing hounds answered. The light in the snow-tipped forest was cold and pink. Billows of dark smoke hung and swelled over the factories. Trucks loaded with ore shifted gears as they climbed the mountain. In the white of Mama’s coat, in the white of the snow, I was almost invisible. In my pajamas and the fur coat, riding the two-wheeled goat cart down the road, I felt strangely powerful.

			I pulled the goats into the dark under the trees. Pink smoke, meat roasting, the pine trees, Papa’s factory. A train arrived, its long shrieks slicing the night. Then came the cries of people as they poured from the trains, looking into the searchlights, rubbing their eyes, stunned.

			Two SS troopers with upright bayonets stood in front of the growing crowd. Troopers pulled men from women, children from parents. In the yard of the factory, I saw my uncle Wolf marking a clipboard. He counted workers one by one as they were pulled from the train. Many wore nice hats. Searchlights flashed on gold teeth, illuminated them, eyeglasses, wedding rings, the extraordinary bone, satin, rubber undergarments of women.

			A frantic woman shouted, “Wait by the gate, girls. Don’t let them touch you!”

			Uncle Wolf whistled Viennese waltzes with a clipboard and a whip. Weeping women were undressing. A pile of clothing, of coats, hats. Women naked, men naked, children naked, freezing. Snow on the ground. Two soldiers jumped from the train, stuck corsets on the points of the bayonets, and, as if they carried flags, paraded around in goosesteps. Other soldiers laughed. Uncle Wolf snapped a whip at them and their foolishness. They shook the corsets from their bayonets, dropped them into the pile. A soldier wrenched an infant from a woman, tossed it into the snow near me. It howled.

			I crept toward the baby, wanting to lift it into the warmth of my mother’s coat. A soldier loomed over me, grabbed me by the neck, and shoved me into the crowd of naked children. Two beautiful girls with black hair down to their waists, with masses of black hair between their legs, hit me, beat me to the ground, ripped off my coat and at my pajamas. I’d never seen nakedness before. Never. On anyone. I was terrified. I yelled, “Papa! Papa!” But everyone was yelling “Papa! Mama!”

			My father’s long black car roared up, into the crowd. Papa stepped out. All the soldiers froze, saluted him.

			“Wait for me. Wait at the gate. Wait!” The mother’s screams grew into one continuous scream, the scream of a pig as Volker slit its throat. The scream filled me.

			I yelled, “Papa. It’s me, Axel!” I broke loose.

			A trooper shot at me as I came near my father. A man fell next to me, clutching his forehead. His face was red as blood. I fell at Papa’s knees.

			“What are you doing here? You are never to come here.” He raised his hand and slapped me across the face. “Stupid. You endanger yourself.” My face burned and pounded with pain, shame, fear, and the mothers’ screams. At last, he threw me into the arms of a massive trooper, who wrapped me in a rough blanket and carried me to Papa’s car. Over the trooper’s shoulder I saw one of the dark-haired girls who had hit me covering her sister with my mother’s coat.

			My father also saw the girl in Mama’s coat. He returned to the crowd of children. They fell back except the girl. She stood frozen, a rabbit swallowed by my mother’s white fox fur. I saw the intensity in Papa’s eyes as he looked at her, lifted her up, and carried her into the factory.

			“Luba!” her sister cried out.

			“Dorie! Help!”

			Through the window of Papa’s car, I watched as a soldier smashed my goat cart and let our goats loose in the woods. A mother, many mothers, screamed, “Wait at the gate!”
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			By next morning, my goats had found their way back to the barn. And I followed Shteinberg so closely she finally swung around and snapped at me, “What? What do you want?”

			I wanted to know if I’d had a bad dream. I wanted to hide in her skirts. I wanted her to soothe my wounds. Instead, I asked her why my mother hated the factory.

			A silken screen slid over her face. She was behind it, no longer there. “Oh, people have to work hard there. She feels sorry for them.” It had to be a lie.

			“Why do they have to work so hard?” I shivered with the cold and the memory of fear I had experienced the previous night.

			She shrugged and mumbled into her soup pot. “War is hard work, Axel. Some fight. Some work. For the war. All hard. All sad,” was the most she would offer me. “Now, go. I also work.”

			Lies. I took her hand and laid it on my hot and swollen cheeks, where Papa had struck me. She drew a sharp breath, shook her head, cleared her worktable, and pressed dishrags soaked in cold water against the swelling. Tears ran down her face. “You went there, didn’t you? So that’s why the Baron was so upset at breakfast. He told you not to. You don’t know that other people might be smarter than you. Especially your father. Don’t take chances, Young Baron.”
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			Hanging on the walls of the great room were dour portraits of kings and emperors, of Papa’s forefathers with piercing blue eyes and flamboyant walrus mustaches. In this central hall, Mama, as she often did, sat by a weak fire and quilted boiled wool vests, red and hideously ugly.

			Many months after that terrifying night at the factory, Papa was leaving. Earlier, in my bedroom, holding me by my thin shoulders, he had told me not to worry. “I am not going away to fight or fly planes, Axel. I am going to learn.”

			Now, as I often did, I hid and spied from the heavy, dark mahogany silences: the great fireplace, the deep window seats, the shutters. After my stern Norwegian tutor had fled because of the war, there, in the alcove of the window seat facing the forest, I read volume after volume from our library, some forbidden. I’d already studied English, French, and Latin, but now I sought out books in other languages, decoding and translating their contents.

			Shteinberg gave my mother a cup of steaming tea and shuffled back to the kitchen.

			In our house, which was almost two hundred years old, twisting stairwells curved upward four floors and then dropped downward to the servants’ quarters in the rear. The kitchen was behind the stairwell on the first floor to the rear of the central room and the dining room to the far side of the great room. That room was divided from the front hallway by two massive mahogany columns. More mahogany columns embraced the stairwell and the floor-to-ceiling mirror. The mirror was framed in gilded carvings of animals, intricately woven among each other. A gold eagle rode its crest. It had once been Napoleon’s, that mirror. The glass was silvered with age and moisture. Window seats draped with musty brocade and bookshelves filled with leatherbound collections lined the walls of the great room.

			Apparently, Mama knew I was hiding in the window seat. As my father packed to leave upstairs, she said, “Axel, run to my bedroom and bring me another spool of red thread.”

			I remember examining myself in Napoleon’s mirror on the first landing of the long and curving stair and wondering who I would be. I was blond, knobby, narrow, not unlike Papa’s giraffe. My eyes had dark rings. Mama’s were even darker.

			My father was in his bedroom, sorting books and documents. I watched him from the other side of the bed where he had laid out his notebooks and glass boxes of fragments.

			“I shall study languages,” he said. “I will be entirely safe.” He closed the suitcase with a finality, rubbed my head, and kissed my forehead. “What do you want from India? A pair of peacocks?” He knelt, looked steadily into my eyes, held my shoulders tightly, as if squeezing something out of me.

			“I want to go with you to India.”

			“Perhaps on the next trip,” said Papa. “Come with me to visit Violet so we can tell her that I am leaving.” On the way to the giraffe’s barn, he put his arm around my shoulders. “Don’t worry about war, Axel. War is the fire that tempers the steel in mankind.”

			Violet had been saved from the Nuremberg Zoo when people in the city began to eat the animals. She lived in an igloo-shaped barn with heat and a walkway at the second story. Up there we could stand and look directly into her huge limpid eyes. With Papa, I entered her barn and stood on the platform high above the floor.

			“Axel, pride of my loins, you will be the man of the house, yes? That is asking a great deal of such a young man, but I ask it of you. You will obey your mother and show respect to the servants and be a model for them.” It would not be easy, but I would try. Small for my age, I sometimes had difficulty making sense of my surroundings. It wasn’t clear to me if I stupidly misunderstood or if the people around me were forever hiding secrets. Maybe both. All too often I was in some sort of trouble.

			“I do not want to hear that you climb on the roof,” Papa said. “And you will visit my Violet morning and night, as I do. Give her a biscuit and stroke her ears. You will make certain Volker feeds her well. There is enough lucerne and enough hay cubes for two giraffes for a year! Don’t let her eat too many cubes. She’ll get the runs.”

			I giggled at the idea of a giraffe with the runs. Papa’s face tightened. “If she wants more cubes, you must soak them first. I leave her in your care. If Violet becomes ill and will not get up, you must ask Volker to…to put her to sleep gently and swiftly. Everything gently. Everything. Make certain Volker and his sons keep her floor clean. And she must be fed from up here, not from the floor. Uncle Wolf, he will bring you whatever you need from Berlin. Don’t be afraid to ask.”

			Violet brushed my face with her eyelashes. Her tongue was immensely long and black. Eighteen inches? Two feet? I held a biscuit in my mouth, and she lifted it out, licked me, drowning me in her rough-tongued giraffeness. She curled her tongue around my neck and pulled/sucked me to her. She examined my nostrils. I felt her warm breath all over me.

			She nuzzled my father as he spoke to her about a gentle world and how he was working to make it a perfect world so even giraffes could be happy and have full stomachs; he assured her that he would come home again and make her happy. He clasped her neck and wept into it.

			I thought he was really talking to my mother, or maybe, I hoped, even myself.

			“Dear, dear, sweet, patient Violet. How can I love you as much as you love me? Forgive me.”
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			Papa, shoulders stiff with duty and sorrow and pride, always pride, climbed the stairs to finish his packing. I again hid behind the musty green–gold curtains in the window seat. Not daring to gaze through the split in the drapery, I leaned back and listened. Uncle Wolf arrived, whistling the same Viennese waltzes he had whistled while counting the workers arriving at our factory. He was a narrower, younger version of his brother Dietrich: handsome but not as substantial, slightly effete.

			“Oh, gardenias. How exotic, Wolf. How very lovely,” I heard my mother say, her voice tinkling like crystal in the heavy room. Then I heard Papa’s heels hammer on the stone floor of the great hall.

			“Wolf, so you’ve come to see me off.”

			“India, Dietrich? Why are they sending you to India?”

			“Research. My languages. The Indus Valley. I am to live on an isolated tea plantation in Kashmir, far from the British, and study the old languages of India.”

			“Oh, yes, all that Indo-European stuff you do. They have you looking for the Aryans too? Himmler has already sent three expeditions into Tibet looking for Aryan giants.” Was he joking? He must have been joking. I could hear the humor in his voice. Or not joking. “They think the Tibetans are our ancestors. They measured Tibetans, who must have been seriously amused. Hermann is focused on the Indus Valley for traces of the Aryans, their genes, their blood. Himmler actually had some Tibetans brought back and made them German soldiers. I’ve seen them in Berlin.”

			I heard teacups rattle, chairs scrape, pillows exhale.

			“Yes,” my mother answered softly. “Foolish business. Himmler is mad. And Manfred Hermann…. Protect us from Manfred Hermann and his insanity.”

			Uncle Wolf cleared his throat. He was not joking. I think he was belittling, for Papa’s benefit. “The official position of the SS Occult Bureau is that the Aryan race, the blood of the gods, came from Atlantis. There was a great flood. The Atlanteans fled to India and then to Tibet. Some arrived in the Nordic realms. The Atlanteans came…their knowledge and their blood…came from the star Sirius. That is Himmler’s position and, of course, the position of his astrologers and his mystics. And Hitler.”

			“And you, Wolf? What is your position with this madness?” Papa asked.

			“I find it interesting. I have no position.”

			“Perhaps you should. As for myself, I’ll do my duty. I’ll examine language and look for its origins—the phonetic fossils, so to speak. The Hermanns and the Himmlers, they can examine blood and do their experiments, play with their black magic. Not I.”

			I heard Uncle Wolf pacing the stone floor. “Poland, Holland, Belgium, France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway.”

			“Enough, Wolf.” Mama spoke softly, swallowing her words. She often disguised strong opinions by using a weak voice. “He wants to rule the world, Wolf. To enslave it. He is very dangerous. And mad. Astrologers, Tibetans, stars, Atlantis.”

			Uncle Wolf didn’t respond to that. Instead, he said, “Dietrich, I assume you are aware of the great success of our submarine packs. Do you know how we find the Allied ships?”

			“No, I don’t.”

			“The Occult Bureau assembles a room filled with mystics and magicians, maps, and pendulums, which are used for divination. They roll out the maps of the Atlantic, suspend a crystal pendulum, here, there. If it swings counterclockwise, they move it to another place until it swings clockwise; they then send the submarines to that spot.” Uncle Wolf snapped his thumb and forefinger. “And there they find the Allied ships. You may consider all this madness, but it is working. The Fuehrer has split the atom, Dietrich. Soon he will have a bomb that will destroy a city. But there is another atom he wants to split. The atom of heavy matter. If he can retrieve heavy matter from the dwarf star Sirius B and split that, in a few years his bomb will be able to destroy the world. He is on the cusp of destroying the world if he wishes. Certainly, he will conquer it. He leads the Germans to become a race of god-men and himself as Messiah. I don’t know if he is mad, but he will probably succeed.”

			Uncle Wolf again cleared his throat. “The goal of the Occult Bureau is to send a rocket ship to Sirius to collect heavy matter, split its atom, and create a great biological mutation: the new man.”

			Papa’s voice rose. “Sirius? The star? What are they talking about?”

			“Wernher has designed the rocket ships already. His goal is Sirius, because that, the Fuehrer believes, is the origin of Aryan divinity. This is the historic marriage of science and philosophy.”

			My father’s voice took on a staccato of impatience. “You sound far too much like one of Manfred Hermann’s madmen. This is black magic, Wolf. Science and madness. Back to the primitive. I’ve heard nothing like this from our industrialist friends. Wouldn’t Krupp know? Wouldn’t Thyssen know? There’s no talk of Sirius or heavy matter. Wolf, it’s all propaganda, sword-rattling, occult smoke tricks. As for myself, I am off to India to do my own work. Wolf, you’ll run the factory, of course, until they call you up. Berthe, I trust you to run the house, the farms.”

			I heard the swish of Mama’s dress, the soft padding of her shoes as she approached my hiding place. I held my breath. “Be still,” she whispered, almost hissing, terrifying, terrified. “You have heard nothing.” Then she sighed and returned to her chair.

			My father’s voice dropped, placating, decidedly insincere. “Listen, Wolf, I believe anything. If Hitler can put bread on everyone’s table, butter in their cupboards, and pride in their hearts, let him be the Messiah. Let him go to Sirius. The Germans are starving. If the Germans can become a race of god-men…why, that’s…that’s wonderful. A great nation once again. But forgive me my doubts. Please assure me, Wolf, that you will take care of my home, my family, and our business while I am gone. Until and unless, of course, you are called to join the fight. And so, dear brother, to victory, to the future of Germany.”

			I imagined them raising their teacups. I heard the rattle of a teacup in a dish, and I thought my mother’s small hands were shaking as well. Mine were. I twisted a knot in the velvet of the drapes to keep my hands still.

			Mama rang the bell for Shteinberg. I heard her slippers shuffling into the room. “Put these flowers in water, Shteinberg. Trim the ends. Don’t forget: at an angle.”

			Peeking through the edge of the drapery, I saw Uncle Wolf shake Papa’s hand. He wished him good luck and a safe return. Papa nodded. Uncle Wolf left the waxy gardenias, left my mother. I watched their eyes meet, slip away. Uncle Wolf gave my mother a quick nod of assurance, and a rosy blush bloomed on her cheeks. I sat in the alcove of my window seat, hidden, frightened, holding myself.

			Papa’s footsteps hammered on the stone floors: determined, deliberate, powerful. From my vantage point behind the drapery, I watched my mother in her chair. She didn’t look up at him. My father wore his uniform: the greatcoat, the gleaming brass, the medals. My heart stopped. Would he die in the war? He crossed the room, opened the drapes of an alcove window overlooking the road to the factory, the barns, the icehouse, the planting fields, the church on the hill, the ruins of the chocolate factory behind it, and across the courtyard, our grandfather’s collapsing castle. Light fading, our lives fading. Chickens ran back and forth.

			Berthe spoke to his back, alarm in her voice. “Dietrich, are you leaving now for Berlin?” The dread in her voice slid into my stomach and became pain.

			Papa was tall and thin, a slant of light himself, electric. He folded his hands behind his back, stood ramrod straight, cleared his throat. “I leave in the morning.”

			“So why do you wear your uniform?”

			“The train is coming in.”

			“Oh, yes, your train. God help us. God help them.”

			His voice turned sharp and mean. “Berthe, put your sewing down.”

			“Yes, Dietrich?” Her voice was small and narrow as if she were threading it through the eye of her needle. I moved the curtains slightly so I could see them both at once. Papa turned to her, stood straight, cleared his throat. “As I am off to war, I want to establish certain issues between us before I leave.” Suddenly, he leaned over her, pulling her from her chair, up and off the floor. Her face was inches from his. Her fur slippers swung under her. She made small sounds but did not struggle.

			I could not move. I knew I should not move.

			Suspended and held so tightly, she screamed out and held her stomach. “The baby, Dietrich. I beg you.” Papa did not stop shaking her. I was confused. This was the first I’d heard about my mother having a baby.

			“Berthe, your son has asked me a few questions that I am unable to answer fully.”

			“Please, Dietrich,” she croaked.

			“Your son has inquired as to why I don’t kiss you, but his uncle Wolf does. A pretty question, is it not?”

			“Dietrich, please. My pains. My pains begin.”

			I held my breath. Papa wasn’t telling the truth. I had not asked those questions.

			“I will enlighten you, Berthe. My little brother kisses you because he burns with jealousy. Because I am the gifted one. Because I am the heir to the lands and the title. He only wants you because you are mine. Because my father loved me and not him. He was fortunate, Berthe.” His voice rose. He shook her. She hung limp and whimpering. “My father’s love was…demanding. Brutal.” His voice rose. “Violent.” He shook her again. “Painful.” He shook her again and then dropped her like a stone into her chair. He fisted his hands and held them tightly by his sides. “Wolf was fortunate our father didn’t love him the way he loved me. Do you understand, Berthe? I loved my father. In return, he gave me terrible pain. And now you give me pain. Do you understand? Look at me!”

			“Yes.”

			“Don’t be fooled, Berthe. Wolf just wants you because you are mine.”

			“I am no longer yours, Dietrich,” she said softly. “No longer.”

			He drew himself up, considered her, examined his fingernails, cleaned one with another. “So be it!” He strode to the great oak double doors retrieved long ago from my grandfather’s castle, flung them open, with stiff arms held them open against the wind, and shouted into the night. “If it’s a boy, I disown him. You hear that? So be it!”

			And he left, my heart pounding to the cadence of his footsteps, my jaw locked in horror. The great doors stood open. The cold wind of the forest filled the room. The drapes billowed and lifted to the ceiling. The trees cracked and screamed.

			My mother stood, struggled to close the doors against the winds, walked toward my window seat, tore the curtains open, exposed me.

			“Get out, you little spy. You and your questions. You and your questions.”

			“Mama, I didn’t…. It’s not my fault, Mama. It’s not fair.”

			“Get out of my sight. Maybe you should go with your father and watch the trains come in again, watch him count the Jews. Maybe you should remind yourself who your father really is, who you will one day become.”

			And there it was: my mother’s curse.





Chapter Two

			Papa left the next day.

			At dawn, from my bedroom window, I watched a long and gleaming black car drive into our yard. I would forever after have nightmares about long and gleaming black cars. The hounds barked wildly at the intrusion. Small flags fluttered on either side of the car’s hood. From its roof, a searchlight beam flooded our fields.

			Soldiers opened the trunk and stood by, smoking cigarettes, as Shteinberg directed the servants to load boxes and suitcases. Later I heard the soldiers’ heavy boots on the stairs leading to the attic, where they would sleep.

			Papa walked into my room, his footsteps heavy. He sighed, shook his head, sat, and spoke to the ceiling, not quite to me. It was as if he were saying his prayers or reciting his lessons. His voice had lost confidence, its cadence had quickened. “Stay away from the factory and stay off the roof. Respect your mother. Be kind to the servants. Take care of my hounds and Violet, especially Violet. You understand?” He slapped his knees with his hands and pushed himself heavily from the bed. “So, then, Axel, goodbye.” I leapt up to hug him. I felt him recoil. He was correct: When you love, you receive pain.
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			Hours after Papa left, as if the baby had been waiting for his departure, Shteinberg thrust her head into the alcove. “Quickly. Your mother’s baby comes much too early. Tell Volker to go to the factory. He should tell Wolf it is time to bring the girl Luba to feed the baby. Tell them to wash her before she comes.”

			When they brought Luba into the house, I recognized her as the dark curly-haired girl who had taken Mama’s fur coat from me on that terrible cold night so many months ago, the girl who Papa had lifted up in his arms and saved. She was even more beautiful than I remembered. She wore striped prison pajamas with a gold star on the pocket.

			Silent, frantic, furious, beautiful, dark, and distant, Luba had moist, sullen eyes and long, wet lashes. She didn’t look in anyone’s eyes, just at the floor. Always at the floor.

			Immediately drawn to her, I tried to be friendly, but she ignored me. When she wasn’t crying, she looked angry. When she wasn’t angry, she was frightened. I thought she was perhaps three or four years older than me. When we first started to speak and I asked her how old she was, she answered, “Very.” Once I found her crying in the nursery, and she told me it was her sister Dorie’s birthday, and they should be having a wonderful birthday party with a cake and candles and clowns. But she said she would never see Dorie again. Luba was mystery itself.

			Shteinberg called her “the Jew.” “You, Jew,” Shteinberg would yell, “get over here.” I think now my mother’s milk must have been as bitter as my mother. And Luba’s milk must have been bitter as well. Even so, I loved Luba from the moment she walked into our home. She was frantic and terrified and beautiful.

			My sister Cecilia was born on a night of screams and running and towels and rags and boiling water. I was imprisoned in my room for days after until at last they allowed me to see her. She didn’t look like a human, but seemed, to me, a chicken. She cried and screamed, and Luba was with her all the time. I was unimpressed, and jealous of the attention she was receiving.

			We carried the squalling baby one afternoon up the hill to the little church to be baptized. Uncle Wolf came with us. The church had been in the Pappendorf family as long as the castle. My ancestors—the archdukes, heroes, barons—were buried in the cellar in stone caskets, on which the turnips were stored.

			Father Damien was a small, gentle, and stooped man with an enormous forehead, to whom no one turned except for christenings and funerals. Sister Gerlinde, who was twice the size of Father Damien, never spoke. Silent as a cow, with burning red cheeks and a blue nose, she would wait every morning at the back door of the great house, holding out her pail and basket for bread and milk. Sister Gerlinde attended to the church’s cleanliness as well as Father Damien’s needs, like tea and sauerkraut and cabbage rolls. Whenever I was sent up to the church with eggs or a fresh cinnamon cake, she was on her knees polishing the pews.

			Sister Gerlinde looked into the blankets at Cecilia and scowled. Luba cried. My mother cried. The skin on Uncle Wolf’s cheeks twitched.

			Shteinberg walked beside me on the way back down the hill. “You, my Axel, you were a beautiful baby. I was young. I was your wet nurse. Your mother never had good milk. I had very good milk, plenty. Look at you.”

			“Is something wrong with the baby?”

			“I don’t know. We have to wait and see.”

			“Why does Luba have milk? She doesn’t have a baby.”

			“She had a baby in the factory. It died. So she still has milk.”

			“How did it die?”

			“Oh—” She searched for a good explanation. “She won’t tell me. Perhaps it died at birth. Perhaps they killed it because babies can’t work.”
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			As Mama grew more distant, sitting from dawn to dusk in her chair by the fire, forgetting, quilting the ugly red vests, not speaking, I felt more and more responsibility for the household. I didn’t mind. At any rate, I had nothing to do except read and dream. And worry. One morning I smelled smoke, an acrid smell from the nursery. In no time, I heard shouting and screaming from the kitchen.

			At first, I didn’t know which way to run, and then I remembered it was Cecilia’s nap time. I burst into an empty room and found something odd on the changing table: a rough piece of lumber a foot or so long with eight fat candles and one tall thin candle. They were no longer burning, but that is what I had smelled. The screams and shouts ascending, I raced down the stairs to the kitchen where Volker was holding Luba down on the worktable, her skirt pulled up. Shteinberg was beating her bare behind with a belt.

			I pulled Volker from Luba. I think he was relieved. Shteinberg’s arm froze in the air. “The Jew stole candles from the church. She lit a fire in the nursery.”

			“Get out of here. Both of you. Get out.” As the Baron’s son, I was, after all, in charge, even if I was still a boy and young for my years. “Get out.” I astonished myself with the level of authority in my voice.

			“No one steals in this house,” argued Shteinberg.

			“It’s my house. You are the servant. Get out! Luba, come with me. Volker, back to the barn.”

			Luba pulled her skirt down, sat on the edge of the table, looking defiantly at Shteinberg. “I was celebrating a holiday, a Jewish holiday. What’s wrong with that?”

			“You stole candles from the church.”

			“They have enough. I only took a few.”

			“You stole.”

			“What’s a few candles?”

			“We do not steal in this house.”

			I took Luba’s hand and pulled her from the table. “Luba, come up to the roof with me.”

			Shteinberg followed us out of the kitchen, still haranguing. I looked over my shoulder at her and jerked my chin in the direction behind her. She turned back into the kitchen. It was the first time I had ever given her a command.

			“It’s Hanukah,” said Luba. “I wanted to light the candles. We always lit the candles on Hanukah. I like Hanukah…a party. I wanted a party. A little party for me and Cecilia. I lit the Shamash candle and the first night candle—”

			“What’s that?”

			“The Shamash? The other candles are the planets. He’s the leader of the planets. You light him every night and use him to light the others, one by one until they are all burning. Eight days. He’s like the god of the planets.”

			“Shamash? And it’s a party?”

			“It always was every year…a holiday, a religious holiday, like Christmas.”

			“You’re religious?”

			“We were, before…before God turned against us.”

			I put my arm around her shoulder and let her cry. I didn’t have a handkerchief, so I pulled my shirt from my pants and let her blow her nose into it. “You just can’t steal, whatever you wanted them for. What if the servants stole?”

			“There’s food at the church and lots of gold. And boxes of candles. I took eight.”

			“Weren’t they there? Father Damien and Sister Gerlinde?”

			“They were digging turnips.”

			“Alright.” I felt so like a man. “Alright, if there’s something you want or need, Luba, you ask me. You come to me. You understand? No stealing. Don’t get into trouble.”

			She mumbled something.

			“You understand?”

			“Yes. I have no place to go. Where can I go?”

			“That’s why you have to stay out of trouble. And you can bring that thing into my room, and I’ll watch it for you.”

			But Volker had already destroyed it and returned the unlit candles to the church. After a few days, Shteinberg stopped grumbling when she saw me.





Chapter Three

			It had been two years since that night when I took my goat cart to the factory, more than a year since Papa left for India. Now and then, Luba silently climbed into my bed, buried herself next to me. At thirteen, I was still very much a boy. In the mornings, I heard her in the nursery singing Schumann’s “Träumerei” to the baby, Cecilia, who was central to everyone’s life except my own. Luba, however distant, silent, and withdrawn, was central to mine.

			Uncle Wolf slept in our house, in the attic. Some nights I watched Mama climb those stairs and carry a bottle of wine up to him. In the mornings, he would walk to work. Trucks loaded up in the foundry and roared past our gates. Trains howled in the night, shaking the house’s foundation. Uncle Wolf taught me how to load and shoot Papa’s guns. For months my mother struggled up the attic stairs to Uncle Wolf, then finally he slept in her room with her—until he too went to war in another long, black car.

			Months passed. It was bitterly cold. Snow covered the roads. I climbed up to the roof and sat in the shapeless night under the stars. I watched workers from the foundry now wandering in the forest. Some lay down in the snow. In the day, from my bedroom window, I watched dirty, bloody, starving, ruined men, all too young, the dregs of the German army, stumble across our barren fields, emerge out of our forests. Some died in our barns where they’d sought shelter. Volker carted their bodies into the woods. At night I heard crying. Mama would not let me out of the house.

			Luba rocked the baby and wept. I watched when she nursed the baby. She closed her eyes, her face softened, and was beautiful. She was food, resource, safety. Her eyelashes were long, like Papa’s giraffe. She walked as if she were dancing, graceful and strong. I wanted to drink her milk. She was life itself. When she was angry, her eyes flashed at me with black fires. She was secretive; she was mysterious. Sometimes she snapped at me, ordering me to stop staring at her. In my bleak life, she was pure beauty, and I was afraid, always would be. Although she wasn’t supposed to leave the nursery, she crawled into my room, and with her back to me, slept in my bed when I was frightened. In retrospect, I realize she was also frightened. I was too young to understand love, but I knew what I felt for Luba. She told me her mother taught philosophy and that her father had been shot in the head at the gymnasium in the university where they both taught. Late one night, Luba told me that hundreds of Jews were slaves in Papa’s factory. I pounded her back with my fists.

			“Yes,” she insisted. “When the Jews are not working in your family’s factory, they are sleeping or dying in the long houses. But now the soldiers sleep and die there too.” I didn’t want to believe her—about the Jews, about the desperate soldiers—but of course I did.

			Once, she turned over and said to me, “German boy, I know you feel bad that your papa is gone.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I just know. Dorie, my brothers, my mother, your papa, all gone. All gone.”
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			As birds darkened the sky, swarming, soldiers came begging, were turned away. Every time there was a knock on the door, Luba flew up the four twisting flights of stairs to the attic with the baby. Volker accompanied me to the barn to visit Violet. She had sores on her neck. Volker said she needed greens; there were none, but soon would be. He held me by my shoulders.

			“Spring will come. You will see. It will come, no matter what your father and his friends do.” Together, Volker and I went into the deep snow, into the forest, and dug under tree roots for old grasses and weeds.

			I rubbed Violet’s velvet horns, the little tassels at their tips. “In the spring, Violet, we’ll take a walk in the forest and you can eat fresh leaves at the top of trees.” I thought she looked over my shoulder, looking for Papa, whom she truly loved. Every day her sores spread. I no longer wanted to touch her. I did, but only on the ears.

			One morning, at a pale-yellow winter dawn, under a reluctant sun, Volker and his sons had gone up to the factory to tear down shelves for firewood. Standing at the kitchen door, I heard something unusual. I didn’t know what the sound was. Perhaps it wasn’t a sound at all, but a silent cry for help. I grabbed a shotgun and ran to the barn.

			Four soldiers, ragged and filthy, had a rope around Violet’s neck and were struggling to drag her from the barn. I raced upstairs to the walkway above and, just as Papa would have, got off a shot at them. Three of the desperate men ran away.

			The fourth stood his ground, gazing up at me defiantly from the floor of the barn while struggling to pull away Violet, who fiercely resisted, but with diminishing strength. Though starvation made him appear older, I realized Violet’s tormenter—in a ragged, torn uniform—was perhaps just two or so years older than me. When his frantic eyes met mine, I pulled the shotgun trigger.

			He dropped to the ground, struggling momentarily before falling still. Violet panicked and fled to the corner of the barn. I ran down from the upper platform, cooing soothing words and managing to coax her back into her pen. To get there, she had to step over the soldier’s body.

			I had killed a man—more of a boy. At thirteen, I had killed. I heard my father: “A man must do what a man must do.” I had.

			Outside, I heard Volker, just back from the factory, swearing at the fleeing men. More shots. And they were gone.

			Volker entered the barn and examined Violet. The giraffe was fine. He stood over the dead boy, shook his own head, exhaled. “War.” Then he dragged the body into the forest. When he came back, he folded me into his stinking, blood-soaked arms and held me while I sobbed.

			“I don’t have to tell nobody.” From then on, whenever Volker left the barn, I kept my promise to Papa and stood watch on the balcony. I did what I had to do.

			I sincerely contemplated that such an act of violence might have biological effects on my body—which refused to grow its member, to put it politely. I was slow to mature. I’d seen Volker pee unashamedly in the horse stalls. His member was enormous. And I’d seen the horses’.

			I found Shteinberg and asked if she’d had children. When she answered that she had four sons and they were all married and had their own children, I then posed my question.

			“Why am I so small in my private parts? Aren’t I old enough? Volker’s is huge.”

			She hugged me. “Sure, sure, you’re old enough. But we starve now, and you need meat and plenty of fat to be a man. Don’t worry. You will grow. You have plenty of time. When this is over….” She shook her head, patted my behind, and sent me from her kitchen.
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			One night at dusk, Mama sat, wetting thread with her tongue, threading the needle, squinting under a faint light, biting her lower lip. Every night and most of the day, she sat under the lamp, sewing tiny stitches into red flannel vests, quilting them. She said softly to me, “Dusk, Axel. The hour between dog and wolf. If Americans come, they’ll burn the house. If Russians come, they’ll rape me and then burn the house.” I asked what rape was. She said, “It’s making love with someone you don’t like.” I could not understand the difference between the Russians and Papa.

			I secretly climbed the roof and around the turrets of our house and dreamed of flying. My mother instructed Volker to beat me when she found me climbing on the roof, but still, I sat for hours watching the stars. The sides of the chimney kept me warm. The night sky was my coloring book. I played connect the dots with the constellations until I could make out animal shapes in them. Night after night the moon rolled through the constellations of stars until the next month began.

			I had my own zodiac, inaccurate as it might have been. I found shapes in the constellations of stars and matched them to letters in my father’s books. There was a new letter for every night of the moon. The moon gave me an alphabet.

			I watched as the moon rolled through the shapes I imagined. I told myself the story the moon told. Here is a house. Here is a little dog. Here is a lady. Here is a man. Here is a child, a bull, a goat. I read the letters again and again and made up words and sounds and stories. This roof-climbing, I could not help. The sky was my book, the stars my letters.
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			I sat one day in the safety of the window seat alcove, behind the drapes, a leatherbound book on my lap. The huge volume of things male and female—dreamy, wet, sepia—was one I should not have been reading. Its edges cut into my thighs.

			I heard the muffled “Halloo!” of my uncle Wolf, arriving as he often did from Berlin with food and money. I was about to leap from my hiding place when Mama flew down the curve of the stairs and threw herself at Uncle Wolf in a way I had never before seen. I watched them in the silvered glass of the mirrors on the landing. He stood with his arms stiff. She clasped him with the ferocity with which Papa had clasped Violet. She wept against his chest. There was something happy in her sobs, something in the mirror that was in the pages of my purloined book. Uncle Wolf’s boots gleamed. His chest was covered with medals. He wore a long, black leather coat lined with red fox fur. Double exposed, the two of them loomed larger than life; something about their whispers was the same sepia color as the book on my lap.

			Two proper soldiers arrived with tins of hams and cakes, bags of oranges, rice, flour, and potatoes, which they took under the stairs to the kitchen from where I heard giggles, even Shteinberg’s deep, rolling laughter.

			When the soldiers were gone into the kitchen, Uncle Wolf said, “He’s in Kashmir. He is hiding in a cave until he can cross the border. The English are nearby. Hermann is back in Berlin. The natives burned his laboratories after he put two of them in freezing water to see how long they could live in outer space, in the atmosphere. He’s really going for rockets, isn’t he? When the natives found out, they killed two of our men and burned the place down.” Uncle Wolf kissed my mother’s forehead, then her nose. “And when he does come back, he has orders to report to Berlin. A big honor. He will be a pilot for…”

			The soldiers’ laughter rippled and rose from the kitchen. I smelled coffee.

			“Where’s the boy?”

			Mama shrugged. “Probably in the barn with the giraffe.” In the mirror, I saw Uncle Wolf lift her in his arms and carry her upstairs.

			Just as I sprung from the draperies to follow, Luba appeared.

			She grabbed my arm. “Stay here. No.” She ducked into the alcove with me, drew her knees up under her chin so there would be room for both of us, our feet touching, and sat rocking, her arms around herself, eyes closed, breathing too fast, shaking with fear.

			We stayed in the alcove until the light failed. After I heard Cecilia crying, Luba tiptoed upstairs. At last, I saw the lights flash on Uncle Wolf’s truck as he departed. The soldiers left the kitchen, and the incredible aroma of meat and onions cooking drew me out of hiding. It was the last we saw of Uncle Wolf for months.
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			One day, Luba asked me to go into the courtyard to help her hang bed linens and diapers. She was afraid to be outside alone. Starving animals and even more dangerous humans roamed the surrounding forest, which itself seemed more overgrown and wilder every day. I was in the courtyard, shaking out linens and handing them to Luba to hang when a pebble fell at my feet.

			And another. And another.

			“Luba! Luba!” Three young men and a girl emerged from behind a pile of fallen logs at the woods’ edge; they were thin, pale, terribly thin.

			Luba stiffened, then hid her reaction, moving carefully, slowly up the length of the clothesline; Shteinberg could be watching from the kitchen window. I hung diapers at the far end.

			Luba started weeping but struggled to hide it, whispering into the woods without turning her head, “Dorie, where have you been?” I realized this was the naked girl I had seen with Luba at the factory railhead that horrible snowy night.

			“After the foundry closed, I had nowhere to go,” said Dorie, “but then Frederick, Daniel, and Ruben came for me.”

			“And Mama?” Luba’s voice uttered.

			Dorie shook her head, then said, “We’ve been living in the woods. Luba, we need food, money, weapons, clothes. Can you help?”

			Luba finished hanging the diapers as quickly as she could, walked slowly back into the house so as not to raise suspicion. A few minutes later, she returned with another load of diapers. Under them in the bottom of the wicker basket were butcher knives, the Baron’s socks, sweaters, wool hats, guns, and boxes of bullets. Luba laid the basket just where the clothesline ended and the woods began. “There is no food. But there are turnips at the church…and gold things and clothing. Two old people.” She pointed up the hill.

			“Come with us, Luba,” Dorie begged. “We’re going to cross the Alps.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“I just can’t.”

			“Come on,” her brother Daniel said. “We don’t have time to argue. Come on.”

			Dorie dared to break out of the woods and approach. She hungrily kissed her sister all over her head and face and hands. “We’ll find you, Luba. We’ll come get you.”

			They disappeared behind the trees, headed toward the church.

			From the kitchen, Shteinberg was yelling. “Jew girl, what’s taking you so long? Move.”

			“Say nothing of this,” Luba said. Standing in the shadows of the castle, she blew her nose into a clean diaper. I was pleased that she trusted me.

			Upon hearing Luba crying in her room that night, I knocked on the door of the nursery. “Luba, do you want to come with me and find cake?” I would have sold my soul to give her comfort.

			“Cake?” she repeated, opening the door. Stepping into the hall, she closed the nursery door softly behind her, then said, “Take off your shoes, stupid.”

			In the great room, Mama snored lightly in her chair by the fireplace. Uncle Wolf had left her his fur-lined leather coat, and it lay on her lap. I pulled it up to her shoulders and made a great and noisy event of tucking her in and patting the coat into folds of her body while slipping the ring of pantry keys from her pocket.

			The house was dark and freezing, a cave of imagination and warrior ghosts. My teeth chattered. We held hands and felt our way, Luba and me, along the cold and familiar walls to the hallway, then toward the kitchen, and to the pantry door. I fumbled with the lock. Even our breathing was thunder in our ears. The key was an odd shape, long, with a notched square at the bottom and a round circle at the top. The lock opened easily. I patted the shelves until I found the cake tins I’d seen the soldiers bring in.

			I pried one open with the key. It was filled with stones.

			I took another tin, a heavier one, to the hallway. There Luba lit a match against a button on my trouser fly, startling me so with the action that I dropped the tin. It made a terrible echoing crash in that silent house. There was no cake. The tin was painted with beautiful women in long dresses, with elephants under bowing palm trees. Dried peas or pebbles, something hard, fell and rolled along the sloping floor of the old boards. We heard footsteps, barefoot footsteps running toward the pantry from someplace behind the kitchen.

			Luba blew out the match, sniffed her hands. “It smells of sandalwood from India,” she whispered. “Put it back.”

			I ran to the pantry, put the cake tin on the shelf, crept along the walls toward my mother, and slipped the keyring back into her pocket. She smiled in her sleep as I tucked the fur around her neck. I followed Luba up to her room.

			“What was in the tin? Nuts? Dried fruit?”

			“You are so stupid.” She closed the door and wouldn’t let me in. And through the door she whispered, “Diamonds, stupid! Your uncle Wolf brought diamonds from Berlin. Your father was able to send them from India to Berlin. They are so well-organized, the bastards.”

			“Tomorrow,” I promised the closed door. “Tomorrow I can take you to see the giraffe.”

			“No, thank you. My heart is already broken.” I heard the lock turn.
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			In the morning we sat in the dining room and waited for breakfast, but none came. Mama rang her little bell again and again.

			“Shteinberg, where is everyone?”

			There was no answer. She sent me into the kitchen. It was empty. The cake tin, sitting on Shteinberg’s table, was open and also empty. My mother unlocked the pantry, returned. I slid down into my chair. I could not become small enough.

			“The cakes are missing,” she reported, her mouth as small as her wedding band.

			Luba dared, “So what is cake? A week more of life?”

			“Don’t be stupid,” my mother said to Luba, and I felt a nasty pleasure.

			Mama ran into the kitchen and beyond, shouting and cursing. She examined all the servants’ beds. She returned with none of the servants except for a young chambermaid she dragged into the dining room.

			Ulla, wrapped in a rough blanket, rubbed her eyes, shook her head, sucked on her knuckles. She knew nothing. Shteinberg was gone.

			How could she have left us? My mother fell into her chair and buried her face in her hands. Luba and I sat in frozen silence. At last she looked up and down the table at Luba, at me, at Ulla the chambermaid who had somehow orchestrated the wringing of hands with the sucking of knuckles.

			“Axel, tell Volker and his sons to bring their things in here. They will sleep in the dining room. Go to your father’s study.” Mama handed me the keyring. She had become someone I didn’t know. “Bring down four of his rifles. Then you and Luba will go up to the church and bring Father Damien and Sister Gerlinde here. Help them to carry their things. It’s safer for them. And you, what is your name—aah, Ulla? Put on some clothes and wash your hands. Then go slice ham and bread. You will sit with us and eat. We must all stay together until this is over,” she added, but the determination had already left her voice. There was no ham.

			Luba didn’t want to go with me to the church. Her face was white. I thought she was afraid to go because she was Jewish. But Mama told Luba she would starve her if she didn’t go. She had no choice. Luba took my hand, and we struggled up the hill to the small stone church.

			Ice coated the trees, each limb, each leaf, and the stubble of the fields. Elm trees moaned and creaked. Weeds chattered in the wind, “Don’t go. Don’t go.” Luba held my hand so tightly it hurt. The church’s heavy front doors swung and squealed in the wind.

			“I can’t go in,” she said.

			“It’s just a church. It’s alright.”

			“No. You go.”

			It was not alright. Things were missing; things were broken. Sunlight danced on amber and red glass in pieces from the windows.

			“Father Damien? Sister Gerlinde?” I moved slowly through the chapel to their rooms. The door to Father Damien’s bedroom was open. Two sets of feet, small and large, utterly pale white, naked, stuck out from a cloud of a featherbed. The pillows under their heads were crimson with blood, their eyes open in large O’s as were their mouths. Sister Gerlinde’s large gold and ruby cross that had always swung between her saddlebag bosoms, that too was gone.

			“Luba!” I was unable to move.

			She stood behind me for a brief moment, yanked me away, pulled me down the hill. My chest heaved with fear and the icy air. “I didn’t know they were married,” I said.

			“What?” she yelled through the wind, which howled in my chest.

			“Married.”

			“Don’t be stupid.” That word again.
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			Uncle Wolf arrived in a battered truck with his two soldiers. Bloodless, his hands shaking, he sat before the fireplace in an armchair, his head in his hands. He told my mother that it had been difficult to come as some roads were closed, that the Russian campaign was a disaster, that we’d lost thousands of men.

			She stood up from her chair and put her hands on his shoulders while he wept into her hair. The red corner of the sky that I thought must be the war had moved closer to our house.

			Papa had somehow managed to leave India, that was all he knew. He did not know under what circumstances or when or how. One of his men installed a shortwave radio in the rear end of the wooden Madonna in the basement of Father Damien’s church. Another carried boxes of hay cubes to Violet’s barn. Papa was supposed to radio Berlin as soon as he returned here. Uncle Wolf placed my father’s orders on the mantelpiece and a fresh uniform in his closet. Uncle Wolf gave me a pistol. He had brought a much smaller amount of food for us, mostly oatmeal, tea, and stale biscuits. He directed Volker to build a stockade of half timbers adjacent to the front of the house, next to the doors.

			The dogs’ little cabins were pulled down from the barns and installed next to the front doors of the house. Loosed one by one, the dogs cautiously left the stockade enclosure, looked behind themselves once, confused, realized they were free, and raced joyously into the woods. We didn’t feed them from that day forward. Even so, Volker whistled them in at night, and they slept in a pile in the stockade. I watched them from the window of the nursery. At first they lost weight and then, within a week’s time, they fattened.

			One night I saw a bitch bring in a man’s boot, a soldier’s boot; the next night, a hand. I followed some of our hounds into the woods and, while I counted to three thousand, watched as they devoured an entire soldier. I heard a woman calling for her children in the forest. “Children, children, where are you?”

			Volker’s oldest son returned from the war with only a few inches of his arm left. He didn’t remember how he found his way home or what had happened to his arm.

			We did not bury Father Damien or Sister Gerlinde because the ground was too hard and the task was, as my mother expressed it, too abominable. I asked Mama if the dogs might not eat Father Damien and Sister Gerlinde. She sighed. “We will either eat the dogs or they will eat us. At any rate”—she patted my head to comfort me or perhaps herself—“the priest and his lady are quite safe in the icehouse.”

			I begged Luba to let me sleep in her bed. She would not allow it. Neither would my mother, but I knew that without having to ask. Luba came into my room late one night, sat at the edge of my bed, wrung her hands.
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