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To Emma, Anna, and Lucas






Night travelers are full of light.

—RUMI









ACT ONE








1 Berlin, March 1931


The night Lilith was born, winter storms raged in the midst of spring.

Windows closed. Curtains drawn. Ally Keller writhed in pain on the damp sheets. The midwife clutched Ally’s ankles.

“This time it’s coming.”

After the contraction, the very last one, her life would change. Marcus, Ally thought. She wanted to cry out his name.

Marcus couldn’t answer her. He was far away. The only contact they had now was the occasional letter. Ally had started to forget his scent. Even his face had faded into darkness for a moment. She looked down at herself on the bed as though she were some other woman, as though the body in labor wasn’t her own.

“Marcus,” she said aloud, her mind increasingly restless.

After everything they’d been through together, after all they’d said and shared, Marcus had become a shadow to her. Their child would grow up without a father. Perhaps her father had never really wanted her after all. Perhaps this was always meant to be her daughter’s destiny. What right did she have to interfere?

The night Lilith was born, Ally thought of her own mother. She couldn’t recall a single lullaby, an embrace, a kiss. She had spent her childhood surrounded by tutors, perfecting her handwriting and use of language, learning new vocabulary words and proper grammatical constructions. Numbers were a nightmare, science was dull, and geography left her disoriented. All she cared about was escaping into the make-believe stories that led her on journeys back in time.

“Join us in the real world, would you?” her mother would say. “Life isn’t a fairy tale.”

Her mother let her go her own way. She had sensed what Ally’s life would be, and how powerless she was to stop it. Given the direction Germany was heading, she knew that her rebellious, headstrong daughter was a lost cause. With hindsight, Ally could see her mother had been right all along.

“You’re falling asleep.” The midwife’s agitated voice interrupted her thoughts, her hands stained with a yellowish liquid. “You need to concentrate if you want to get this over with.”

The midwife was seasoned: she could boast of the requisite nine hundred hours of training, had helped deliver more than one hundred babies.

“Not a single dead baby, not one. Nor a mother either, not one,” she had told Ally when she took her on.

“She’s one of the best,” the agency had assured her.

“One day we’ll enact a law to make sure that all babies born in our country are delivered by a German midwife,” the woman at the agency had added, raising her voice. “Purity upon purity.”

Perhaps I should have found one with no experience, no idea how to bring a baby into the world, Ally thought.

“Look at me!” the midwife snapped. “Unless you do your bit, I can’t do my job properly. You’re going to make me look bad.”

Ally began to tremble. The midwife seemed to be in a hurry. Ally thought she might have another pregnant woman waiting for her. She couldn’t stop thinking that this woman’s fingers, her hands were inside her, delving around. Saving one life while destroying another.

The night Lilith was born, Ally tried to imagine herself back in the apartment on the riverbank with Marcus: the two of them, hidden in the moonlight, making plans for life as a family, as if such a thing were possible. The morning light always took them by surprise. Caught unawares, they began closing windows and drawing curtains to stay in the dark they’d made their haven.

“We should run away,” she once said to Marcus, while they were lying curled up in bed.

She waited for his response in silence, knowing that for Marcus there could only be one answer. Nobody could convince him otherwise.

“If things are bad for us here, in America it would only be worse,” he would say. “Every day that goes by, more people see us as the enemy.”

To Ally, Marcus’s fear was abstract. It lay in hidden forces, like a gathering wave they couldn’t see, but that would one day, apparently, drown them all. So she chose to ignore Marcus’s forebodings and those of his artist friends; she was hopeful that the storm would pass. Marcus had dreams of working in movies. He had already appeared in one film, in a minor role as a musician, and he had said she should go with him to Paris where he hoped to be cast in another. But then she became pregnant and everything changed.

Her parents were beside themselves. They sent her to live in their empty apartment in Mitte, in the center of Berlin, to hide their shame. They told her that it was the last thing they’d do for her. How she chose to live beyond that point was her problem, not theirs. In the letter her mother had written, she could hear her firm, deliberate voice, with its Bavarian lilt. Ally hadn’t heard from her since.

Ally learned of her father’s death from a notice in the newspaper. The same day, she also received a letter about a small inheritance her father had left her. She imagined that back in Munich there would have been prayers, Ave Marias, veiled windows, and stilted conversations that trailed off into murmurs. She thought of her mother shrouded in mourning, a mourning that for her began the day Ally left. Ally was convinced that when her mother died, she would leave instructions for the news of her death not to be made public, to ensure that her death would go unnoticed, so her daughter wouldn’t get the chance to weep for her. Ally didn’t deserve even that much. Her mother’s vengeance would be silence.

She recalled the feeling of being alone in the vast Mitte apartment, losing herself in its corridors, its rooms full of shadows and painted a muddy green, which she felt would consume her. It was then that the letters from Marcus began to arrive. This isn’t the country I want for my child, don’t come back to Düsseldorf, life here grows more difficult by the day. They don’t want us in America either. Nobody wants us. Sometimes they were not so much answers to her own letters but diatribes.

A cry filled the room. It had come from her chest, her choking throat, her stiffened arms. She felt torn in two. The stabbing pains in her belly spread to her whole body and she clung desperately to the bars of the bed.

“Marcus!” Her shout, guttural, startled the midwife.

“Who’s Marcus? The father? There’s nobody here. Come on now, don’t stop, you’re nearly there. One more push and you’ve done it!”

Her body stiffened and a shiver ran through her. Her lips, trembling, dry. Her belly tensed to a point and then shrank, as though the living being within her had dissolved. She had brought on a storm. She felt the gusts of wind and rain lashing down. Thunderclaps and hailstones pounded her. She was tearing apart. Her abdomen contracted. Opening her increasingly heavy legs, she let something out, a sort of mollusk. A smell of rust invaded the room’s fetid air. The tiny body had taken all the warmth of her belly with it. Her skin quivered.

A lengthy silence. Ally stretched out her legs and closed her eyes. Tears mingled with sweat. The midwife picked up the inert baby by its feet and snipped through the umbilical cord. With the other hand she tossed the placenta into a dish of bloody water, and on one corner of the bed, began to wash the newborn with tepid water.

“It’s a girl.” The midwife’s voice resonated in the room, which was otherwise glaringly silent.

What’s happened? Why isn’t she crying? She’s stillborn, she thought.

Her throat was still burning; her belly throbbed. She could no longer feel her legs.

At that instant, the baby let out a soft whimper like a wounded animal. Little by little, the whimper grew to a howl. Eventually, it became a wail. Ally didn’t react.

Meanwhile, the midwife began rubbing the baby, more relaxed now that she’d done her job. When she saw the bluish tinge of her clean face, her anxiety returned. A lack of oxygen, she deduced. Tentatively, she opened the baby’s mouth and inspected the purple gums. Thinking there might be a blockage in the windpipe, she poked her index finger into the newborn’s tiny throat. She looked at the baby, and at Ally, who still had her eyes closed.

The little baby wouldn’t stop crying as the midwife roughly wrapped her in a clean sheet. Only her face peeped out. The midwife pursed her lips, handing the baby over to Ally the way one transfers a foreign object.

“It’s a Rhineland bastard. You’ve brought a mischling into the world. This girl isn’t German, she’s Black.”

Ally sat up and took the baby on her lap. The newborn instantly settled.

“Lilith,” Ally murmured. “Her name means light.”






2 Seven Years Later Berlin, March 1938


Dusk.

“Lilith, run! Run, and don’t look back!” Ally cried, her eyes shut tight. “Keep going, don’t slow down.”

The streetlamps flashed silvery threads on the wooden and bronze benches in the Tiergarten. Ally twirled around with her arms outstretched, creating a whirlwind of leaves. For a moment she had made the world stand still, forming a protective cloud all around her. When she opened her eyes, it was the park that was spinning; the trees were falling in on her, and she couldn’t steady herself. She felt she might pass out.

By night, the Tiergarten, in the middle of Berlin, was like a labyrinth.

“Lilith?” Ally whispered.

Her daughter had played the game perfectly: she couldn’t be seen.

With the avenue in front and the trees behind her, Ally sighed. She thought she was alone, outside the halo of light from the streetlamp, but when she turned around, a group of young men was standing before her, wearing gray uniforms. She felt the prickle of fear. You might be able to hold back the tears, raise the corners of your lips, hide the shaking legs and sweating palms, but the dread would always be there, finding its way to the surface somehow and weakening you. The hunter can smell fear. But the uniformed youths smiled at her, raised their right arms in salute. She was the image of a vigorous, perfect German woman.

“Sieg heil!”

If they only knew, she thought.

A gust of wind cleared away the clouds. The moon shone down on her, on her blond hair and porcelain skin. Ally was radiant. One of the youths turned around to look at her, as though she were some kind of magical apparition in the Tiergarten, a Valkyrie on the way to meet her fate. The young men marched off. She was alone again, in the darkness.

“Mommy?” Lilith’s voice raised her from her stupor. “Did I do well this time?”

Without looking down, Ally ran her hands over her daughter’s curly, crinkly hair, as she trotted alongside her. Ally alone was bathed in light. Lilith was shadow.

“Let’s go home.”

“But did I do well, Mommy?”

“Of course you did, Lilith, as you do every night. You get better each time.”

In the darkness they went unnoticed. The passersby ignored them, nobody looked at them in astonishment, pursed their lips in disgust, or lowered their gaze pityingly. Nobody hurled stones or insults, and the children didn’t run after them, protected by their purity, yelling songs about the jungle or chimpanzees.

By night they felt free.

“By night, we’re all the same color,” Ally would murmur to her daughter when they walked, as though reciting one of her poems.

Ally was always writing, no matter where she was. She didn’t need pencil or paper; her mind worked more quickly than her hands, she used to tell Lilith. She recited poems to her, poems with a musical cadence that filled Lilith with joy.

“What do you mean, Mommy?”

“What I mean is: the night belongs to us, to me and you. The night is ours.”



It was around Lilith’s seventh birthday that Ally’s nightmares began. What sort of mother dreams about her child dying? she thought. She only had herself to blame, for having brought her into the world. For having to live in endless flight.

In their apartment building, hidden in a shady, dead-end street in Mitte, they never used the elevator, but always walked up and down the dark staircase so that they didn’t bump into any neighbors. She had heard the Strassers, who lived in the same apartment block, complaining, harping back to a triumphant past. The day she moved into the apartment, before Lilith was born, they had invited her in for coffee. The rooms were filled with trophies they had brought back from far-off lands: sphinxes, fragments of stone faces, clay and marble arms. They loved ruins. Frau Strasser went through life suffocated by a corset that left her permanently cantankerous, snubbing anyone who didn’t dress like her and her magnificent offspring. The mere act of walking left her struggling for breath, and even in winter she was plagued by beads of sweat that threatened to spoil her makeup. They had two daughters, each one as perfect as the sun. The feminine ideal, the likes of which often graced the cover of Das Deutsche Mädel, the magazine of the League of German Girls that everyone adored.

Ever since Lilith was born, they had avoided Ally. One day Herr Strasser had even dared to spit at her as they passed each other in the street outside the apartment. Ally’s bag of fruit had fallen to the ground, and the apples rolled across the pavement, gathering dark, wet dust as they went.

“Those apples are cleaner than you,” Herr Strasser had said after launching the ball of phlegm that landed by her feet.

Insults were no longer veiled. Ally had gone through the bronze and wooden doorway into the building that was no longer her refuge. She saw her neighbors, the Herzogs, looking frightened, walking through the threshold of apartment 1B. They had witnessed her humiliation, and probably felt sorry for her. They too had been insulted, on more than one occasion.

The Herzogs owned a small lighting store outside the S-Bahn station in the Hackescher Markt. Ally had once thought about going into the store to shelter from an icy downpour, but in the end she hadn’t: she saw the six-pointed star on the shop window, and inside it the most offensive word to describe someone at the time, Jude. She bowed her head and carried on walking, wet and trembling. The last time she got off the S-Bahn, she saw from a distance what remained of the shop. The windows had been smashed, and all the lamps destroyed. There was glass everywhere. It was impossible to avoid treading on it. She shuddered as it splintered underfoot; it was part of the symphony of the city. Each footstep reduced the fragments to dust, until they were gone. Nobody in Berlin needs light anymore, she thought, and turned in the opposite direction. I suppose we’ll all live in the shadows from now on.

Ally had lost her capacity to feel shocked; nothing offended her anymore. Words didn’t frighten her; nor did Herr Strasser’s spit, which was merely a tiresome, petty nuisance.

Fortunately, she was alone that day, as she was almost every afternoon. Lilith had stayed home with Herr Professor, her neighbor and mentor. His name was Bruno Bormann, but they both called him Opa. He hadn’t liked it at first. “Am I so old that you can call me Gramps?” he would say. But now he always announced his arrival in the apartment with “Opa’s feeling tired,” “Opa’s hungry,” “Opa needs someone to sing to him,” or “Don’t you have a kiss and a cuddle for Opa?”

“You know, Lilith,” Herr Professor told her when they read together and she asked questions about destiny, “you’re older than Opa. You have an old soul.”

The three of them ate dinner together almost every night, unless Herr Professor was meeting his old colleagues from the university where he had taught literature for over two decades. There weren’t many of them left. Some had died, and others had fled to America to escape the horror and shame of what was happening in their country. Herr Professor had once been revered; devoted students often quoted his literary musings. When he first became a lecturer, he imagined himself gray-haired and with a walking stick still teaching students and was determined to continue teaching until he drew his final breath. But times had changed. Fear and denunciations had set in, and he no longer trusted the professors who had chosen to stay, or the new students. These angry young people were the ones who now decided what should be taught in the sacred German academy, and what should disappear forever from the curriculum. The professors, deans, and even the university rector were as afraid of being denounced by a student as they were of being hit by a stray bullet. One morning he arrived at the university to find several empty shelves in the library; first editions scattered on the floor and trampled on.

“Books are no longer seen as useful in this country,” he told Ally. “Who cares about reading the classics these days? How long will it go on, my dear Ally? You and I are survivors; we belong to another era. The new generation only wants to listen to the Führer’s speeches, the Führer’s tirades.”

Herr Professor, with his mild manners and perfect enunciation, had a voice that resonated without being raised, so that it could be heard in every corner of the house. He was Lilith’s tutor. Thanks to him, the little girl had been able to read and write with startling fluency from the age of five. She devoured books she couldn’t fully understand, underlining words on the pages of books that she took, without asking permission, from Herr Professor’s vast library.

Ally’s and Herr Professor’s front doors, side by side, were rarely locked.

“We ought to knock down the wall between our apartments. Then Opa wouldn’t have to visit you both,” Herr Professor had once suggested, teasingly.

Lilith had smiled at the idea, thinking she would be able to peruse his library anytime she liked, not just at night, the only time she was permitted to step outside the apartment, taking care not to let the ghosts—their name for the neighbors—see her.

Ally knew little about Herr Professor’s life before they had met, but she considered him a key part of hers. She knew he had once, in his words, “made a blunder,” that is, fallen in love. She had never pressed him for details.

“Mistakes like that can change the course of your life, but fortunately we don’t normally fall in love twice. Once is enough,” the old man had said.

At present, Lilith was engrossed in a leather-bound book, written in an unfathomable language, entitled Eugenics, a word she didn’t dare say aloud. She pored over the illustrations of human bodies, diseases, dystrophies, perfection, and imperfection, and came to a halt on a little girl’s flawless face.

“Opa, I want you to start teaching me English today, right now.”

“If I teach you English, it won’t be for you to read that book, but to understand the Great Poet.”

Starting that night, they began reading aloud Shakespeare’s sonnets, written in old-fashioned English, without bothering to try to work out what they meant.

“To learn a language, the first thing to do is capture its musicality, untangle your tongue, relax your facial muscles,” Herr Professor explained. “The rest will follow in due course.”

Lilith lit up, thrilled by this exciting new world that had just opened up to her. “Let’s find Mommy so she can listen to us!”

“We should leave your mother in peace. She needs to write, and write a lot. It does her good, especially when she’s weary.”

“It’s my fault that Mommy doesn’t sleep.”

“No, Lilith. It’s the Führer’s fault, the fact that he believes he’s Odin. You’ve got nothing to do with it.”

“Mommy doesn’t like us to mention his name…”

From the moment she woke up, Lilith spent nearly all her time with Herr Professor. At lunchtime the three would eat together, and the little girl would be captivated by his stories, which ranged from the glories of ancient Babylon to Greek mythology; endless speeches about gods and demigods, or the Doric temples of the Acropolis, that might suddenly end up in the Greco-Persian Wars. Herr Professor was as happy talking about Aphrodite, Hephaestus, and Ares and their place in the Temple of the Twelve Olympian Gods, as the battles of the Nubians and the Assyrians.

One afternoon, Herr Professor found Lilith in front of the bathroom mirror, the only spot in his apartment without books. The little girl drew closer to the glass, as though trying to find an answer to her doubts, slowly stroking her hair and eyebrows. When she realized Herr Professor was watching her, she jumped, startled.

“Mommy is so pretty.”

“And so are you.”

“But I don’t look like her. I want to look like her.”

“You have the same profile, the same lips, your eyes are the same shape.”

“But my skin…”

“Your skin is beautiful. Just look how it glows next to mine.”

They stood together in front of the mirror. Lilith untied her curls. Herr Professor swept the gray hairs from his forehead and ran his hand down over his stomach.

“I’m going to have to do something with this belly, it’s getting bigger every day. I may be old, but at least I still have all my hair!”

They laughed. To Lilith, Herr Professor was like a friendly giant who watched over them.

Some days he climbed up the wooden stepladder next to the wardrobe in the little room beside the kitchen. Perched on the top rung, he handed down boxes lined in red velvet. That was where he kept the family photographs that his mother, a tall, robust woman, had sorted in her final years. Lilith loved going through the pictures of strangers, people from so long ago that even Herr Professor couldn’t remember their names.

“Little Bruno was afraid of the dark,” he once said, pointing to a photo of himself as a toddler. “We’re not though, are we, Lilith?”

The little girl burst into laughter at the sight of a bald, chubby baby perched on a lace cushion in one of the photographs.

“You’ve had a grumpy face since you were born! That couldn’t be anyone but you.”

“We were all babies once, and before we die, we go back to that time when we depend on someone doing everything for us.”

“Don’t worry, Opa, I’ll look after you.”

Late at night, after Lilith had gone to bed, Ally and Herr Professor would make a pot of tea to ward off sleep. They remained silent; they had no need of words to communicate. After a few minutes, Ally would lean her head on his lap, and he would stroke her hair, a smoky gray in the darkness.

“We’ll find a way, we will,” he repeated. “Lilith’s a clever girl. She’s a prodigy, very special.”

“Opa, time’s against us. Lilith is nearly seven years old,” Ally said, her breathing ragged.

“We can trust Franz.” Herr Professor’s hands were trembling.

Franz Bouhler was one of Herr Professor’s former students. His mother had insisted he study science so that he could go on to work in his cousin Philipp’s laboratory. Philipp had begun research that, according to Franz, was going to change the way they saw the world. His true passion though, was for literature. He wrote poetry and had enrolled in Herr Professor’s literature classes. After Herr Professor retired, Franz continued to visit him and share his writing.

“Franz is a dreamer,” Ally said.

“We all are,” Herr Professor said. “When I waked, I cried to dream again.”

Since Franz began to visit them, he had become their only contact with the outside world. Lilith was growing up quickly, and every day it was more noticeable that she was a mischling child, a Rhineland bastard, who by law would have to be sterilized to survive in the new Germany. They avoided the radio news, and there were no newspapers in their homes. When they went out at night, they lowered their gaze so as not to see the avalanche of triumphalist white, red, and black posters inundating the city.

Herr Professor would sometimes edit Franz’s grandiloquent poems, which were filled with hope, in contrast to the dark, pessimistic lyricism of Ally’s own verses. It was Franz’s fresh, youthful spirit—he was four years younger than Ally—that drove her to seek shelter in him. Wednesday afternoons were their time. Ally felt safe walking around the small streets of Mitte alongside the tall man, with his strapping arms, clumsy movements, but with a sweetness that gave him an almost childlike air. He always wore gray flannel, and she a woolen trench coat in reddish tones that shifted color according to the day’s changing light.

Franz read Ally’s poems devotedly. He admired the simplicity of her verses. In his work, he was constantly looking for increasingly complex constructions to get across an idea that always ended up seeming trite within twenty-four hours. Ally tried to understand Franz’s texts, his rhetoric, but was overwhelmed by his storm of words. She put it down to his innocence.

To Lilith, Franz was something between a Greek god and a big brother. When he arrived, she ran into his arms and buried her face in his neck, as he scooped her up and held her in the air.

“What do you have for me today, Little Light?” Franz would say to her. “Ask me anything.”

They could while away hours telling each other how they had spent the day: for her, getting up, washing her face, having a drink of water, reading with Herr Professor, going to bed and smiling; for him, studying huge books about the parts of the body and writing the most beautiful poem a German had ever created, and which she would soon be able to read for herself. For Franz, this was the closest thing he had to a home. He avoided dinnertime at his house, with his mother, a widow who only gave orders. She considered it a weakness to be writing poems that wouldn’t get him anywhere and reading books that would one day end up in a bonfire.

“Germany doesn’t need any more writers,” his mother had said to him. “What Germany needs are soldiers prepared to serve their country.”

Ally’s home was the only one the young man visited that didn’t have a portrait of the Führer hanging over the mantle. And the little girl could see that when Franz was there, her mother was happy. With him, they were not afraid of ghosts, or of the Führer. Nobody could hurt them. Franz was a barricade.

Then, they began preparations for Lilith’s seventh birthday. The number kept them awake at night. There were no more smiles, they no longer recited poems in the dark. Dinnertime was a silent affair once more.

“Seven,” Lilith repeated, as though the number had become her prison sentence.






3 Eight Years Earlier Düsseldorf, June 1929


If you don’t hurry up, we’ll be late,” Ally shouted, already standing at the front door.

When she saw Stella come out of the bathroom, she chuckled.

“Red? And with all that cleavage on display? Where do you think we’re going?”

“To have fun!” Stella said.

“Wearing red will only get you noticed by the Vampire.”

The two smiled and hurried down the stairs.

It was only eight at night and the city was quiet. The days were getting longer, and the streetlamps on each corner were still unlit. They crossed empty boulevards, avoiding the puddles a tentative summer shower had left behind.

When they got to U-Bahn station, on the Altstadt line, the platform was deserted. It felt as though the plague that had ravaged the world a decade earlier had returned.

“Everyone pays too much attention to the newspaper headlines,” Ally said.

“How scary, the Vampire of Düsseldorf is lying in wait for us,” Stella mocked. “Somehow I don’t think we’d be the ideal bait for him.”

“Ideal? I don’t think this vampire is so discerning. His victim is just the first girl he comes across.”

“Well, anyway, we came out to have fun.”

They were the only passengers in their carriage. On one of the doors was a poster offering a reward for the capture of the Vampire: ten thousand reichsmark. The two looked at each other in surprise and traveled the rest of the journey in silence. They had never been afraid before, but now they were alarmed, although they didn’t dare admit it. In a few minutes they would reach their stop, and there were bound to be plenty of people milling around the Brauerei Schumacher. Marcus and Tom were meeting them a few blocks from there. Why would anyone want to stay in on a Saturday night in summer? They had decided that no vampire—real or imaginary—was going to stop them doing as they pleased. The attacker—who had sexually assaulted little girls, women, old ladies, and even men in the area close to the River Rhine, and then stabbed them until they bled to death—had made the front page of every German newspaper. The police, business owners, and general populace were on high alert. And so were they.

The latest victim had been found near Central Station, lying naked on a mattress in a hotel room. She had been strangled, but her body showed no other signs of violence, and there were no traces of blood. Some doubted whether it was the work of the same killer.

Since they had moved from Munich to Düsseldorf together, Ally and Stella had promised themselves they would be independent. Although their families helped them out, they both spent the afternoons working in a department store in the center of town, selling perfumes. “Everyone hides beneath scents,” Ally used to say. Berlin was meant to be their final destination, but they decided to stay a while in the city on the banks of the Rhine, because of the music. Stella wanted to be a dancer; Ally a writer.

Every Saturday morning, Ally wrote long poems while Stella slept. They would have liked to live closer to the center, in a two-bedroom apartment, but over time they had grown accustomed to living in such close quarters.

During the week at midday, they would try to memorize the ingredients of the perfumes, which came in little bottles made by craftsmen seemingly obsessed with eternal passion. Standing behind the counter of a perfumery that looked more like an apothecary, they spoke like experts about aniseed, Oriental teas, calamus, pomegranate, myrtle, cypress, and dried Bulgarian rose petals.

On Saturday nights, they crossed the city, all the way to the cabaret club where they met Marcus and Tom, relishing rhythms their parents would have despised.

“If our parents knew we were going out with Black musicians they’d disown us,” Stella said, giggling.

“Marcus is German,” Ally corrected her.

“And Tom’s American,” Stella added. “But they’re both Black.”

They pushed their way through the crowd, who, like them, had chosen to ignore the Vampire. The wall of the popular brewery was covered in reward posters. Ten thousand, they heard between laughter and snippets of conversation, like a litany. Everyone wanted to catch the Vampire, and kept their eyes peeled, trying to spot a culprit. Some tried to use themselves as bait. If you worked in a pair, it was said, you could catch the most feared and wanted man in Germany.

Conversations blended into noise. People shouted to one another, while Stella hurried Ally, who was bumping into passersby, thrown off balance by phrases that came at her like blows.

“I bet it’s a stinking Jew. We need to do away with them once and for all.”

“It seems to me that it’s one of the Blacks who’ve flooded the city thanks to the Jews.”

“More like thanks to the French. They are the ones who filled their army with Negroes.”

“What would you do with ten thousand reichsmark?” Ally overheard a girl ask her boyfriend.

“We’d go to Berlin,” he replied.

Berlin, Ally thought. Marcus and I could go to Berlin.

In the passageway under the soft light from the side door of Schall und Rauch, Ally spotted Marcus and her heart began to race. He smiled when he saw her, waving his hand to signal for her to hurry up. Ally left Stella’s side and ran over to him.

“You kept me waiting for hours,” he whispered in her ear.

“Don’t exaggerate,” she said, kissing him.

Marcus opened the door to let Stella through. He remained in the light of the doorway, Ally in his arms. Totally still and at peace.

“We should go in,” she said.

“You’re here now. I don’t care if we’re late going on.”

He took a step back and drank her in with his eyes.

“You look at me as though I might evaporate any second.”

He smiled at this, then he took her hand, and they went into the dark corridor. Climbing the stairs up to the stage, they sensed the hustle and bustle in the wings. Cigarette smoke mingled with the smell of beer. As she passed by, Ally brushed against the heavy curtains, sending up a cloud of dust particles that seemed to give off their own light.

They could hear discordant snatches of music from out on the stage. The comedian’s voice rang out like howls of protest over the audience’s laughter.

“Now you’ll go out and calm them down,” Ally said to Marcus, finally up in the dressing room.

It was small, a kind of attic, with clothes and musical instruments strewn about on the knotty wooden floorboards. There were empty beer bottles around the room, a bottle of whisky, glasses everywhere, piles of newspapers. Several photographs hung on the walls. She recognized Marcus in one of the images, and behind him the Eiffel Tower. He had his arms stretched out to either side and his saxophone at his feet.

Marcus picked up his horn, kissed Ally, and left her in the dressing room. She went over to a photograph of Marcus stuck to the mirror, and as she was reaching out to touch it, Stella interrupted her.

“Are you going to stay here all night, or do you want to listen to them? Come on, let’s go.”

They found a table near the stage but off to one side from which they could see the musicians and the audience. From where they were, the sound came to them distorted. Still, Ally, who had only recently been introduced to jazz by Marcus, reveled in those cadences. Few people in the audience paid attention. It was background music, meant to fill the interval until the next comedian came on, followed by the dancers with their bare midriffs. In the audience, women were sitting on tables. A couple of them were dancing in one corner. A boisterous group seemed to be making up a song about German excellence. At one of the central tables sat three young men with made-up faces, reddish-purple lips, and slicked back hair. Ally’s puzzled gaze rested on a table at the back, where six men in suits and black ties were sitting. They still had their hats on. Their eyes were fixed on the stage, faces tense.

“Who are they?” Ally asked Stella, surreptitiously gesturing toward them.

“Them?” Stella asked, pointing. “No idea, but I bet they’re not much fun.”

When the music finished, the spotlights roamed over the club, from the musicians to the applauding audience. The light came to rest on Ally. One of the men removed his hat and fixed his gaze on her.

With the stage in darkness, a voice came over the loudspeakers.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the moment you’ve all been waiting for. Our illustrious Master of Ceremonies…”

A drumroll, a lengthy pause, and the lights came up on a man in full makeup, wearing an unbuttoned white shirt, no trousers, a suspender belt, garters, and high-heeled shoes. He took off his top hat, gave a curtsy, and as the cymbals crashed, he tumbled forward onto the floor. The audience roared. From the shadows, a white dog wearing a huge pink chiffon bow ran across to him, snuggling against his legs.

“Couldn’t you be a little more discreet?” the MC stage-whispered to the dog, prompting another smattering of laughter.

The MC stroked the dog, a macabre expression on his face. The two of them waited in silence for some signal from the orchestra, a discordant note. Then the man stood up reluctantly, and the stage was plunged into darkness. Moments later, a pin spot illuminated a tiny piece of the stage, then opened slowly in time to a jaunty tune, to reveal the MC’s bare backside, and that of the dog as well. A trumpet blared, and the audience clapped and cheered.

The show continued, but Ally didn’t pay much attention to it, lost in her own thoughts. When a loud clang from the stage roused her, she found herself alone at the table. Ally glanced around the theater, wondering where Stella had gone. The men sitting at the back table had also disappeared. Ally got to her feet and went backstage, barging past the dancers to get to the dressing room. She was taken aback by the silence when she entered. She saw Stella in Tom’s arms, looking distraught. Marcus was packing away his saxophone.

“They’ve taken Lonnie to Mühlenstrasse police station,” Stella told her, stifling a sob. “Those men at the back, the dreary-looking ones? They were policemen.”

“But why take Lonnie?” Ally asked.

Nobody answered.

“Come on, we should get going,” Marcus said, taking her by the hand. They left the cabaret without saying goodbye to anyone.

They walked, heads bowed, for quite some time. Ally hoped Marcus would start the conversation, but in the end gave up waiting.

“What are they accusing Lonnie of? Can you at least explain? Are we just going to leave, without doing anything?”

“There’s nothing we can do, Ally. They’re the ones with the power.”

“I don’t understand,” Ally said.

“You don’t have to be guilty of anything, they can cart you off to prison anyway. Lonnie is Black. That in itself makes him guilty. Tomorrow it might be me. The week after, Tom.”

“They must have had a reason to take him,” Ally insisted.

“Don’t be naïve. Because he missed a week at the club. That’s why they took him.”

“What does that matter to the police?”

“The week he was off work, a dead woman was found on the riverbank. You already know, if the Vampire really exists, he must be Black. We’re always the first ones they point the finger at. We’re the guilty ones. The savages, the murderers. One of the white musicians was off those same days. He hasn’t even been questioned.”

Ally didn’t know what to say, leaning into him in a show of comfort. His friend had been taken away, and he knew it could just as easily have been him. Marcus had been lucky.

“Unless another body appears, they won’t release him. As far as they’re concerned, he’s guilty.”

He wasn’t the first to have been detained. Their neighborhood butcher had made headlines a few months ago. Being Jewish and a butcher was the perfect combination for him to be suspected of the murders. Caricatures of the man filled the magazines and newspapers. The butcher ended up taking his own life in jail. He hanged himself using his bedsheets. A clear demonstration of his guilt, the judge had said. Girls, women, and old ladies could once more sleep easy in their beds; everyone could return to the park, to walking in the moonlight along the River Düssel. Peace returned to a city that had been plunged into terror. In one newspaper editorial, a city councilor went so far as to say that this was a sign that they needed to get rid of all the Jews, not just in the city plagued by so many murders, but in the whole country. Germany needed to recover its greatness. No more vampires. Then the Volksstimme published an anonymous letter that had been sent to the police. The real Vampire didn’t want to be denied the limelight: Today, just before midnight, you’ll find the next victim.

That night, a woman’s naked body was discovered in one of the squares. The Vampire had raped her on the riverbank. Her body was found by a drunkard, who instantly became a suspect.

The summer had unleashed the Vampire’s fury. A few hours after the first incident, a man was knifed as he sat reading the newspaper on a park bench, and a woman was repeatedly stabbed in the ribs while out walking in broad daylight.

It was only at night that Ally and Marcus dared to walk hand in hand, protected by the shadows. By day, one went in front of the other, Marcus in front, Ally behind. They knew that if they did the opposite, he could be arrested on suspicion of pursuing a defenseless woman. They were used to it now—it was the only way they could be together. Ally didn’t care whether she was seen by his side in the light of day. She would have dared to kiss him in public, embrace him, if he had let her, but Marcus walked with her as if they were conspirators. He knew that everyone would always see the Black man as the guilty one, the threat. She would always be the victim.

Stella, on the other hand, would only see Tom in the little room where the girls lived, where she often used to say two people were a crowd. She didn’t dare go out into the streets with him, and felt Ally was reckless, letting herself be seen with Marcus. It was one thing to have fun, enjoying themselves in the cabaret, and another to fall in love and dream of making a life together. Stella was forever telling her that such a thing would never be accepted in Düsseldorf, or anywhere in Germany.

But over time, Ally made it clear to her she was prepared to start a family with Marcus. His irreverence, his rebellious spirit, his sheer talent captivated her. With him she felt safe. Together they could take on the world, she thought. Since they only ever went out at night and met around the club, the festive atmosphere, music, and smoke were like a protective blanket to them. Some people saw her as a “loose woman,” as their landlady had once described her, spotting her going out on her own at night despite the police warnings. When women saw her with Marcus, it frightened them. They studied her face, trying to work out if she had been forced, or if she was with this strange specimen of her own volition. Men undressed her with their eyes, she could feel it. But the ones she feared were the Brownshirts. They sent a chill down her spine, and there were more of them every day, as though the godforsaken plague had returned and was blighting the country once more.

When they reached his Ellerstrasse apartment that night, Marcus took off his shoes, then his jacket, throwing it on the armchair by the window. Tonight, he didn’t bother hanging it carefully in the wardrobe to stop it getting creased. He climbed into bed. When Ally tried to get close, he rolled away from her.

“Do you want me to go?” Ally asked warily.

“Of course not. We need to sleep. We’ll know more tomorrow.”

Ally didn’t ask any more questions. She looked around the room, which she was trying to make more homey every day: the bronze-framed photograph of his German grandparents, whom Marcus had never known; an oil painting of the family home on the border with Alsace, which he had never visited either; a Chocolate Kiddies poster, from when Sam Wooding’s orchestra came to play in Berlin, and the only photograph of his mother, with her fair hair and languid eyes, on the bedside table that had a leg missing.

There were various copies of Der Artist piled up in one corner of the room, one with a headline in red: Schesbend. There was also Dvorak piano sheet music, and a program, signed by Sam Wooding, from the show at the Admiralspalast in Berlin three years earlier, the first time Marcus had heard the music of Duke Ellington. There were no pictures of his father. Marcus’s mother had met him in France and gave birth to their son alone, in Düsseldorf, far from her family. Soon after the baby was born, she had gotten work as a live-in domestic servant, and the family who took her on soon recognized her little boy’s musical talents, sponsoring piano lessons for Marcus when he was only four.

As a teenager, Marcus went to Paris, perhaps hoping to find the man who was no more than an image, a faceless shadow. His father. That was where he began to play the piano and saxophone, in cafés where people went to talk, not to listen to music, and he met other artists like himself. He could master any instrument from the moment he picked it up. One winter he received a letter from the family he had grown up with, the family that had accepted him: his mother had died, they told him, felled by the influenza ravaging the country. Devastated, he returned to Düsseldorf with a saxophone he had inherited from a musician friend who had grown tired of the bad nights and even worse pay, and Marcus began his nocturnal life as a musician in the city where he was born. In Schall und Rauch he met Tom and Lonnie, and they soon became an inseparable trio.

Ally was startled when Marcus suddenly roused himself, got up, and sat on the edge of the bed.

“I know where Lonnie was all week,” he said gravely.

“Well, let’s go to the police and save him then.”

Marcus shook his head and somberly fixed his eyes on her.

“I can’t.”

“Why not? It’s the only way to help Lonnie!”

Marcus looked at Ally. “There’s nothing to be done. If they knew the truth, it would only make things worse.”






4 Four Years Later Düsseldorf, March 1934


The night Lilith was born, Ally thought her poetry writing days were over. What was the point in filling sheets of white paper with insipid poems if she couldn’t be by Marcus’s side, bringing their daughter up together? Lilith was going to need all her mother’s attention. Ally’s notebook disappeared into one of the nightstand drawers, and she no longer lay in bed inventing verses, playing with words, as she had once done. Then when little Lilith started to talk, Ally found her own words slowly started coming back to her.

She reread Marcus’s letters time and again, hoping one day he would come and surprise them.

After the elections in 1933, Marcus stopped writing. That dismal autumn brought a victory for the Nazis: Marcus had officially become the enemy of the state. After not hearing from him for a month and a half, Ally decided to turn to her old friend Stella, writing to her in Düsseldorf. Then a fire at the Reichstag in the center of Berlin filled the city with terror. Everybody was a suspect. More elections followed, novena prayers for a republic that was already dying, yet Ally was hopeful. “The country will regain its sanity,” she would say. “We’ll be ourselves again.”

Ally had never intended to stay in Berlin. Ever since she had arrived there pregnant, her suitcase was always packed and ready; the house tidy; the books, still in boxes; the typewriter in a corner beside an empty cupboard. The girl slept in a little crib trimmed with lace and ribbons, next to Ally, who seemed in denial when it came to preparing the baby’s room, as though sending Lilith to her own room would mean admitting they would never return to Düsseldorf and form a real family with Marcus.

The day Lilith turned two, Ally told her they were going on a train journey to celebrate. The little girl stared at her in astonishment. All she wanted was a cream cake with two candles to blow out in the dark.

“Be careful what you wish for,” Herr Professor had said, adding a playful wink to soften the warning. “Wishes can be very dangerous…”

The packed suitcases sat in the hallway for months. Ally couldn’t make up her mind. Every night she would tell Herr Professor they were going to go, only to postpone the trip the following day. All the letters she sent to Marcus were returned unopened. She kept them in the drawer where she hid her poems.

One evening not long before her daughter’s third birthday, as the three of them were sitting by the fire’s dying embers, Ally announced that she had made up her mind. They would take the train the next morning.

In the morning when he saw she was indeed ready to leave, Herr Professor looked at Ally in bewilderment.

“I already told Stella we’re coming. She’ll be waiting for us at the station,” Ally told Herr Professor.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked her quietly. “If it’s what you really want, I’ll come with you to the train.”

Standing by the carriage, Lilith was fascinated by the steam from the locomotives and the constant whistles of the trains.

“Look after your mommy,” Herr Professor told her, as he lifted her up to say goodbye on the platform. “She needs you.”

“We’re going to miss the train,” Ally said. “We need to get onboard.”

“Don’t worry, my child, you’ll only be gone a few days,” he said to Lilith.

Ally fixed her eyes on Herr Professor. There was a pleading look in them.

“I’ll look after the plants; I’ll check the mail. If I hear any news…”

“About Daddy?” asked Lilith.

“If there’s any news about Daddy, you’ll find it in Düsseldorf, not here. Up you go, or you’ll miss the train.”

Find out about him, not find him, Ally thought. They clambered up into the carriage, Lilith first, trying to help her mother with the suitcase.

“It’s too heavy for you,” Herr Professor heard Ally say.

Lilith was determined to help her mother. She pursed her lips and tensed her whole body each time she tried to lift the case. Before they disappeared into the carriage, she tilted her head and looked for her Opa. She said goodbye with her right arm outstretched, and a broad smile on her face.

Opa held his hand out to wave goodbye.

Ally slept the entire train journey. When she opened her eyes, she saw Lilith at the half-open window, frozen, her eyes red from the wind. Ally had been dreaming and tried to remember whether or not it had been a nightmare. Marcus would be waiting on the platform for them. He would pick Lilith up, say to her, “My little sunshine.” He would whisper in Ally’s ear, “What has the most beautiful woman in the world got to tell me?” the way he used to wake her in the morning after they had spent the night together. He would pick up the suitcase and take them to a light-filled apartment with views of the River Düssel. They would have dinner together, talk about music, her poetry, friends. They would go to bed early, and she would sleep in his arms, protected from the storms shaking the city, the country.

The hours separating Berlin from Düsseldorf seemed to Ally like a few minutes.

An elderly couple were staring at Lilith in astonishment. Seeing her mother had woken up, the little girl ran over to her. The old people couldn’t take their eyes off her, and Lilith clumsily tucked her curls away under her hat. Ally kissed her and looked out the window. The train had slowed. They were pulling into the station. Her eyes swept along the platform, at the people anxiously awaiting their families. She wanted to find Stella in the crowd and shuddered when she saw soldiers.

They went into the station that was so familiar to Ally, but she suddenly felt as if she were back in Berlin, as though the distance had been erased. As in the capital, there were flags emblazoned with swastikas hanging everywhere, in every corner of the station, as though the election wasn’t over, as though they were living in a never-ending political campaign to ensure the continuous victory of the great seducer. A brass band was playing a march. The music sounded dissonant, vulgar. The instruments attacked her. We don’t want you here, they seemed to scream.

She spotted Stella, standing still in the bustling crowd. Ally and Lilith hurried over. Stella was wearing a long Prussian-blue overcoat, her wavy hair tied back leaving her forehead clear; her lips painted a bright red.

“Stella,” Ally whispered with relief.

Stella bent and greeted Lilith first.

“You must be the famous and brilliant Lilith.”

Lilith held out her hand, serious, her eyes open wide.

“You can give Auntie Stella a kiss, she’s a great friend of Mommy’s.”

Stella flushed.

“We’ll take a cab,” Stella said. “It looks like it might rain. Come on, let me take your case.”

“There’s no need, we can manage. Isn’t that right, Lilith?”

Lilith nodded and smiled. They were near the band, who were in the last bars of a rousing march. Behind them was a blown-up full-color image of the Führer. A group of youths were singing a song that Ally recognized. The singing grew louder, and Ally began to tremble when she heard one of the verses: Denn heute gehört uns Deutschland, und morgen die ganze Welt. For today, Germany is ours, and tomorrow the whole world.

The cab pulled away from the celebratory chaos, the posters, the intimidating chorus of voices.

“Look, Lilith. This is where Auntie Stella and I used to go for walks, before you were born,” she said, looking over at the little tributary off the Rhine. “Sometimes, during the week, we would go down to the Neander Valley. Not on the weekends though—they were for watching your father onstage at Schall und Rauch. Everything looks so different now.”

“We’ve all changed,” Stella explained. “We live in a new Germany, Ally. It’s about time you woke up. You can’t sleep through it all.”

Ally stayed silent until they got out of the taxi. She barely recognized her friend. When they were children, Ally and Stella had made a pact to go to study in Berlin together, where they would live in the same apartment until the day they married, and that they would have a double wedding. They would go to the altar together. They would build their houses next door to one another, their babies would be born at the same time, and just like them they would be best friends their whole lives.

“Did I tell you I managed to get in touch with Tom?” Ally said, following her up the stairs.

“I’m surprised he hasn’t left yet.”

“He’s going back to New York as soon as he can. He’s scared.”

“That’s the best thing he can do. There’s no point looking back, Ally. It won’t do any of us any good.”

“He’s going to meet me tonight, before he goes.”

Stella sighed, shaking her head. “You must know what you’re getting yourself into.”

Stella’s elegant apartment was on the fourth floor. There were dark silk curtains in the living room. When they drew one back, a faint light entered the room. Lilith ran to the window.

“Look, Mommy, the river.”

“You two can use my bedroom. I’ll sleep in the study.”

“It’s a beautiful apartment. Do you live with someone?”

“Yes, but he’s away traveling for a few weeks.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll be gone in a couple of days.”

“As long as you need, Ally. But at this point I don’t think you’re going to find many answers.”

“I only want to know where he is.”

Stella’s eyes fixed on the girl.

“She’s listening to us.”

“She knows we came to find her father.”

“Ally, Marcus left more than a year ago. You told me that yourself.”

“He didn’t leave, Stella. They took him. Just like they took Lonnie. Or don’t you remember that? How you cried?”

“I’ll make us a cup of tea. You need one.”

They sat at the dining room table, beside a bookcase where a portrait of the Führer stood in a bronze picture frame, with a red ribbon tied in one corner.

Stella saw that the picture made Ally feel uncomfortable and closed her eyes.

“I don’t know what world you’re living in,” she said as she poured the tea and offered Lilith an iced biscuit. “They’re delicious, Lilith. Your mommy and I loved them when we were your age.”

Lilith took the biscuit and went back to the window.

Ally slowly sipped her tea. She was in the home of a total stranger. The light in the room was dim, and it was as if there were a thin layer of glass between them. Even Stella’s smell was different. She felt the words they spoke condensing with the steam from her tea.

“I don’t know what it’s like there, but here everything’s changed.” Stella continued.

“We’re not the same in Berlin either.”

“For your daughter’s sake, go back to Berlin.” Stella’s voice tightened. “You won’t find anything here. Think of Lilith.”

“Should I be afraid?” Ally said with a hint of irony.

“Yes, why wouldn’t you?” Stella raised her voice. “I’d be scared if I was in your position. With a…”

“A Rhineland bastard?”

“You know what I mean. Your daughter…”

“She’s my daughter, and she’s just as German as you are.”

“She’s different. We should never have gotten together with the musicians. It was just a bit of fun. But you—”

“Stella, I loved Marcus,” Ally interrupted her again. Realizing she’d spoken in the past tense, she stuttered, “He’s… he’s the father of my child.” Her voice now weak.

“At least she didn’t turn out as dark as her father, and she has your features. The hair though, the problem is the hair.”

“Stella, Lilith is my daughter.”

Ally finished her tea and fetched her coat and purse from the bedroom. She went to Lilith and knelt to embrace her.

“Make sure you behave yourself. You’re going to stay with auntie for a few hours. Give mommy a kiss.”

Lilith flung her arms around her neck, hugged her tightly, and Ally scooped her up.

“You’re getting so heavy. In a few months I won’t be able to pick you up.”

“Be careful, Ally. I’ll look after Lilith, don’t worry,” Stella said.

Ally walked carefully down the stairs. She counted every step, as though reluctant to reach her destination. She paused at the front doorway and looked around at the red-and-yellow-bricked buildings. Floral curtains in the windows, spotless doors, the polished brass of the numbers. A world away from the decrepit building where she and Stella had once shared a damp and moldy room.

She took the U-Bahn toward the center. At this time of the evening, the carriages were full. There were no more vampires on the hunt for women like her; now there were soldiers everywhere. She looked at the young men’s faces, all of them glowing with the joy of purpose. She eyed the insignias on one youth’s jacket, and he beamed at her with pride. His euphoria sent shivers down her spine.

She went up to street level, leaving the station behind, and walked toward the beer cellar. There weren’t any long queues now, or couples hanging around outside smoking. There were lights missing from the sign above the club. The last “L” and the “R” weren’t lit. The words no longer made sense.

She went inside and saw that all the lights were on. She missed the darkness. A white-haired man in a crumpled suit sat alone at one of the tables, drinking beer. Two women were sitting near the stage. The rest of the tables were empty. As she crossed the room, a bartender with small teeth waved hello in a way that felt familiar. She didn’t recognize him. She heard footsteps on the boards of the stage, the heels ringing out like gunshots. There were no spotlights. A man wandered off toward the props cupboard. She heard the familiar Ladies and Gentlemen… and prayed for a miracle.

But Marcus didn’t step onto the stage.

She went to the canopy on the left-hand side of the stage and opened one of the secret doors leading to the dressing rooms. The bright bulbs on each corner of the stage pierced the curtains with shafts of light. There were no dancers hurrying to get onstage. She walked to the dressing room where Marcus used to gather with the other musicians. Tom was waiting at the door for her. He gestured for her to come in and gave her a quick hug. She didn’t recognize any of the other musicians, and noticed Tom was the only Black man in the room. Nobody bothered to say hello.

She saw Marcus’s saxophone standing in a corner covered in dust, exactly as he must have left it. Ally was looking for clues, signs, anything that might lead her to him.

She went over to the instrument and picked it up. She gave Tom a beseeching look, and he approached her with the case. The instrument was the only thing of Marcus’s she could see. Tom tucked it inside the case, covered with images of the Eiffel Tower, the Statue of Liberty, the Brandenburg Gate.

There was nothing for her to ask. What was she doing there? She felt herself collapsing, and she leaned against Tom, sobbing. She knew she would never find Marcus. It suddenly occurred to her that if they saw the saxophone, they would realize he was just a musician, one who had even played for a German film. Marcus was German, as German as she was.

“Marcus needs his saxophone,” Ally said through gritted teeth, fighting back her tears, almost whimpering.

Tom held a bundle of letters tied neatly with red string. “These are yours. You should have them.”

Ally looked at the letters she’d written to Marcus. All of them had been opened and read. Holding them was disorienting. She felt as if they had been written by some other person. She realized Tom had already grown accustomed to the loss of Marcus, Lonnie, and who knew how many others. Now it was her turn to do the same.

Tom explained how the police had found some copies of a clandestine political magazine in Marcus’s possession. A magazine their friend Lonnie was supposedly associated with. Despite having no proof, they determined that Marcus was the author of some of the anonymous articles.

Ally knew Lonnie and Marcus weren’t the first to be taken away, and they wouldn’t be the last. Tom would surely be next if he didn’t leave now.

Ally and Tom left the cabaret, Tom carrying Marcus’s saxophone case. They stood under the canopy in the dark.

“Marcus always told me our relationship wouldn’t last. He knew they would never accept us, but I always had hope. I didn’t care if people saw us together.”

“He was protecting you. He was so worried about you and the baby, he knew you had to leave here, but he was excited about becoming a father too.”

Ally’s eyes went wide.

“You’re saying he agreed with my parents’ idea to send me to Berlin.”

“You couldn’t stay here with him; it was too dangerous.”

“And Berlin wasn’t?”

“In Berlin you had an apartment. Where would you have lived here?”

“With Marcus.”

“Nobody would have rented an apartment to a couple like you.”

Ally lowered her head, feeling drained.

“You’re tired. You should go home. I don’t think it would be a good idea for me to walk you. You’ll be safer on your own.”

“Before, when Stella and I went out alone at night, we were scared of the Vampire. Now I’m afraid every minute of the day, even if I have someone with me.”

Ally’s gaze was fixed on the saxophone case. She felt all turned around, caught up in her own fear. She knew she’d never see Tom again, just like Lonnie and Marcus. At least Tom was going to save himself.

They walked a little way, heads down, in silence, counting their steps.

A policeman approached her, stopped her, and clasped her arm.

“Are you all right?” The man looked across at Tom. “What’s this Negro piece of trash doing? Has he hurt you?”

“You’re the one hurting me!” she replied angrily. “Leave me alone.”

She shook his hand from her arm, and they ran to the U-Bahn station without looking back. Crying, she hugged Tom and then got on the train alone. This was goodbye.

When she reached Stella’s apartment, she went straight to the bedroom and lay down beside a sleeping Lilith. A little before dawn she got up and dressed. She looked out at the city, its calm murmur, the cold mist. In a few hours the bustle would begin, the hordes of youth prepared to build the new Germany, in which she and her daughter had no place.

She went over to the table with the bundle of letters and spread them out. She recognized her handwriting, but not what she had written. She went through them, one by one, rereading odd phrases that appeared time and again.

Wait for me, I’ll come back.

She has your eyes and my smile. Lilith will guide us.

I hear you before I close my eyes, but every day your voice grows weaker. Don’t abandon me.

What have we become, Marcus?

Come to see us. Lilith needs you.

She learned to say Daddy before Mommy.

Night… I always wait for night to come.

“Mommy…” Lilith went over to her, her hair a mess.

“Look at the state of your hair. I need to untangle it for you, but we must be quiet, Auntie Stella’s asleep.”

Ally went to the bedroom. Looking for a comb, she opened the wardrobe and found one in the top drawer. Next to it lay military insignias, metal stamps emblazoned with swastikas, and a revolver in a leather case. She saw various uniforms hanging up. She closed the wardrobe and went back to Lilith.

“It’s time to gather our things, we’re leaving here.” Agitated, she started to untangle Lilith’s hair.

“Are we going to a hotel?”

“No, we’re going back to Berlin.”

Lilith asked no more questions. She didn’t know where she had woken up, or what her mother was talking about. Whether she had found her father or not. She wanted to cry, but she held back her tears with all her might. This wasn’t the time to be a helpless little girl.



At only three years old, Lilith had already accepted that she had been born to a father she could never know. When she blew out the candles on her birthday cake this year, and every one that followed, her wish was not for herself, but for her mother. Her mother was the one who needed to find him. Lilith was happy to hide away. What more could she ask for than to get lost in Herr Professor’s books, or the nighttime walks through the beautiful park that, during those hours, was theirs alone?

Holding Lilith’s hand, as well as the suitcase, Ally left Düsseldorf for Berlin, without saying goodbye to Stella, or the city, as though they had never been part of her life, as though Marcus had never existed. The only thing that mattered to her was the here and now. Memory was no longer a shield. She had lost her refuge; Lilith was her present. This trip had not been what she wanted, but it was what she needed. At last, she understood that Marcus had disappeared from their lives forever.
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