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Praise for THE DAUGHTER’S TALE



“Breathtakingly threaded together from start to finish with the sound of a beating heart… Correa’s prose is atmospheric, but what’s most fascinating about this novel is his portrayal of terrified yet strong female characters who anticipate future trials and methodically work through them. Amanda knows that each decision she makes will have an impact on the next, but her goal is always survival.”

—The New York Times

“The Daughter’s Tale is a brilliant, engrossing, immersive novel with extremely compelling characters. Correa extrapolates from the powerful connection between mother and daughter during a crisis of unimaginable proportions.”

—New York Journal of Books

“A detailed, immersive chronicle of World War II’s tragedy, the power of love and the lengths to which a mother will go to save her children when there are no choices left… Correa starkly portrays the many horrors that were visited on an innocent citizenry.”

—BookPage

“This beautiful novel, set primarily in war-torn Germany and France, draws on the history of a lesser-known Nazi atrocity and tells the tragic story of a family separated by war.”

—Parade

“The Daughter’s Tale is well researched and informed by actual historic events, stories that will vividly remind readers of the horrors of war. The book’s scope is ambitious… its emotional core is palpable and affecting… The love at the heart of this war-torn family will inspire readers’ compassion as well.”

—Bookreporter

“As he did in The German Girl, but focusing this time on occupied France, Correa offers a gripping and richly detailed account of lives torn apart by war.”

—Booklist

“Quite simply, I devoured this book! The Daughter’s Tale is immersive, both heartbreaking and redemptive, steeped in harrowing historical events and heroic acts of compassion that will have you reflecting on the best and worst the human heart has to offer. Fans of WWII history and book clubs will find depth and skillful storytelling here, but on a deeper level, searing questions about life, love, and the choices we make in the most impossible of circumstances.”

—Lisa Wingate, New York Times bestselling author of Before We Were Yours

“A deftly woven novel of women who find the courage to make impossible choices in a terrible time, of sisters split apart by the cruelties of war, of identities lost and found, of families formed and shattered. Through the stories of unique and sympathetic characters, Correa explores the tension between focusing on the present in order to move forward—and the heartbreaking consequences of forgetting who we are. The Daughter’s Tale continues to live on in my imagination long after I reached its redemptive closing scene.”

—Kim van Alkemade, New York Times bestselling author of Bachelor Girl and Orphan #8

“A beautifully rendered tale about sacrifice and resilience, and of a mother’s relentless will to save her daughters in the face of annihilation. Set against one of the most harrowing events committed by the Nazis on a civilian population, this novel is as heart-wrenching as it is luminous, proving that familial bonds cannot be shattered by brutality or weakened by distance and time—and that it is in our darkest moments that we find our true strength. Correa’s masterful prose sank deeply into my heart.”

—Roxanne Veletzos, internationally bestselling author of The Girl They Left Behind

“Sweeping and searing, The Daughter’s Tale doesn’t shy away from tragedy, but author Armando Lucas Correa’s memorable latest reminds us that it is in the darkest gardens that the brightest seeds of hope are sown.”

—Kristin Harmel, internationally bestselling author of The Room on Rue Amélie
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To Judith, the lost girl on the Saint Louis

To my mother, my first reader.

To my children, Emma, Anna, and Lucas, yet again.

To Gonzalo, always.






The goal is oblivion. I have arrived first.

—JORGE LUIS BORGES
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“Is this Ms. Duval? Elise Duval?” The voice on the phone repeated her name while she remained silent. “We were in Cuba recently. My daughter and I have some letters in German that belong to you.”

Elise had always been able to foresee the future. But not today. Today, she could never have predicted.

For an instant, she thought the call must be a mistake. After all, she was French, and had been living in New York for the last seventy years, ever since an uncle on her mother’s side had adopted her at the end of the war. Now, her only living relatives were her daughter, Adele, and her grandson, Etienne. They were her entire world, and everything that came before was shrouded in darkness.

“Ms. Duval?” the woman’s voice said again, gentle but insistent. Fraught with terror, Elise groped for some support, afraid she might faint.

“You can come see me this afternoon,” was all she managed to say before hanging up, neglecting to check first whether she had any appointments, or if she should consult her daughter. She heard the woman’s name, Ida Rosen, and her daughter’s, Anna, but her memory was a blank, closed to the past. She was certain only that she had no wish to verify the credentials of the stranger and her daughter. There was no need to give them her address, because they already had it. The call had not been a mistake. That much she knew.

Elise spent the next few hours trying to imagine what might lie behind their brief conversation. Rosen, she repeated to herself as she searched among the dim shadows of those who had crossed the Atlantic with her after the war.

Only a few hours had passed, and already the call was beginning to fade in her limited, selective memory. “There’s no time to remember,” she used to tell her husband, then her daughter, and now her grandson.

She felt vaguely guilty at having agreed so readily to receive this stranger. She should have asked who had written the letters, why they had ended up in Cuba, what Mrs. Rosen and her daughter were doing there. Instead, she had said nothing.

When the doorbell finally rang, her heart leapt out of her chest. She tried to shut her eyes and prepare herself, taking a deep breath and counting the heartbeats: one, two, three, four, five, six—a trick learned from childhood, one of her only clear memories. She had no idea how long she had spent in her bedroom, dressed in her navy-blue suit, waiting.

It was as if her senses had suddenly been heightened at the sound of the bell. Her hearing became sharper. Now, she could just make out the breathing of the two strangers outside the door waiting to see a weary old widow. But why? She paused with her hand on the lock, hoping against hope this visit was no more than an illusion, something she had dreamed, one of the many crazy notions brought on by the years. She closed her eyes and tried to visualize what would happen, but nothing came.

It was becoming clear to Elise that this meeting wasn’t about the future. Instead, it signified the return of a past she could no longer keep out, a constant shadow ever since the day she had disembarked in the port of New York, when the hand of an uncle who was to become a father rescued her from her oblivion. But he could never bring back her memories, removed by necessity, for the sake of her survival.

She opened the door resolutely. A shaft of light blinded her. The noise of the elevator, a neighbor going downstairs, a dog barking, and the wail of an ambulance siren distracted her for a second. The woman’s smile brought her back to reality.

Elise motioned for them to come in. Without yet saying a word, she avoided making the slightest gesture that might betray her terror. The girl, Anna, who looked to be twelve years old, came over and hugged her round the waist. She had no idea how to respond. Maybe she should have let her hands drop onto the little girl’s shoulders, or stroked her hair the way she used to do when her own daughter was the same age.

“You’ve got blue eyes,” she said timidly.

What a ridiculous thing to say! I should have said she had beautiful eyes, thought Elise, trying not to notice that they were the same blue, almond-shaped, and hooded eyes as hers, that her profile… No, she told herself fearfully, because it was her own reflection she saw in the face of this strange little girl.

Making an effort, Elise led the pair of them into the living room. Just as she was asking them to sit down, Anna handed her a small, lusterless, ebony box.

Elise carefully opened the box. By the time she finished unfolding the first letter, written in faded ink on a page from a botanical album, her eyes were brimming with tears.

“Does this belong to me?” she whispered, clasping the crucifix around her neck, a charm that had accompanied her ever since she could remember.

“Your eyes,” she repeated, staring at Anna with anguish.

Elise tried to stand up, but could feel her heart failing her. She was losing control over herself, over the life she had so carefully constructed. She could see her own face at a distance, staring at the scene from afar like another witness in the room.

Her palms grew sweaty, the box fell from her grasp, the letters spilling out onto the carpet. A photograph of a family with two little girls with a frightened gaze lay buried among yellowing sheets of paper. Elise saw herself closing her eyes and a stabbing pain in her chest took away her balance. Collapsing onto the faded carpet, she knew it was happening, at last: the final act of forgetting.

Silence, walls of silence all around her. She tried to recall how many times a heart could stop and then start beating again. One… silence. Two… another, even longer pause. Three… the void. The silence between one heartbeat and the next cut her off from the world. She wanted to hear one more. Four. And another. She breathed in as deeply as she could. Five… just one more and she would be safe. Silence. Six!

“Elise!” The shout made her stir. “Elise!”

That name, that name. Elise. It wasn’t her, for she was no one. She did not exist, she had never existed. She had lived a life that didn’t belong to her, had created a family she had deceived, spoke a language that wasn’t hers. All these years spent fleeing from who she truly was. To what end? She was a survivor, and that was not a mistake, nor a misunderstanding.

By the time the paramedics lifted her onto the gurney, she had already forgotten the other woman and her blue-eyed daughter, forgotten the letters written in a strange language, the photograph.

But in the space of forgetting, a memory emerged. Herself, as a little girl, trying to find her way through a thick forest, surrounded by enormous trees that prevented her from seeing the sky. How could she know where she was going, if she couldn’t see the stars? Blood on her cheek, hands, her dress, but not hers. A body lying lifeless on the ground in a gory mess. No helping hand to support her. She could feel the thick, damp air, hear her childish voice stammer: “Mama! Mama!” She was lost, abandoned in the darkness.

In the fog of jumbled memories, she saw it all: the letters, the ebony box, the purple jewel case, a threadbare soccer ball, a wounded soldier. Withered flowers and blurred lines.

It had taken this little girl, Anna, for Elise to discover who she really was, stripping off the mask she had been wearing for seven decades. The past was now rewarding her with this final, unexpected visit, with the image of handwriting on the pages of a familiar book, a book not important because of what it said, but for the hours she had spent tracing the letters and flowers that had been with her every day of her childhood.

“Hydrocharis morsus-ranae,” she whispered.

She felt herself floating freely like one of those aquatic plants, its flowers tinged with yellow. She was delirious, but if she could remember, that meant she was still alive. It was time to allow herself to die, but first she had to do something with the pages torn from the mutilated book.

Yet the damage was done; she had no right to ask for forgiveness. She shut her eyes and counted her heartbeats. The silences between them helped drive away the fear. Who had taught her to do that?

“Ready!” she heard.

She felt a weight on her crushed chest. The first electric shock produced palpitations of a kind she had never experienced. She told herself she wasn’t going to let them revive her. She didn’t want to live. As a child, she had been put on an enormous ocean liner, and had never dared to look back. She wasn’t going to look back now.

The second shock brought new warmth, forced her to open her eyes. Tears began to flow, beyond her control. She couldn’t tell if she was alive or not, and that made her weep. Someone took her by the hand and gently stroked her brow.

“Mama!” She heard her daughter’s tearful voice. She was so close that Elise could not distinguish her features.

Would she be able to find the words to explain to Adele, her only daughter, that she had brought her up with a lie?

“Elise, how do you feel? I’m so sorry…” Ida was there as well, clearly distressed by the effect of her visit.

Adele stood silent. She couldn’t understand what this stranger and her daughter were doing here in the hospital with her mother, a dying old woman.

In a language she no longer recognized, Elise heard herself muttering a phrase that came from somewhere beyond: “Mama, verlass mich nicht.” Don’t leave me.

One… silence, two… silence, three… silence, four, five… She took a deep breath, waiting for the next heartbeat.





Summer of 1939

My little Viera,

It’s only been a few hours, but your mama misses you terribly. The hours are days, weeks, months to me, but I take comfort in knowing that you will still hear me at night, your nights, which for me are early mornings, when I sing in your ear and read you the pages of your favorite botanical album.

You are like those flowers that have to learn to survive on an island, in damp earth and with a scorching sun. You need light to thrive, and there will be plenty of that over there. It will be piercing, but don’t be afraid of it, because I’m sure you will grow and become stronger all the time.

Your sister misses you. When we go to bed, she asks me to tell her stories about you and those happy days when we were a family. Be strong, stay in the sunshine and grow, so that when we meet again, because we will meet again, you can run to us and hug us, just like we did in the port at the foot of that enormous ship.

My Viera, remember that your mother, although so far away, is watching over you. When you’re afraid, count your heartbeats to calm down, the way Papa taught you to do. Your sister is an expert at that as well now. Remember, at first they are rapid, but as soon as you start to number them, you’ll discover the silence between each one. Fear goes away as the space between them grows. Don’t forget that, little one.

Every Friday, light two candles, close your eyes, and think of us. We are with you.

All my love,

Mama
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Amanda Sternberg had always been terrified that she’d meet her end by fire, so somehow it wasn’t all that surprising to her that her books would soon meet the same fate.

The student union had already left her a warning pamphlet with their Twelve Theses at her small bookshop in Charlottenburg, and so she had to begin the cleanup, from the front window to the deepest recesses of the storage room. She was supposed to get rid of all books that could be considered offensive, unpatriotic, or not sufficiently German. This parody of Luther’s theses was intended to eliminate all Jewishness from the printed universe, and had reached every book owner in the country. Amanda was certain that only a small number of her volumes would survive. She had spent so many years among parchments, manuscripts, volumes with calfskin covers and hand-drawn illustrations, tales of duels, furtive lovers, diabolical pacts, deranged madmen. They constituted her own past and that of her family, her father’s love, the art of ancient scribes: all of it would now be reduced to ashes. A truly Wagnerian act of purification, she told herself.

She still clung to the desperate hope that a storefront with the sign GARDEN OF LETTERS might escape notice. If she showed German purity in the window display, and hid the books she loved most in the back room, perhaps they would leave her in peace. The clouds too were on her side: several weeks of rain had slowed down the advance of the bonfires.

Despite her shred of hope, she could not put her family at risk and so had decided finally to begin the cruel task. But first she lay down beside one of the bookcases, resting her head against the warm floorboards. Gazing up at the cobwebbed ceiling, she allowed her mind to drift among the cracks and damp patches above, each with its tale to tell, like the volumes of a book. Who had brought it, why they acquired it, how hard it had been for the shipment to be accepted in that city obsessed with judging every idea, every metaphor, every simile, and the need to find one culprit to toss into the fire in the middle of a plaza trembling with applause and cantatas. In the infinite bonfire she foresaw, not a single book would survive, because in even the most German, the most nationalist, the purest of them, countless ambiguities could be found. She knew well that no matter how the author fashions his characters, no matter which words he chooses, it is always the reader who holds the power of interpretation. “In the end, the scent of books, even of autumn, depends on our sense of smell,” she murmured to herself, trying to swim among possible solutions, none of which proved to be viable.

She sighed and placed her hands on her abdomen, which would soon begin to swell. The tinkle of the door-chime roused her from her lethargy. Tilting her head backward, she recognized the silhouette: only Julius came into the bookshop at this time of day.

The man knelt behind her resting head. His large, warm hands covered her ears as he kissed her first on the forehead, then on the tip of her nose, and finally on her warm lips. She was always overjoyed at the sight of Julius crossing the threshold of the store in his charcoal gray overcoat, cracked leather briefcase in hand.

“How have my darlings been?” came Julius Sternberg’s deep gentle voice. “What were you dreaming of?”

Amanda wanted to tell him she was fantasizing about her shop swarming with customers eager to buy the latest books, about a city without soldiers, with only the distant rumble of automobiles and streetcars, but he spoke again before she could say anything.

“We’re running out of time,” he said. “You have to get rid of the books.”

His tone made her shudder, and she responded with pleading eyes.

“Let’s go upstairs, now, darling. Your baby and I are hungry,” was all he said.



Their living room was a kind of garden bordered by a wall of literature. Brocade curtains with floral patterns, tapestries showing bucolic scenes, carpets as thick as newly mown grass, and every spare surface occupied by books.

Over dinner, Amanda made polite conversation so that Julius wouldn’t return to the most pressing topic. She told him she had sold an encyclopedia, that someone had ordered a collection of Greek classics, that Fräulein Hilde Krahmer, her favorite customer, had not been by the bookstore for a week now, whereas previously she would come after teaching her classes and spend hours browsing the shelves, without ever buying anything.

“First thing tomorrow, clear out the shopwindow,” Julius demanded. When he saw how his stern voice made Amanda recoil, he went over and pulled her to him for an instant. He leaned his head against her chest and breathed in the perfume of his wife’s freshly washed hair.

“Don’t you get tired of listening to hearts?” asked Amanda with a smile.

Gesturing for her to be silent, Julius knelt down to put his ear to her stomach and replied, “I can hear hers too. We’ll have a daughter, I’m sure of it, with a heart as beautiful as her mother’s.”

Since his schooldays in Leipzig, Julius had been fascinated by the heart—its irregular rhythms, its electrical impulses, its alternating beats and silences. “There’s nothing stronger,” he told her when they were newlyweds and he was still at the university, always adding the caveat: “The heart can resist all kinds of physical trauma, but sadness can destroy it in a second. So no sadness in this house!”

They waited until he had his practice established before having their first child. Amanda would go with him to his office to try out the electrocardiogram recently acquired during a trip to Paris. It was a great novelty in Charlottenburg, and looked to Amanda like a complicated version of the Singer sewing machine that she kept in the attic.

That night in bed, buoyed by the thought of his daughter growing inside Amanda, Julius enthusiastically described to her the phases of the heartbeat. “A heart in diastole,” he explained to her as she lay in his arms, “is resting.” He went on, and bewildered by his terminology, Amanda soon fell asleep on the chest of the man who had been protecting her and her baby from the horror brewing among their neighbors, the city, the whole country, and apparently the entire continent. She knew he was taking good care of her heart, and that was enough to make her feel safe.



She woke with a start in the middle of the night, and tiptoed out of the room without switching on the light so as not to rouse Julius. A strange feeling led her down to one of the shelves in the back room where the books not for sale were stored.

The shelf was piled high with books by the Russian poet Mayakovsky, the favorite of her brother Abraham, who had left Germany several years earlier for a Caribbean island. There too, with their worn spines, were the storybooks her father had once read to her at bedtime. She paused to consider which she would choose if she could save only one. It didn’t take her long: she would protect the French botanical album with its hand-painted illustrations of exotic plants and flowers that her father had brought back from a work trip to the colonies. Picking up the volume whose unique scent reminded her of her father, she observed how the pages were yellowing and how the ink on some of the drawings was fading. She could still recall the exact names of the plants in both Latin and French, because before she fell asleep her father used to speak of them as if they were souls abandoned in distant lands.

Opening a page at random, she paused to look at Chrysanthemum carinatum. She closed her eyes and could hear her father’s resonant voice describing that plant originally from Africa, tricolor, with yellow ligules at the base and flower heads so long they filled you with emotion.

She took the book back up to her bedroom and placed it under her pillow. Only when she had done so was she able to sleep peacefully.

The next morning, Julius woke her with a kiss on the cheek. The aroma of cedar and musk from his shaving cream brought back memories of their honeymoon in the Mediterranean. She hugged him to keep him with her, burying her head against his long, muscular neck, and whispering, “You were right. It’s going to be a girl. I dreamed it. And we’ll call her Viera.”

“Welcome, Viera Sternberg,” Julius replied, wrapping Amanda in his powerful arms.

A few minutes later, she ran to the window to wave goodbye and saw he was already at the street corner, surrounded by a gang of youngsters wearing swastika armbands.

But Amanda wasn’t worried. She knew that nothing intimidated Julius. No blow or shout, much less an insult. He looked back before turning the corner, and smiled up at her. That was enough. Amanda was ready now to sift through the shelves, having already chosen the book she would save from the bonfire.



When she went downstairs to open the front door to the Garden of Letters, Frau Strasser was already standing in the doorway like a brick wall. Amanda didn’t know if this impression resulted from the heavy suit she was wearing—a kind of belted military uniform that was the new fashion in a city where femininity and elegance were frowned upon—or because of her threatening demeanor. Frau Strasser was now part of an army of women pretending to be soldiers, although they had never actually been called to arms.

“I am not going to permit noxious books to be sold right under my nose,” she thundered. “You were lucky with all that rain, but your grace period is over.”

It was true. In May, Amanda’s store had survived the burning of more than twenty thousand books in Opernplatz, dragged like corpses on wheelbarrows by spellbound university students who imagined their futures would be made by feeding the biggest bonfire ever seen in Berlin.

That dark evening of May 10, 1933, they had all heard on the radio the speech that would seal the future of what until that moment had been their country: “The era of extreme Jewish intellectualism has come to an end, and the German revolution has again opened the way for the true essence of being German.”

How can a country survive without poets and thinkers? Amanda had wondered as she sat lost in thought next to Julius. The radio began broadcasting the youth anthem of the National Socialists boasting of a new era.

Although the rainy days of late spring had prevented them from continuing with their book burnings around the city, now they were ready to renew their efforts and Amanda’s collection would not be spared.

Frau Strasser was still standing on the threshold, but Amanda was not intimidated. She stroked her stomach, determined not to let this burly neighbor with her military fantasies ruin her happiness. I’m going to be a mother, she told herself under her breath, but Frau Strasser remained there, arms folded, defiant. Observing her more closely, Amanda thought that the only thing human about her were her eyes. Beyond her harsh exterior, it was evident from her garb that she was not one of the chosen ones: she merely represented the power of the masses, not that of the elite. An elite to which she doubtless paid homage with unfettered adoration and submission.

After holding Amanda’s gaze for a few moments, Frau Strasser strode off in silence. Amanda knew that the next time she appeared she would be escorted by members of the National Socialist youth. She was plotting something.

Amanda stood by the shelf in the store window ready to make her verdict, feeling like a mother casting her children into oblivion. The barbarians were destroying centuries of civilization, attacking reason in the name of a supposed ideal of order, for what they claimed was perfection. She was unable to hold back the tears as she recalled her father organizing books by subject, running his hands along their spines, blowing the dust off their tops. She summoned up the scents of ink and glue, of almond and vanilla, of the dry, cracked leather of the antique books. And she could hear her father describing how the paper crumbled, the volatile substances it gave off, about cellulose and lignin, acid hydrolysis.

She tried her best to avoid the names she had to confront. Why some and not others? She began with Zweig, went on to Freud, London, Hemingway, Lewis, Keller, Remarque, Hugo, Dostoevsky, Brecht, Dreiser, Werfel, Brod, Joyce, and Heine, her father’s favorite poet. She was unable to hold back the tears, as if they could save her from the misfortune of being her own pathetic censor. She began throwing books onto the floor, preparing them for the worst.

The door-chime rang and a freckle-faced university student with rosy cheeks entered. His appearance looked so cheerful, it even made his crisp brown uniform seem friendly. Though she knew better, she nodded at him as if he were a frequent visitor, someone who spent hours browsing through book covers, illustrations, and texts.

“Where is the owner?” he asked, stressing each syllable as if to insist on his power and overcome the impression of his small stature.

Amanda remained coolheaded. Smiling, she explained that she was the only one there, that if he wanted to see a man he would have to wait for her husband.

“You have today to clear all that garbage from the shelves!” the young man barked, then left the store, slamming the door to intimidate her further, and saying under his breath “Filthy worms.”

What was the point of her selecting books if they had already made up their minds? The moment had come to allow her Garden of Letters to wither and die. There was nothing she could do: her bookstore would be abandoned to the mercy of the executioners.

The sun was at the zenith when she left the bookshelves behind, locked up the store, and made her way across a neighborhood that she already had trouble recognizing. Today is the summer solstice, the longest day of the year, she thought. Summer is about to start.



As she walked along, she noticed her neighbors avoiding one another. Everyone seemed to be surreptitiously whispering and eavesdropping. The chaos of doubt was gripping the German capital: it was safer to listen, for speaking carried risks. From house to house, window to window, the news on the radio, those harangues in praise of purity, had become the city’s daily soundtrack: “Germany for the Germans.”

Am I not German, too? she wanted to ask.

Eventually she found herself in Fasanenstrasse. Realizing she was close to the synagogue, she crossed to the opposite side of the street. On the next corner, she was surprised to see dahlias outside a flower shop. She rejoiced in this shock of color amid the gray, drab city that had become devoid of life.

She went inside and asked for the flowers with the most blooms, deciding to take them to her husband’s office and surprise him. The florist, a stooped woman with hands like claws, began to prepare the bouquet.

“I only want ones in different shades of pink,” Amanda interrupted her.

“They’re all the same. They’re red dahlias,” the florist grumbled. “What’s the matter with you? Are you blind? If you don’t like the way I’m doing this, you can do it yourself!”

After selecting a few French, Persian, and Mexican pink dahlias, Amanda quickly paid the florist and left the store. Cradling her bouquet, she left Sybelstrasse and walked down the busy Kurfürstendamm, and then went to Pariser Strasse, which would take her to Julius’s office. With every minute the colors of the dahlias became more intense. The vulnerable pink hues defended themselves from the hurtful atmosphere.

Although she was tempted to lose herself in the dahlias’ frail beauty or in the faces of the children she passed, Amanda was shaken back to reality by the realization that she and her husband were the only ones who hadn’t yet fled. Her cousins were in Poland. Her parents were dead, and so were his. What was left for them here?

She and Julius had friends in France: they could get secure safe passage and leave everything behind, starting afresh in Paris or some small town. Her husband even had patients who only needed to be asked in order to recommend them at the Office for Palestine on Meinekestrasse. But Julius felt he could not abandon his cardiac patients. Nowadays, they arrived for their appointments with a swastika in their lapel or on an armband. Julius turned a blind eye to these symbols that tormented Amanda so much.

“Nothing has changed,” he would tell her. “They’re still my patients. I see only their hearts, I don’t read their minds.”

When Amanda entered the office, Fräulein Zimmer looked up from behind the giant mahogany desk stacked with thick medical files. Her expression was far from welcoming, for she knew that whenever Amanda interrupted the doctor with one of her surprise visits, he would cancel his appointments or postpone those that weren’t urgent.

Amanda sat in the gloomy waiting room as close as possible to the office door, hoping it would open at any moment. First she heard voices and laughter; then out came a tall, gray-haired man in a dark brown suit with a swastika glinting in his lapel. As he entered the room, he noticed Amanda, who rose to her feet. He stared at her as though wondering why a beautiful young German woman would be in need of a heart consultation.

Whenever she felt she was being examined in this way, Amanda lowered her eyes, in a gesture that some might have interpreted as submission. Following behind this imposing man was a youngster in his image, with the same blunt features: widely spaced eyes, snub-nosed, thick eyebrows, and almost nonexistent lips. His suit hung so loose on him it was impossible to tell if there were muscles or merely bones beneath the huge shoulder pads. His eyes looked as if they were about to pop out of their sockets, and his lips were a sickly purple.

When Julius saw her, he stepped past them, gave her a kiss, and put his arm around her.

“Your wife?” asked the stocky old man with an air of surprise. “She doesn’t seem…” His voice trailed off.

The younger man fixed his eyes on her with an expression that seemed to say, Why me, and not her? He belonged to a superior race; she was trying to hide behind an Aryan facade, but was obviously only an inferior, contemptible being. Why did he have to be the one, just when the nation most needed him, who had a heart so weak it could not even pump enough blood for him to breathe properly?

Father and son departed hastily, bidding goodbye to Fräulein Zimmer.

As soon as Amanda left the office on Julius’s arm, she felt invincible. The two of them were together; they needed nothing more. Julius gazed at her and she smiled. What would my life be without you? he thought. They made their way to Olivaer Platz in silence and sought refuge on a terrace overlooking the trees in the park, waiting for the sun to set. Julius ordered wine and something to eat.

“Today is the longest day of the year,” Amanda told him.

Life was going well for them. They were soon to be parents, and his medical practice was growing. Although the year had turned ominous with the rise of National Socialism, they had no thought of leaving behind everything they had built up. Why flee and start all over again? Julius thought. Where to?

They set out for home before having coffee, just as the sun was setting. Amanda’s steps slowed as they drew near, as if she was reluctant to arrive. Let’s take longer, let’s stay here, stop, she wanted to say. Julius fell in step with her silently, sensing what was troubling his wife. Gangs of youths were running in all directions in the encroaching gloom; no soldiers or police were anywhere to be seen.

Turning the corner, they spotted a disturbance outside the Garden of Letters. From afar, they could see Frau Strasser surrounded by neighbors and curious onlookers. Students came hurtling toward them pushing wheelbarrows overflowing with books. They were singing some kind of anthem, but Amanda couldn’t catch the words.

She saw her favorite customer, Fräulein Hilde Krahmer, running toward her.

“Hilde!” she cried out when she was a few feet away, her voice cracking. Julius squeezed his wife’s hand hard, as though begging her not to let fear engulf her.

The young woman, with cropped chestnut hair and a white blouse buttoned up to the neck, rushed up to them.

“They smashed the door in and took away all the books,” Hilde shouted.

All of them. Amanda’s only hope was that her most precious volume, the one that woke her from her dreams to go and save it, was still under her pillow. Hilde was still talking nervously, obviously distraught.

“I thought that after the big bonfire in May, the students would have calmed down, but instead… What has become of us, Amanda?”

When Amanda saw the orange glow emerge from behind Hilde, she knew this was the sign. A part of her life was going to perish in the flames together with those books.

As the three of them approached the Garden of Letters, they saw Frau Strasser standing outside with what looked like a hoe in her hand. She seemed pleased at having fulfilled her mission.

There were only a few young people watching the blaze. They were the sole onlookers; no one else seemed interested. Amanda wanted to scream, but instead she closed her eyes as she breathed in the smoky air, picturing all the leather, the paper, the glue succumbing to the heat of the fire. Tears streamed down Hilde’s cheeks and Julius’s eyes bore a dark gleam of sadness. Amanda’s face, however, was now frozen in a strange smile.

“They’re only burning paper. The books are still here,” she said, raising her first finger to her temple, all her anguish captured in a gesture. “If they really want them to disappear, they will have to burn all of us,” she declared. “Do they think they can incinerate everything I learned from my father? They can never do that, Hilde. My father’s voice will always be with me…”

She was unable to continue.

“There are still some good Germans left,” Hilde said, trying to console her.

“I’m German too. This is my country, no matter what they say.”

“A poet predicted this a century ago: ‘Where they burn books, they will also end up burning people.’ The chancellor has hypnotized everyone, especially the young people, who act on impulse.”

In her dreams, Amanda had already seen the bonfire. The flames reached right up to the clouds; the pile of books was higher than any building in Opernplatz. In the real world, it was no more than twenty or so students emboldened by their swastikas and the National Socialist youth anthem, taking revenge on a handful of books. There would be others, she knew. This was just the beginning.

There was nothing more they could do. As she said good night and hugged Hilde, Amanda sensed that a long, close friendship would unite them. Together they would recite phrases from their favorite authors in secret, and in doing so, keep them alive. She took Julius’s hand as they climbed the stairs to their apartment. They had survived the bonfire, at least this time, and Amanda had the satisfaction of having saved at least one book from the flames. It would remain with her until the day of her death.

“Let’s count the days until winter,” she murmured as they climbed the stairs back to their apartment. “When our daughter will be born.”

“But it’s only June, my darling,” Julius pointed out serenely. “We’ve a long way to go.”
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Viera Sternberg was born one cold morning in January 1934. She arrived at the dawn of a new year, with the first rays of sunshine struggling to pierce the thick Berlin clouds, heavy with snow and icy rain.

Winter was Amanda’s favorite season. During the months when the days were short, the calm of rainy evenings soothed her troubled mind. She took refuge in watching over her tiny daughter, who soon began following Amanda with her eyes when she heard her voice.

Amanda often read to the baby in French or Latin, from the botanical album she had saved from the bonfire. Viera would fall asleep lulled by languages that little by little became familiar sounds to her.

“Your grandfather adored Bourbon roses. You had to start them off in February, covered in dead leaves. He preferred roses that could withstand low temperatures, the strongest ones like Souvenir de la Malmaison and Madame Pierre Oger—they also had softer thorns.”

And as she breastfed her, Amanda would quote from the album, sometimes improvising comments about the flowers the way her father had done when he read to her as a child.

Ever since that summer solstice night, Amanda’s eyes wore a permanently doleful look. She struggled to smile as she breastfed a daughter who would grow up without books. She couldn’t help gazing at her with pity. Why bring a child into such a hostile world? she repeated to herself without feeling guilty that her daughter would suffer for her mistake and the hatred of others. In her waking hours, she waited anxiously for night, so that time would go by more quickly, but in her dreams she saw a desolate future in which she was just another book, destined for the bonfire. One day she too would die in agony amid the flames.

Now, when Julius arrived home his first kiss was for Viera. He appeared later and later each night, because since the birth of their child his patients had almost doubled in number.

“My little Viera has brought us good luck,” he would say, referring to the cardiac problems that were proliferating in the German capital. This National Socialist euphoria has shrunk many people’s hearts, thought Amanda.

When Julius moved away from her, Viera’s lips trembled; she screwed up her dark eyes and began to wail, her whole body turning bright red. He would pick her up, almost asleep, and rock her to the rhythm of her pulse, his movements echoing the beats of this tiny heart that had come into the world with the force of a tornado.

“My little Viera,” Julius whispered to her, though she could not yet understand. “Whenever you’re afraid and can feel your heart racing, start counting its beats. Count them and think of each one, because you’re the only person who can control them. As the silence between one beat and the next grows, your fear will start to disappear. We need those silences to exist, to think.”

The child’s wails grew less frequent, and Amanda also felt at peace with the sound of Julius’s voice.

“In summer we’ll rent a house at Wannsee, next to the lake,” he suggested before going to bed. Amanda hugged him with all her remaining strength.

In the darkness, Julius lay gazing at the delicate lines of his sleeping wife’s face, which seemed to be withering with each passing day.



On Friday afternoons, though, despite the cold and rain, Amanda blossomed. Hilde came to visit her after midday, when her classes finished in the eastern part of the city. If the weather was bad, they would settle by the window and drink exotic herbal teas that Hilde brought back from her trips to Paris, and watch people scurrying by in the rain. If it was sunny, they would stroll down the avenues pushing Viera’s baby carriage. A thick mop of reddish hair was already growing on her head, and the first freckles had sprouted on her cheeks. The baby enjoyed these walks, and the bouncing of the carriage on the cobbles sent her gently to sleep. They would stop off at Georg’s café near Olivaer Platz and beneath the dim amber light of lamps that had once been gas-lit, warm themselves in the hope that the spring would quickly give way to summer.

If Viera became anxious, Amanda would take her in her arms, cradle her, and whisper in her ear, “One day we’ll go to Greece and live on one of the islands, far from all of this. Papa will open his practice with views over the sea…”

“Viera is the spitting image of her father,” Hilde would comment, which made Amanda swell with pride.

Hilde wasn’t very maternal, but she loved to be included in her friend’s fantasies. Her family lived in the south of Germany, but she had come to Berlin to study. When she qualified as an elementary school teacher, her parents bought her a small apartment in Mitte and she gave classes on Greek mythology at a nearby private girls’ school she loathed. She was fascinated by French literature, and although she had only a basic knowledge of the language, she read the German translations she used to find in the Garden of Letters.

From behind, she looked like an adolescent. She went to the hairdresser every week to keep her hair cropped to show her neck and the angular line of her chin. Her thick, dark eyebrows and black eyes contrasted with her lips, which were always a bright crimson. When she was emotional or frightened, red blotches would appear on her throat and chest, as if blood were seeping through her pores.

Whenever she had some free days from teaching, she would travel to Paris by train to meet her girlfriends in the capital of leisure and celebration. “Life is more lighthearted in Paris,” she told Amanda.

She was the black sheep of the family, Hilde explained, because she had made it very clear she would never get married, much less bring children into a world she was ashamed of. Since her ideas were anathema to the new Germany and could cause her problems, her family attempted to keep her safe by helping her financially so that she could travel and continue to live in the capital where they, conservatives from the south, hoped there would be greater tolerance for her rebellious ideas.

“I’m going to Paris next Friday to see some of my friends. I need a bit of fresh air; this city is choking me. I can only breathe easily when I’m with you.”

Amanda imagined Hilde and her friends all dressed in baggy pants and with modern haircuts, perfumed with herbal and wood essences, as they strolled down the narrow streets leading to the Seine, visiting the bookshops in Le Marais or searching in the bouquiniste stalls for a lost edition of a classic.

Every Friday when she and Hilde returned home before sunset, Hilde helped her cook dinner for Julius, they put Viera to bed, and lit two small candles in the dining room lined with empty bookshelves.



One day after her Paris trip, Hilde appeared with handfuls of Swiss chocolates and bags of aromatic teas.

“You have to convince Julius to move to Paris,” she told Amanda. “If you could see the streets in Le Marais… You’d be free there, you might even be able to open your bookstore again. Though sometimes I wonder if I should continue going there. They don’t like Germans. They all say that Germany’s warlike attitude could start another conflict like in nineteen-fourteen. God help us…”

Amanda was overwhelmed by her friend’s insistence that they should pack their bags and leave the city they had always considered theirs, yet she felt it was inevitable.

“Lots of families like yours have moved from here to Le Marais. You both speak French, so what more do you need?”

Yes, everyone was fleeing, and according to the newspapers the stories of those who were leaving were increasingly sordid. Amanda had decided to cut herself off from the slander on the radio and in the press. They kept repeating over and over that the emigrants had stolen their family fortunes and abandoned their old folk in run-down apartments with no electricity or hot water. That they left their children, with a star of David around their necks, in church doorways.

“This summer we’re going to the lake,” Amanda responded calmly, to put a stop to any thought of exile. Her husband wasn’t yet ready for it. But she was.
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During their stay that summer in the house by the lake at Wannsee, Amanda told her husband she was pregnant again. Neither of them greeted this news with great enthusiasm: they found it hard to imagine raising another child in this environment of fear and darkness.

One morning, a moving shadow appeared on the path to the house. Julius went to the front door, and Amanda glimpsed him talking, crestfallen, with the owner, while she kept her eye on Viera, who by now could crawl and hide in corners. When Julius came back, he stood in silence for a few seconds, and Amanda immediately understood. She picked up her daughter and turned to him.
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