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Praise for Becoming Sarah


“Lyrically and meticulously composed, Botnick’s novel plumbs the emotional depths of the Vogel women, from childhood through adulthood. Not a traditional Holocaust story, Botnick’s narrative examines the effects of the detritus left behind by the great atrocity on those who survived as well as their offspring. The novel is rich with early postwar historical detail, spotlighting the lingering virulent antisemitism in both Europe and America.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“A prism-like gaze at the jewel of motherhood, with its sharp edges and smooth, opaque surfaces, Becoming Sarah keeps churning through several generations of Jewish women, who strive to understand each other and themselves beneath the shadows of the Holocaust. Every sentence is meticulously written, not a word wasted.”


—Suzzy Roche, founding member of The Roches and author of The Town Crazy


“Becoming Sarah is the rare book I finished and wanted to immediately start reading all over again. Lush with figurative language but spare in mood, this finely written novel mines the depths of an identity forged in deprivation but redeemed through resilience, love, and the lessons of loss. An impressive debut!”


—Barbara Stark-Nemon, author of Even in Darkness and Hard Cider


“From Sarah’s birth in Auschwitz through many generations of daughters stretching into the future, Botnick shows us the slowly uncoiling effects of motherlessness, persecution, and displacement—and how love weaves, struggles, and sometimes triumphs through it all.”


—Helen Benedict, author of The Good Deed and Wolf Season


“Botnick masterfully weaves the ‘bundle of loose threads, each with its own beginning’ as she carries the reader through decades, deep inside a world of survivors and strivers. Full, fresh, and often startlingly funny, every page of this novel offers a new way of looking at the world, and just in time.”


—Amy Friedman, author Desperado’s Wife


“How does a survivor of unspeakable acts survive? And how does their trauma affect future generations? Botnick takes on these questions with great skill in a style that is witty, downright funny at times, and wonderfully hopeful. Becoming Sarah offers a brilliant quartet of unforgettable women who each crave a love that has been stifled but never destroyed.”


—Gloria Jacobs, former executive director of The Feminist Press and executive editor of Ms. Magazine


“. . . an unusual and deeply moving peek into the aftermath of the Nazi Holocaust—leavened with occasional humor—about a flawed but believably-human protagonist and the positive and negative influence she cast on subsequent generations of family members.”


—Newpages Blog
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For my mother Dee, her mother Dora,


Dore and Olivia,


my love and partner Hass—


and to all those who survive in life and in memory









In March of 1957, Stanisława Leszczyńska, known as the Midwife of Auschwitz, attended a gathering of her colleagues in Łódź, Poland, where she reported that in the two years of her imprisonment at the camp, she delivered 3,000 babies. Despite her aid and prayers, most were immediately and brutally murdered. Thirty survived.


Sarah Vogel was not one of them. Though the world she travels is founded in history, she and her story are fictional. Any resemblance to a real person is unintentional.













PROLOGUE








Deep into the twenty-first century, change is everywhere. But when the days are fine, scents assail her garden same as they ever did. Winter witch hazel. Springtime pear. Summer honeysuckle, so heady at dusk. When praised for her green thumb she says, “You live this long and see what color your thumb turns.”


A boy from down the block is sent by his mother to see if she needs help around the yard. Unwilling to pay for work she can still do, she sends him back to his mother. “Your phone is ringing,” he snarls at her.


“Let it,” she snarls back.


Worms tunnel beneath her feet. She rakes the stones out of her way. She digs. Dirt cakes the moons of her fingernails. She claps the dust from her hands and the squirrels riot. A round of pre-sliced bologna on two slices of pumpernickel is lunch. Nowadays, everything is pre-sliced. It’s nearly impossible to find a whole loaf of bread. A whole of anything. The sandwich draws bees. Occasionally, one forgets itself and stings, but there are still plasters for that. The gnats swarm at sunset, and then there’s nothing to be done but go indoors. She remembers when summer evenings still brought bats to sup on them, but because remembering doesn’t always allow for good endings, the bat crisis gets filed away with everything else.


Some things need remembering, like the way home from the drugstore or how to coax a chicken into falling apart in the pot, but everything else is served up in dreams, events harvested from life, whether they happened or not. Like this one where a man sits parked by her bed in a straight-backed chair, feet square on the floor, reading aloud from her favorite bedtime story, a pamphlet entitled “Definitions You Should Know to Assist You in Determining Your Zipper Needs.” The pamphlet’s hers. He is, too. Both stolen from the same friend.


Her hair, not yet gray, covers her face.


“Number one. Chain,” he reads. “The continuous piece that is formed when both halves of a zipper are meshed together.


“Two. Chain size: the specific gauge of the chain, i.e., size of the teeth.


“Three. Teeth . . .” He stares longingly at her, then drops his eyes to the page. “Teeth . . . the individual elements that make up the chain.”


His is now the face of another, the brooding, soulfully sunken, rabble-rousing, chain-smoking love of her life, but from the neck down, it’s clearly what’s-his-name, the one from the shop, in uniform. White shirt buttoned to the Adam’s apple, tails loose; black wool jacket snug at the shoulders, long in the arms. His work trousers, dark, bagging in the rear, and showing too much white sock. His feet don’t make it into the frame. She presumes they are shod. In oxfords, if it’s him. And it seems to be. His hair is thinning, but he’s still only a boy. Boy-ish, anyway. Soft. Almost fat. He wears spectacles with lenses thick as bottle bottoms, and still he squints. The shoes, though, that would settle it.


“Number four. Slider,” he continues. “The device that moves up and down the chain to open or close the zipper.


“Five. Pull tab.” He looks up through his bottle-bottom glasses and recites by heart: “The part of the slider that you hold to move the slider up or down.”


She rises from the bed. The room is unlit, unfamiliar. She feels his breath. Nutty from his smokes. She slips the nightgown off her shoulders and tells him to close his eyes.


“I can’t even see with the lights on.” He laughs.


She turns her back to him. Lowers herself onto his lap.


He mumbles a weak protest.


“Shush,” she shushes, and he does, arms hanging limp, jacket sleeves hiding his knuckles.


Her back rests against his chest. They both look in the same direction, he through closed eyes. He shifts under the weight, her legs atop his.


“Give me your hand.”


“Which one?” he asks.


“Both,” she tells him.


He raises them, palms up.


She takes them and guides his left hand under her nightgown to her left breast, over which it forms a warm shield. She wants to know what it feels like. “Tell me,” she says.


His fingers explore, stop, continue, tentative. They do all the thinking.


“It’s smooth,” he says once his words catch up. “And soft. So . . . soft.”


His fingers fan, groping in the dark, but don’t find what they’re looking for because the dream has taken a dreamlike turn, time leapfrogging over itself, carts rolling ahead of their horses, only somewhat accounting for how the diagnosis, cancer, has already been delivered, the treatment come and gone, though this man, this lover, should be loving her long before they’d come for her breasts. Before they gave her the new ones. Nice ones, too, though the skin there is numb even now so it’s his surprise she feels, not his touch. Feels it turn to curiosity, and then, there, he’s discovered it. Or the lack of it. In place of the little bump that would have been so appreciative of his attention, there’s only a horizontal seam, a patch on a busted tire his fingers trace.


“And that’s the good one,” she says, guiding his right hand to cover the other, a lumpy little mess.


“Go on,” she says.


She can’t feel that one, either, but looks down in the dark and through her shirt watches the hand moving under her shirt, a reader of Braille, a kneader of bread.


But now it’s her turn to be surprised. The twill pleat covering his trousers’ zipper has nosed its way up between her legs. That she can feel, and she rocks back and forth, riding its ridge. She’s tempted but doesn’t go down on her knees to take the brass pull tab in her teeth and guide it down the zipper’s length, the boxy little shoe releasing one at a time each of the chain’s brass teeth and knitting them together on its slide up, and repeating: down, then up; down, then up. Down. Then up.


What she does is cover his hands with hers and press them tight to the bald, lumpen, emptied-restuffed-and-stitched, titless tits that have made him hard.


“Open your eyes,” she says to no one, the dream most probably over, a spring wind replacing the heat of his breath on her neck, clues that she’s back in the garden, a place what’s-his-name could never have been. But who knows, with the scent of paperwhites souring to the smell of bad electrical wiring. The smell of old. Maybe old is a dream, too.













BEFORE
















Beginnings





A baby is born inside a war. From one unfriendly womb to another she goes. It’s like living in a fishbowl. The view is panoramic, but the glass won’t give. It’s she who must.




1942


It happened in winter, this birth, this unlikely, uncelebrated event. A winter that so efficiently branded her with its cold, she was never not cold again. So cold that of all the things she might have wished to do over, chief among them was to have been born in summer.


It happened in Auschwitz, this birth. Auschwitz. Winter. Impossible for a grown-up to wake, work, sleep, and wake again. For a newborn, miraculous. The cramped barracks, the sparse water—not enough to touch an inmate’s thirst let alone fill a pot for boiling, and even if anyone could have afforded anything so dear as a pot, there would’ve been no fire for it to boil on, nothing to warm an infant. Forget the mother. Which she did. The mother, the face, the roughened hands she fell into, the random tits she suckled until they gave out or she was cut off.


But in March, the women of Auschwitz were twice blessed as the waning of winter brought with it a midnight move to Birkenau. Their own little suburb built of wood. As promised, work had set them free. Free as birds. A thousand in a cage built for hundreds. A month, two months old, they brought the child along. What else to bring? And though they were all well-defended against miracles, one stepped forward and volunteered the last corner of the slice of bread she’d stood so long in line for, chewing before spitting it into her hand and putting the pasty wad into the tiny mouth puckered like her own because it, too, wanted more. Tough luck. The woman was good but no saint. It cost her nothing, though, to stick a pinkie into the baby’s mouth, so she did, and then miraculously, when that first nurturing soul disappeared, another stepped in. And because in night’s meat locker a baby took up little room and gave off much heat, soon there was a queue of women.


That the guards never learned of this baby’s existence was only one of the miracles at play. There was that she survived the winter of ’42 to see another and another and another. That there were women enough who pooled their paltry resources and bartered rag and needle for thread and buttons, a bit of wire, a pair of shoes, and stood for a while in a cement-block room, holding her, rocking under a sprinkle as ephemeral as spring rain, pretending the water ran hot and clear instead of cold and murky, a chant, loo la loo-loo-loo, rising from them, these women stripped down to their mourning-dove gray. Normal babies don’t see the world in Technicolor for five months. For this one, it would be years.







1945


Winter. Sixty thousand followed their German protectors away from the Eastern barbarians’ offensive. Five thousand didn’t. Their choice. Those whose feet felt the treads of boots and tanks grinding toward them, left; those with feet too numb to feel anything, stayed.


Another self-selected mother lashed the child to her chest with great care and no less ingenuity, considering the materials at her disposal. A three-year-old barely big enough to budge a scale was still a grievous weight to a woman herself no more than bones and air, but it wasn’t so dumb to have a little ballast and a hot knaidel to cozy up to on the trek. While two-thirds of their parade slept forever in the snowbanks where they fell, this mother and child made it in mostly one piece to the train cars waiting at the border. The woman swayed with the train burrowing deeper into the Fatherland, cradling her marginally expanded girth, the burden within, her lucky charm, the girl licking ropes of snot streaming from her still-bridgeless nose as she slipped through another camp’s gates, an undetectable error.


A timorous spring. In Bergen-Belsen, the trees insisted on budding before being told. How should they know they were prisoners, too? The inmates, less rooted, suffered the cruelest time yet, every breeze torturing them with rumors of Salvation, the earth beneath their feet rousing from its coma while more and more campers lapsed into their own. Auschwitz was kaput. This was no rumor. This was fact. One that didn’t send all hearts soaring. Remember when we were only two or three to a bunk, not five, how much better the food, in that there was some? Remember? And because grass is never as green as it looks through barbed wire, some did.


On the night of the fourteenth, everyone fell asleep as usual to the sound of the rough-hewn giants barking duets with their hounds. But the next morning, there were no usuals, no crack of billy clubs, no infernal howling. Only a disturbing silence awakened them. They didn’t know it was the sound of Liberation. They didn’t know they’d turned from prisoners awaiting their fate to displaced persons awaiting theirs. They knew only that the giants and hounds no longer cared what they did and by afternoon were replaced by men in belted, brass-buttoned khakis, clean-shaven, voices sharp as whistles, aiming cameras instead of guns, eyes popping with the surprise of hanged men who should’ve known what would happen once the noose tightened and they started kicking. The Anglish, they were told, were soldiers too, there to nurse the sick, bury the dead, identify the living, and not a stitch more. And the inmates found pity for the fine-mannered Brits, menschen to the core, who felt obliged to add a little oomph to the protein-deficient diet they observed, searching the German larders, war-emptied to near subsistence levels, as well as their own government-issued dopp kits for a bit of salt, a little sugar. Treats, they thought, and who could blame them for failing to anticipate how such treats would eat like acid into those unseasoned tongues? Higher-ups warned against offering ham to those people, yet ham was all those people wanted. They clamored for it, along with toothpowder and shoes not made of wood. Heaven’s merchandise.


Soon, the inhuman proportion of the campers’ needs was cut down to size only to be replaced by their wants. They wanted to gather and dance and kibbitz and drink and marry and cut the foreskins of newborns and wail thanks to God or curse His name and dress up and organize and be bad with no music to face and dance to music in the minor key of their souls. And they did.









1947


In Bergen-Belsen, when summer came out of cold storage, the kinder wandered about, little ghosts freckling in the sun. Fall followed, its stink of memory rising from piles of rusting leaves.


Somewhere along this path of shortening days, she became Sarah, one of many. In this camp, there were more Sarahs than a five-year-old could count. Oh, there were plenty of Ruchels, Channahs, and Rivkas, too—they’d been welcome to keep their shtetl names—but the girls from Krakow and Minsk, Prague and even Paris, whose mamas thought a pretty name would save them, the Floras and Bellas and Veroniques, soon learned their mothers had been wrong. A name was just another thing to forget. And now, not even in this newest camp—free of padlocks, barbed wire, Germans, and Anglish—could they conjure pictures of their precious Krakow or Minsk, Prague or Paris. Only this Sarah, this accident, this curse of a baby girl, Auschwitz born and bred, who’d never known an elsewhere, had the gall to imagine there might be one.


Ten men in hats, the camp’s new leaders, wanted to see Sarah find a proper home, but she didn’t make it easy. Like she thought she was so special she deserved their attention, what with all the plumbing to fix, the mealtimes to negotiate, and the squabbles—both legal and personal—only they could settle, not to mention the running of the schools, hospitals, newspapers, and shops, all built around the organizing principle that while no one should starve, they shouldn’t get too comfortable, either, that city-sized stew of tattered souls, the ten thousand, their ten thousand, who trembled as if it were the edge of a cliff they were being pushed to when it was only The World, which had, in fact, continued to exist—contrary to popular opinion—but which, God knows, was hardly holding its breath waiting for them.


The one called Yitzchak, the leader of the leaders, shook his head. Only two days before, she’d been reported for stealing bread from another child’s plate. This time, the cook had her by the ear, having caught her elbow-deep in the bucket of chicken fat it had taken days to render.


“The little gonif, she’s yours,” said the cook, releasing Sarah’s ear to swipe one palm against the other three times and spit on the ground.


The men in hats called themselves the Committee. The campers called them Big Shots. Or self-appointed messiahs. They were not Germans, they were not Anglish; they were only campers, no better than the rest. If anything, a little meshuggana for sticking their skinny necks out so soon After. They joked but whispered the word “After” as if there still might be a Before to rile up, as if their prepositions hadn’t vanished, absorbed by the mongrel language they’d picked up in the camps, words born in the throat and spat more than uttered, as if anger was the only thing they understood. Even the angriest agreed, Committee men did for their people, even for the little teivel, who by God’s Grace had not wound up as bird food and by their grace now received nourishment enough to outpace the growth of many small mammals. And how did she thank them? By getting caught elbow-deep in a tin of cooking fat. Not a mortal sin, but bad enough.


Flummoxed, they solemnly debated what consequences the five-year-old’s actions required, the little gonif offering neither defense nor contrition.


“A crime yearns for its rightful punishment, no?” Leader Yitzchak asked his men.


“But who has been harmed?” one of a different nature wondered.


“Without order what are we but animals?” the leader said.


“We had order with the Germans. What were we then?” they answered.


Complicating the matter was how few punishments remained, thanks to the new laws banning spanking, slapping, knuckle-rapping, ear-pinching (dining hall cooks exempted), shackling, any sort of hand or foot binding, dousings of cold water, force-feeding, food deprivation, sleep deprivation, or any other corporal retribution the more creative might have devised. They themselves had forgotten nearly every quality of mercy in the book, but thankfully, the world was quick to remind them. You of all people this, You of all people that. There were landmines everywhere. “Tread lightly,” they now said in place of “good night.”


“So, what are we to do with you?” the Committee men asked.


Sarah said nothing. If they’d truly wanted to hear what she thought they should do, she’d have told them to give her more, more of what they also wanted—everything—but especially more of that lovely oleo, white as snow but for the golden threads of pullet schmaltz running through it. She’d have told them to fill a whole room with it, lock her in, hide the key, and leave her to lick her way to the top, because she wanted not just to eat it but to savor every mouthful, to swim in and through it, emerging iced as a wedding cake, or be left alone in the quiet of its sluggish depths. But lacking the words to impress upon them the nature of its butteriness, that tasteless jam as bland as kindness, she was dismissed as incorrigible and sent off to contemplate her behavior while they contemplated her sentence.


Standing on her cot, Sarah stared out a window in the empty dormitory, watching the young campers laughing and singing through chores. Only from this distance could she laugh and sing with them. When among them, she became the sourpuss nobody wanted on their team, the flat note disturbing their harmony, the annoyance kicking the seat in front of her.


It was another Sunday before punishment was meted out. As always, she made her way to the dining hall for breakfast and announcements. A man with a bullhorn shouted that for the first time ever, and for their eyes only, a motion picture was coming to Bergen-Belsen. The ten thousand campers might as well have been twenty, they were all so beside themselves with anticipation. Sarah, too. By the end of her morning at Juden school, she had dug eight little moons of excitement into the heels of her palms. But before she could skip away with her classmates, she was headed off by the Committee. She would not be among the moviegoers, they informed her. And Sarah said nothing.


The movie was hardly appropriate for little ones, the leader said. In fact, calling a newsreel about the liberation of Auschwitz a movie was, in his opinion, an overstatement. There were no hoodwinks to laugh at, no dreamboats to swoon over. And everyone already knew how it ended. What mattered most was that her crime had been justly punished, a point had been made, and no scars had been left. Alles gut, no?


Alles gut, yes, for she was like water, a mosquito, a mouse. There was no keeping her out of anything or anywhere. She slid through a crack in a door. She fit under a chair. She did everything she could to be one with the other children, her round eyes raised to the muddy images stuttering across the makeshift screen—a wall cleared and whitewashed—at twenty-four frames per second. While the rest marveled over this thing called the movies, the steady thumping inside her chest quickened to a flutter as she stared up into the face of a Russian soldier, his smile so wide it spread across two walls, his eyes transparent as glass, his arms so strong they didn’t notice the weight of the hundred children they held.


Winter came with its own axe to grind. Around the country, Germans were brought to their knees by record lows. In Bergen-Belsen, they said boo-hoo. Some of the older children, those lucky enough to be entrusted with brooms, made music by sweeping the paths clean. It was called work, but the way they waltzed across the endlessly renewing snow cover followed by the younger, broomless horde wrapped head-to-toe in wool, made it look like a game, one with no losers, for at the end they were all rewarded with a cup of steaming Marmite.


All but Sarah, who was alone in the dormitory, standing on her cot, ear cupped to the icy window for the sounds of the children’s progress, their brittle straw brushing the ground, whoosh two three, whoosh two three, and the quiet thuds of well-aimed snowballs. She picked at a sliver of wood that had sewn itself into the pad under her third finger. She’d been told to use the afternoon to think her way into a new story, one that didn’t start with a broom. But with no broom, what was there to think about, for if the girl whose broom it was hadn’t laughed at her for lacking one or called her Bupkis, a name that clung like a bad smell, Sarah, too, would be dancing in the snow, awaiting her cup of Marmite. Instead she’d become Bupkis, a nothing, a nit, smaller than all the rest who grew so fast they couldn’t wait for the crates that came from England and America, full of mismatched mittens, mufflers, caps and coats, leggings and boots, brassieres the boys strapped over their clothes and strutted about in, smoking jackets with satin collars. All that, yet never anything for anyone who outgrew nothing.


And who could have blamed her? Such a darling little broom, whittled for a child by a man who knew what to do with a piece of wood, who had once healed the sick but now wanted only to carve and whittle and bury his feet in shavings, all for his daughter, a girl who called herself Charlotte Berger, who should have been content counting her own blessings—a first name, a last name, and a father—but who insisted everyone else count them, too. And if Sarah could’ve stood on her own two feet when she was dropped at the Displaced Persons office by a woman whose name she didn’t know but whose breasts were so familiar she could still trace in her sleep their lacework of veins, a woman who’d pinned to Sarah’s shirt a scrap of paper with a message the child couldn’t yet read but knew it described what she was, or what she would be, provided she made it that far, before bidding her gei gezunt and then vanishing. And if she’d known the investment caring requires, and how under-financed she’d been from the start, and that campers are not always good, and wanting something doesn’t make it yours. And if Charlotte Berger hadn’t dared them, Just try to pull it apart, and Sarah hadn’t reached for it, only to have it yanked away, the others chanting, Bupkis, Bupkis . . . and if vile tears hadn’t sprung from Sarah’s eyes, watering her craving until it exploded into a want that whispered in her ear, Why shouldn’t you have it?, making her grab the broom and hold fast, its owner taunting, Why don’t you get your papa to make you one? Oh, I forgot, Bupkis doesn’t have a papa. And if the others hadn’t laughed, short on fathers themselves, Sarah wouldn’t have cried that she had a papa, all right, and not a skinny old man with broken glasses who spent his days carving broom handles—her papa was as tall as a house and big as a mountain, a soldier who would save her from this stupid, stupid place and take her home, which made Charlotte howl because a proper father, a real one, would have told her a Yiddishe meydl should never lie, and if Sarah had not wrenched the broom from Charlotte’s nasty grip, if she’d run instead of letting her tears turn to words, I’m no Yiddishe nothing, you dirty Jude, she might have been able to think her way into a story with a better ending.







1948


In Bergen-Belsen, the motherless were a dime a dozen and depreciating by the day. For three years, the people had been leaving. The bright, the fit, those with a brother in London, a wife’s uncle in Brooklyn. Bergen-Belsen was now a pound full of strays. Which the Committee had to empty. Quickly. There were still few who could look upon them without weeping, but how much longer could that last, they asked each other whenever they met. Which they now did daily, reviewing the list of leftovers. The stubborn ones, the lazy ones, the sick, those with no connection to the world beyond their gates . . . and oy, the children. Because even if Palestine could have opened its doors to all those ready to make aliyah, it wasn’t orphans they needed. And so every meeting ended the same, all of them shaking their heads over how they’d finish the job, until a man who knew a man called them to a different sort of meeting and told them how. It was a way the good were loath to go. But it was a way.


“Where are the Schvarts?” Sarah asked on her way to inspection, her third that week. She’d heard the place was crawling with them, cellar rats in black-brimmed hats. The Schvarts Mark. The Black Market. Puppet masters working everyone’s strings. You got a foot, they got a shoe, was what she’d heard. You got two, it’ll cost you triple. The man in charge of inspections wore a black hat but was pale and did not look at all like a rat. He was called Teacher, though Sarah had never seen him in the classroom. “Don’t speak of things you know nothing about,” he told her. “Hurry now. Pick up your feet when you walk. No one wants a girl with dirty soles.” She didn’t ask about all the other times when her shoes and turned-down socks and shins and even her knees were clean as soup bones and still they hadn’t wanted her.


Teacher took a lightly trafficked route along the camp’s outer perimeter to the showing area, a derelict warehouse, where Sarah and the others were cautioned not to trip on the debris littering the crumbling concrete floor—tires and carburetors, fan belts and bumpers that had refurbished the vehicles of first one then another army. Though the place was well-ventilated, the walls held the smell of old oil and let in so little light that Teacher always brought a candle. Other men came, each with his own candle, bringing more children to fill out the line.


They were all girls that day, wearing the blue frocks and white aprons brought out of storage on special occasions. Arranged by height and standing at attention with the breeze ruffling their skirts, they looked like little banners at a parade.


“Well done, children. Tell me again: what is your job?” Teacher asked, pointing to one of the girls in the lineup.


She answered without hesitation. “To be good.”


“And?” He pointed to another.


“Smart.”


“But not too smart,” Teacher added with a finger wag.


“And we don’t ask for seconds and never talk back,” another child volunteered.


“Yes. And?”


And nothing. The girls’ faces went blank.


“And?” Teacher repeated, pacing the length of their line, forcing every eye to the floor.


“Oy, are those kops made of wood? For your sake . . .”


“We forget,” Sarah said, nearly inaudibly.


Teacher bent down to her. “We can’t hear you,” he sang.


“WE FORGET,” she bellowed.


Satisfied, he straightened.


“And for the sake of us all?”


“WE REMEMBER!” they chimed in unison.


In the last-minute fluffing, some got their hair pinned back, some got their cheeks pinched, some—the ones with no tattoos to frighten the customers—got their sleeves rolled up. And finally, they were told to smile. “Like this,” Teacher said, pulling his mouth wide with two fingers, as if the children didn’t know how to smile, as if children hadn’t invented the smile.


Sarah, her hair a bird’s nest, mimicked Teacher, pulling at the edges of her mouth with not-so-clean fingers, showing off her jagged little teeth. Feeling mocked, he huddled briefly with his helpers but decided against yanking her from the line. At this point, even the rottenest apple had to find a new barrel.


Teacher pushed open the corrugated doors to welcome the people of Celle, Bergen-Belsen’s neighboring town, but his face collapsed when he saw the pitiful turnout: a single couple, Herr and Frau Vogelmann, both breathing hard, arms looped together in support. Teacher tried to put them at ease, his greeting respectfully formal. And then, with great flourish, he announced the winning number of the day’s lottery drawing. The couple looked on anxiously. How could they have known that no one ever went home empty-handed? They looked nice, the Vogelmanns. At least they dressed nice. A watch fob’s gold chain swooped across the gentleman’s vest, and a crocheted scarf wrapped the woman’s neck. Their boots were worn at the heels, though, and needed a good polish. On the ground by the man’s foot, something bright and red tickled Sarah’s eye. Teacher saw it, too, but Sarah got there first. Like a stealth hawk, she dove for it and was back in line with the bright red thing dampening in her fist, the Vogelmanns none the wiser.


Teacher stared disapprovingly at the spot where the ticket had fallen. Seeming to think it was their dusty shoes he found displeasing, the woman’s face turned pink. The bus never came, her husband interjected. They’d had to walk. It was twenty kilometers, but what could they do?


“We had the fare. Money for the ticket, too. Go on, Helmut, show him,” the woman said, spearing her husband with her elbow. His pockets held nothing but lint. He frowned. Her chin trembled.


“No worries,” Teacher said. “Anyone can see you are honest folk.” Not needing a pair of crying customers on his hands, he promised to look for the ticket while they decided which of Bergen-Belsen’s lovely girls might suit them. “But choose wisely,” he said, wagging his finger. “There are no returns.”


It was always the same with Teacher when one of his jokes fell flat. He’d puff up his chest and disappear into the shadows where he and the others would place bets on the likeliest winner. No one ever bet on Sarah, but the Vogelmanns knew none of this and turned their attention to the line of girls standing before them, stepping from one to the other, looking long and hard at each.


To Sarah’s left and right, the children mugged. Some were older and more capable, others were younger and more adorable, but only she had a red ticket to wave high in the air and make the couple want only her. The man’s smile warmed Sarah. But when he reached for her ticket, she turned cold and held fast.


“Helmut,” the woman said, her voice scolding but gentle. “Can’t you see what a determined little one we have here?”


The two kept talking. The words coming from their throats didn’t sound angry. Maybe they were considering the prettiness that touched all the girls but her. The hair no brush could penetrate. The sallow skin the sun never sweetened. The dark, blank eyes. Sarah didn’t understand what they said but wanted it to be about her, good or bad, and when Frau Vogelmann got down on her knees, she knew it was.


“Do you want to be my little girl?” The woman’s eyes were camper-dress blue.


Sarah nodded.


“How much?” the woman whispered.


Sarah’s fist opened. Teacher returned just in time for the woman to hand him the wilted ticket.


“We’ll have her,” Herr Vogelmann and his wife said together.


Teacher and his pals, men who thought they’d seen everything, couldn’t hide their surprise.


“If it’s all right,” Herr Vogelmann said, glancing at his wife. “We are Christian people.”


“Ja, ja.” Teacher shrugged.


“We would not know how to raise her Jewish.”


“You are today’s winners. Raise her any way you like,” Teacher said, handing them the girl’s ration card plus a stack of Deutsche Marks for their troubles. “She’s not the best of the lot, but she will be of great use to you cleaning the house and minding the children.”


“But she’s only a child herself,” the frau remarked.


“This one?” Teacher said. “This one was never a child.”







1950


Celle, Germany. Sarah was eight by the time she saw her first telephone, Vater wrapping his beefy hand around the black receiver as if it were a club or a revolver. It was among the first in town and precious to him. Vater was what they called Herr Vogelmann, husband to Frau Vogelmann, their Mutter. Vater was a working man with no work to do. In the morning, he took tea with his newspaper and then talked on his telephone about what he’d read to the other men with no work to do. Mutter called this his passion. Sarah sat at the kitchen table while Mutter’s smooth, white fingers twisted her hair into braids. There had been a time when she’d feared Mutter’s touch, but now she stayed still as stone, fearing the merest breath might cut short the woman’s daily assault on her tangles. When finished, Mutter inspected her work.


“What do you think, Helmut?” she asked Vater.


“She’s no beauty, but there’s time,” said Vater, who had known Mutter since they were in nappies. They had two sons. Sarah wasn’t much older than either boy, but enough so to be entrusted with their care. Now that she was one of them, Vater and Mutter wanted her to add their name to her own. They got no argument from her. Sarah Vogelmann she’d be. The chosen of The Chosen. She looked puzzled, so the Vogelmanns explained. “You know, the Chosen People, like you Juden say.”


“But I’m not Juden,” she said. “I’m Auschwitz.”


They laughed. “Whatever you were, you are Vogelmann now.” They were proud that under their roof, two sides of a world war had come together. At the table Sarah had set for the dinner she’d made, they all joined hands and bowed their heads while Vater thanked their one God for the miracle of a second chance at grace and for the miracle of the additional bread they now broke, manna straight from heaven, thanks to Sarah, who’d been added to their family portrait, proving the Vogelmanns were not like those who’d done her wrong. Though there were good ones among those, too, they wanted her to know. People now shunned by neighbors and friends, some merely for the sin of turning their heads, as if anyone could’ve looked at a thing like that straight on. “And shouldn’t you of all people be able to forgive?” Mutter asked as she passed a tureen of dumplings. “You did win, after all.”


Sarah guessed they thought it was them that she’d won. The Vogelmanns, both Herr and Frau, were decent people. Above and beyond what was required, they’d given her a name, a home, and a seat at the family table. They’d taught her to read German and encouraged her to explore with the boys they called “the brothers,” who always came home with pockets full of bits and bobs, like the set of false teeth Sarah had put right into her own mouth, delighting the little ones for the rest of the night. And why shouldn’t she have had a bit of fun, considering all she contributed, freeing Mutter to spend her days working for the neighborhood grocer and her nights bringing in laundry, tending to Vater, standing on a stool to reach the stove and cook his dinner with the rations she earned them, and, on those evenings when Mutter was too tired to tuck the boys in, stumbling through the family’s great book of Grimm until the brothers’ eyes grew heavy. They were dear, these Vogelmanns, perhaps not the saviors they fashioned themselves to be, but what did an eight-year-old need saving from?







1957


At fifteen, she was done with pigtails. Mutter gave her a tortoiseshell barrette to secure the end of her single braid. The brothers were mostly left to amuse themselves, except when Sarah played school with them. She was always Teacher. She no longer needed to run her finger under the words while reading them fairy tales. She was still no beauty but her face had character, Vater told her. “And you are lucky, liebling. Character lasts far longer than beauty.”


It was true. She was indeed a lucky little liebling. Proof? The distinguished gentleman with the clean fingernails, hands folded across the second button of his long, dark coat, who’d come to inspect the goods: her. Meeting in the parlor, she curtsied, kept her eyes on the floor, and remained dutifully silent until the man lifted her chin and demanded she sing. It wouldn’t do to embarrass Vater, so she sang, loo la loo, over and over until the man nodded his approval. The choir at his church had lost its soprano and she’d do just fine, he told her. She didn’t know any other songs, she confessed. He told her not to worry, he would teach her. With the same sonorous voice, he congratulated Herr Vogelmann for the excellent job he’d done with her.


“It was no job, Herr Weiss. Sarah’s a good girl,” Vater said.


“What is this ‘herr’ business? It’s Friedrich, please,” he said, loud and jocular.


She caught Herr Weiss’s wink as he leaned toward Vater and, half covering his mouth, turned down the volume to ask, “So, my friend, what’s it like with the little Juden?”


“I’m not Juden, I’m Auschwitz.” It came out as a growl she tried to swallow.


But Herr Weiss’s ears were sharp.


“Speak up,” he commanded.


“I’m not Juden, I’m Auschwitz,” she repeated, bolder than she felt.


Vater held his breath. Mutter lowered her eyes and smiled. Herr Weiss smiled, too.


“Same, same, little bird,” he said. And with that, the important-looking man took his leave.


She packed as the brothers scrambled about. Sarah had not yet finished the Grimms’ stories, so the brothers were not yet finished with Sarah. “One more,” one said. “One more,” the other parroted. When she said they were too old for stories, they cried like babies.


She’d never seen anything so fine as the valise she was given, gold leaf filling the channels of the letters of their name, now hers. Into it she put her three dresses, the hems let all the way out. Undergarments. Nightgown. A sky-blue sweater Mutter had knit and boiled in a pot on the stove to keep her warm as toast when the weather turned. A picture of the family wearing the same sky-blue sweaters. The scrap of paper that went wherever she went.


The valise was small, but all that was hers did not begin to fill it.


The man would return in the morning. Down the hall, Mutter wept. Sarah guessed they hadn’t planned to love her. Herr Vogelmann, worn out from the family’s petitioning, insisted over and over that he was doing what was best for the girl. Soon she’d be sixteen, and then what? “Do you think we can give her a dowry or find her a job?” he asked. His well-to-do friend, on the other hand, could take care of her. Excellent care. He’d promised to pay for a school uniform. And books. It’s the best thing, it’s the best thing, Vater repeated over and over, but something weighed on him. She could tell by the way he didn’t call her liebling or look her in the eye, even the next morning as she walked out his door for the last time.


“Are we now animals like all the rest?” Sarah heard her mutter of eight years cry to her husband.


“In this house, we are all Survivors!” he answered. And there was truth to it.







1961


Herr Weiss’s attic was a box made of wood. Heavy beams supported the tall, pitched ceiling. There was a lamp on a nightstand by the bed and two thin eiderdowns whose feathers had lost their loft. At the side of the bed lay a circular rug on which Sarah had knelt every evening for four years. Herr Weiss was an exacting teacher, and with a firm hand he bent her head into the angle of modesty most pleasing to those who answered the prayers of motherless girls. He handed her the little prayer book he kept in the top dresser drawer by his own bed for her to read from, though she knew it by heart,


I am small


then laid himself down on her bed, making the sounds she closed her eyes on,


My heart is clean


everything, even the floor beneath her bare knees, shaking with it.


Holding the prayer pose, she waited until his chest sank and the room filled with cigar breath and he patted the side of the bed and parted the front tails of his shirt and again put his large hand on her head, this time guiding it down to the little saucer waiting, though there was no saucer, just his night’s milk, cupped for her to lap from the base of his belly, colorless as frost on a windowpane, slippery, flavorless, familiar.


And in it lives only Jesus.


Sarah had no prayers of her own. She had dreams. Not the kind that made you stupid with hope but the kind that bloomed in dark attics and made you know things you shouldn’t, like that no ground is so firm it will remain underfoot forever.


When the families of Celle awoke to their new order, she alone was prepared. It happened on a summer Sunday. August thirteenth. First, she prepared the Weisses’ breakfast. While their tea steeped, she prepared herself.


She was no thief. She gathered what she’d come with—a valise monogramed in gold, a portrait of a family called Vogelmann, a crumpled scrap of paper—the only thing attesting to her Before. In exchange for the clothes on her back, she left one of the seventeen Deutsche Marks she’d earned over the previous four years doing chores for neighbors, the same neighbors who would claim no surprise over her sudden departure, telling Weiss he was lucky to be rid of her, a girl who stared at the floor when spoken to and never returned a smile.


What she had of her own to give, the braid that tickled her back, she cut off at the root with Frau Weiss’s meat shears, Frau Vogelmann’s tortoiseshell clasp biting its frizzled end. This she left in the top dresser drawer by Weiss’s bed. Wiry as a horse’s tail, it had been harder to scissor through than she’d expected. She knew it wouldn’t bring much at market but told herself it was fair enough compensation for the little prayer book she suddenly couldn’t bear to leave behind.


In the parlor, the gentleman of the house and his wife, like every villager, were in front of their radio, teary and desperate for the staticky report to tell them it wasn’t true, that their beloved capital had not been desecrated, sliced through the heart by an impenetrable wall, and neither noticed Sarah, her chopped hair, or the breakfast tray she’d brought them—tea, strong and sweet, and yesterday’s biscuits—or her exit to the broadcast’s severing blows, a symphony of opportunity to her ears.


Berlin was an idea that lived in the East. She didn’t know which way was East and trusted no one enough to ask. She trusted only her feet. Putting one down, the other followed. She walked for some time before reaching a crossroads where an arrow-shaped sign said Berlin, 284 km. She looked back over her shoulder. Celle was no longer in sight. In every direction, the sky and road were deserted. She looked down and wondered where she might be now if she had started on the other foot. Two-hundred-eighty-four kilometers was an idea that broke her in two, the old and the new. How far away it was, how far she’d already come—in time, in distance—were mysteries. A small voice whispered, Be a good girl. Turn back. They’ll be wanting supper soon. She looked at the arrow-shaped sign and again at her feet, the right then the left, trying to decide which first step would allow the miracle of her journey to continue. But miracles were not made of decisions, rather, in this instance, of five soldiers in a jeep who spotted what they thought was a lady, in possible distress, and stopped to ask where she was headed. Sarah pointed to the sign above her head. The driver smiled big. “Hop on board,” he said. “We’re goin’ your way.” At their insistence, she squeezed into the front seat between the driver and one of his mates.


The soldiers were crew-cut, straight-backed, and well-scrubbed. They drove fast and all spoke at the same time. From their jabbering, she gleaned the words “lady” and “wall,” “big” and “city.” It was an English she recognized, the American kind that flooded the Weisses’ parlor night after night. Over the airwaves, it sounded loud, loose, and boastful. In person, the same.


They raced through the north German plains. With the wind whipping at her newly bobbed hair, the knobby tires kicking up clouds of dust, and the strong American shoulders bolstering her on either side, it felt like flying. So when the driver suddenly swerved to a stop at the side of the road, her first thought was that his wings had given out. The second, that he was done with her. He could see she was worried. Up ahead was Helmstedt, he explained. Their first checkpoint. Once they passed through, they’d be in enemy territory all the way to Berlin. That meant no stopping. Not for anything. He’d seen a citizen hauled away just for pissing out his car window. The other soldiers laughed. “They won’t mess with a bunch of uniforms like us,” he assured her. “But a pretty lady like you is sure to get their attention, and believe you me, you don’t want to get the attention of the East German guards. So, you’ll have to ride in the boot for a while. If you don’t mind.” He sucked the side of his cheek like he was nursing a sore tooth, but she didn’t mind. He threw a tarp over her for good measure, and she didn’t mind that either. He’d called her pretty. Pretty was an idea that lived nowhere in her, but under cover, it was easier to pretend.


When the jeep stopped again, she was unveiled and returned to her seat of honor. Up front, she saw that where they were was nothing like where they’d been. The sky was cluttered and close, the road thick with cars and trucks and buses. In the modest homes sprouting like weeds along the autobahn, she saw a prelude to Berlin. Further on, they gave way to bigger buildings, bigger than Celle’s biggest, hunched together, new walls jutting from ancient foundations, tall and smooth-faced, every empty lot sounding progress, hammers and saws at full throttle, men with rags tied around their noses and mouths shoveling the shale of their pasts into the backs of trucks to be hauled away, and people, so many people. But where is your Wall? she wanted to shout, the soldiers grumbling about what a mixed-up world it was. Five men in a jeep sent to save Germany, sworn enemy of the past, from Russia, sworn enemy for life. The Nazis were bad news, but the Reds, these five agreed, were far worse. Sarah wondered how it was possible for a great curtain of iron to hide in plain sight. The driver, free of all wonder, steered them onto Friedrichstraße, entering the stream of vehicles on the way to the city’s center. They inched along until the road split and the traffic came to a standstill.


“Guess this is as good a time as any,” the driver said, slamming the jeep into neutral and turning to their passenger. “Auf Wiedersehen,” he added with polite finality.


Sarah was confused. There was no wall. No stone or concrete or steel anywhere. On the island separating Friedrichstraße’s two legs, there was only a wooden shack, roughly built, slapped with paint, hardly bigger than the Weisses’ outhouse. Maybe the Americans had made a wrong turn. Maybe all along they’d been up to no good.


A man posted at the shack’s door waved furiously at the line of cars. One inched ahead, zigzagging through a maze of barbed wire. The Jeep, in gear, lurched forward a meter or two. Along the walkway, people had made their own line. It moved slower than the cars. The people looked tired and anxious. The barbs of the barricade caught the sun. The people shut their eyes to its radiance. Sarah felt it burn away her mounting panic and then understood. This was the wall. They were in the right place. The Americans were leaving her behind.


“No, no, no,” she pleaded. “Me . . . with you.”


“We’re gentleman, me and the fellows, not idiots,” he snapped. “It’s a one-way ticket from here, you know. Cross over and there’s no coming back. I’m talking life with that Commie mob, always a defector, never allowed a thought, a word of your own. Is that what you want?”


In their green jeep, dressed in identical green, they looked and sounded so much alike she couldn’t tell one from another. She didn’t know how to tell them what she wanted but knew that leaving the jeep and taking her place at the end of the people’s line would show them. With a shrug of their meaty shoulders, the driver and his pals continued on as if they couldn’t have cared less.


Perhaps they hadn’t cared. They were her first Americans, so Sarah couldn’t have known what they held dear. If they’d been more like the Shvartze Mark, she would’ve offered her bag of Deutsche Marks to pay for her passage. If they had been more like Teacher, she would have smiled wider and raised her hand higher. If they had been more like the Committee members, she would have made promises, knowing they’d be forgotten by morning. If they’d been more like Herr Weiss, she would have gotten down on her knees and prayed with them. But the Americans didn’t want her money or smiles or obedience or bent knees. They only wanted her to see the world they saw. A price she couldn’t pay.


Then, at the crossing from West to East Berlin, Sarah met a man who, unlike the Americans, was a gentleman and an idiot. A sweet, sweet idiot ready to give everything for the everything he asked of her, a price she paid on the spot. His eyes were transparent as glass. He smiled at a comrade, showing off the gap between his front teeth, and quickly covered his mouth with his hand. As if he could hide the light he contained. He was nothing but light. He was a beacon. A love. A Russian soldier. A Soviet soldier, he would remind her again and again.


They had three days together. When it ended, she wasn’t surprised. From the moment she saw him and understood what a heart is for, she knew it couldn’t last. In fact, when the blade came down on their union, her only surprise was that there was anything left to learn about being alone. She discovered this standing between a pair of Russian guards as they waited for her to board the airplane that would take her away. The guards whose responsibility she’d been for three days wanted nothing more to do with her. She understood. She’d brought an end to a comrade’s promising career. “You people,” they said. “Trouble just follows wherever you go.” They hated having to deliver his letter but owed him that much.


The airplane was boxier than the ones in the newsreels, more like a large bus with wings. The Russians left her to climb its metal staircase on her own. She began with her left foot. Inside, there was moaning and weeping and the misery of babies who had no idea what they wanted but knew they weren’t getting it. She eyed the door. There was no reason to expect her love would come charging through, but Sarah nursed her expectations until the door shut and the winged bus lurched forward. All gripped their seat handles and prayed to God. All but Sarah, who suspected He’d already made His decision.


She didn’t remember being told their destination and didn’t ask. Trouble would have a harder time following if not told where it was headed. She opened her letter. There were many pages, and she was a slow reader, but by the time the wheels of the bus touched ground, she had read it three times.




August 15, 1961


Love of my life, piteously short as it turns out, this wasn’t our plan, you pressing on, only a tale of our imaginary future to warm you, me failing you, my courage deserting me when you most needed it. But I keep asking myself, if any other outcome had been possible, how would I have missed it?


I write on behalf of a truer story to be told, that of a girl who searched for a Russian hero and the miserable poet who found her first. How arrogant I must sound. Calling myself a poet without a poem to my name, always thinking I had so much time, hating myself for wasting it, until I met you. You, the epic poem I was waiting to write.


But I won’t lock you to my memory with a chain of pretty words. They are for the little one growing inside you. Now you think I’ve lost my mind. And maybe I have, but I beg you, though there is little to my story that sets me apart, if this fool’s dream turns out to be real, if he is real, let these words find him.


I was three when the devils began pawing at Moscow’s gates, too young to know a siren’s warning from a wailing mother’s despair, that poor woman already dying, my father at the Front, never to return. Alone, hungry, raised by the State, conscripted before I’d had my first vodka, a remnant torn from one cloth and hastily stitched onto another. There were millions of us. But finding someone whose frayed edges so perfectly matched mine made me one in a million.


I hate the Americans for seeing you first, thinking they could be your champions, warning you of the darkness, the strangeness you were bound for, as if strangeness wasn’t your birthright. But I feel for them, too. What torture it must have been watching you pass from their side to mine.


I remember how pathetic you thought it, our Wall. Secretly I agreed, though it loomed large over us all. The temperature climbed steadily throughout the afternoon. The windowless room was suffocating, but you were unfazed. Your dark eyes fixed on a spot none of us could see, your black hair a tangled ruff, your prim yellow dress buttoned to the throat, a sweater the exact shade of the August sky. You perched on the edge of that gray steel chair like an exotic bird at home in the heat.


I was summoned because you claimed not to be German yet spoke the language like a native. I was struck by your stillness, your lack of apprehension. Portraits of dead leaders hung above our heads. You did not ask who they were, who I was, why you were being detained or by what authority. It was as if for you this day was passing no differently than any other.


I introduced myself and addressed you by your surname, Fraulein Vogel. Vogelmann, you corrected, but my German was good enough to know that Vogelmann means one who catches birds, and you, my love, were a bird meant to fly. Wanting you all to myself, I locked the door of our interrogation room and waited until finally you confided your wish to become a real Russian. I asked why, and you said it was because we were your true liberators. The rest, imposters.


I was tempted to let you through. I had that power, but it was pointless. You’d never find work, and without a job, you’d never afford a flat, and if you managed to find a willing landlord, you’d both soon regret ever meeting. Your only hope was to marry a Russian. Then marry me, you said, as if joining one person to another was as simple as getting a shoeshine. And isn’t it, I found myself thinking. I was free, unattached. If you were my wife, everything would be yours—my name, my citizenship, my Moscow, my country. Except you could never become my wife without papers of your own. In the old days, your little bankroll would have bought you passable documents. But in the face of the penalties ushered in with the Wall, even the Black Market had grown principles, and I could never ask a comrade to look the other way. I was proud of the incorruptible social contract we shared. I couldn’t bear any of them knowing how willing I was to tear it to pieces.


The hours advanced, you grew fretful, and once everyone was asleep at their posts, we slipped away. I carried your valise. You were reluctant to part with it but knew chivalry was all I had left to give.


Though the town was closed for the night, a tattoo shop at the end of a dark alley remained open, and the flicker of its neon sign telegraphed its solution, one so preposterous I thought it just might work. I’d heard Jewish families were able to “repatriate” to Israel. Good riddance, being my government’s sentiment. But there’s more than one way to be a family, I told you and got down on one knee to ask if you’d be my sister. You laughed, which got me laughing, too, but eventually we came to our senses. If only you were Jewish, you said with a rueful sigh. I can be, I told you, rolling up my sleeve, baring my forearm. I would get a tattoo. We both would. Of course, it wasn’t that simple. I’d be living with a lie and you with an eternal reminder of that place. But without a word, you took the valise, opened it, pulled out a scrap of paper, and showed me the string of numbers written on it. You’d never forget where you came from, you told me. Reminder or not.


The tattooist was a mean little cuss in a suit worn to a shine and dingy cotton gloves that once were white. Switching on his headlamp, he asked us what we wanted. You handed him the slip of paper, and we watched the color drain from his face. He was GDR, and no little farmer could bust into his shop and call him a fascist. I suspected my uniform made him nervous, but in the end, only a rich man could turn away two paying customers.


Watching him stab away at you weakened my resolve. A good Communist? Israel? A girl I’d known for hours? What was I thinking? But in those hours, I’d seen your soul. And scheiße, why not Israel? What was Zionism but another army of the downtrodden? What was the desert but Siberia without snow? Suddenly I couldn’t wait to trade the linden for the smell of orange trees growing in a backyard and endless hot sun and one more guttural language to make our own. If leaving everything behind meant the end of me, it also meant the beginning of us. As he wiped your arm clean, I laid mine down. A-120240, I told him, and he despised me for it, but I didn’t care.


The night nearly done, I walked you to my flat. Everyone there was asleep or passed out. We sat on my bed surrounded by the snoring unconscious, and you smiled again, a sweetness that vanished as quickly as it appeared, and, holding a book you’d pulled from your valise, asked, shall we pray now? Proletariat don’t pray, I laughed, although maybe in our case it would have been a good idea. I kissed you, covering your mouth with mine, but your eyes remained open, watchful, and you felt so cold that I pulled away. Were you angry, I wondered? Did you hate me for marking you as no one else had, pulling you into a hellhole of lies? I couldn’t risk asking.


You watched me undress. You did the same and lay beside me, so close I could see the down of your lip in the wan eastern light, only the little book of prayers between us.


I lowered myself onto you, into you, my chest expanding with the sounds I’d learned to swallow for fear of waking my comrades (yes, there’d been other fräuleins). You seemed only curious, not fearful, as we made maps of each other’s bodies. After, I poured vodka and taught you to take it down without inhaling the fumes so that someday we might drink all night without losing our heads. And I taught you to smoke, which you quickly took to, dragging long and hard, while our plan cooked up light as a soufflé. I put my papers to your cigarette’s ash, and we watched them burn.


So, this is what it feels like to be no one, I said. You said I’d get used to it, and I kissed your strand of numbers, only hours old and yet looking like you’d been born with them, smooth and dry, the indigo already fading around the edges. The pinpricks along my arm showed beads of blood, but we were together, of one mind. Man and wife, I said. Sister and brother, you corrected. Together we had faced the German guards of Auschwitz. Now only the German guards of East Berlin stood between us and Norway, Spain, or whatever country allowed passage to the land of your people. I have no people, you said. You will, I promised. It was then I knew my seed would take hold in you. I ached to tell you, but in a matter of hours, we would need to act like brother and sister, and how could you do that if you knew?


There is nothing more fearsome than men born with discipline but no heart, the GDR in a nutshell. Facing them, I felt sorrow for every other soul who had. They demanded our papers, and I told them we had none. We are Jews, I said. And I said it proud.


You are family? they asked, unmoved. We nodded. They looked suspicious. Every feature of my face had been drawn from the Russian steppes. We rolled up our sleeves to show off our tattoos. One guard grabbed your arm, another mine, and without a word, they marched us into separate rooms. My hands shake wondering what was done to you. The one in charge pulled my trousers to my ankles, and there I stood, trembling with anger, flagrantly uncut.


I told them everything, and believing I was a paperless Russian, not a paperless German, they immediately put me in the custody of my uniformed brothers. My only comfort was that you would be, too. You were Auschwitz, after all, a Pole, and because of us, the Germans would never hurt you again.


I must say, my former comrades showed more mercy than I deserved. Since what I’d done, I’d done for love, they let me know where we erred. It wasn’t, as I’d assumed, the Russian blood weeping from my tattoo or the telltale foreskin. In that camp, every group of prisoners bore unique codes, and I wore the numbers of a woman.


I was at peace as they left me to dress, untended, uncuffed in a windowless room, the gift of my leather belt coiled on the table. I felt you being carried away, like a little bird nesting in the belly of a bigger one, my son, our little poet—humor me—nesting in yours.


Tell him you didn’t love me for my mind or the grit and vodka mixing in my veins, certainly not for the strength of my convictions or the breadth of my shoulders, woefully inadequate to the task, or the cut of my jaw or the poems I talked of writing and dedicating to you, or even for the devious nature that finagled your second liberation. Tell him the truth, that you loved the flavor of my sweat, that’s what you said anyway, leaning into me and closing your eyes so you could take more in with each breath.


The world will tell him that it takes time to know a person. You tell him they’re wrong, that it takes an instant to know another and that the remainder of the life two people share is spent undoing that knowledge. Tell him I’m glad we didn’t get that chance. Tell him how much can happen in a single day, and that on this day, someone died wearing his mother’s brand and that he would die all over again not to disappoint her, that he would’ve killed to save her, but there was nothing he could do to save himself.


Our great Pushkin wrote these words knowing I wouldn’t . . .




I loved you; even now I may confess,


Some embers of my love their fire retain;


But do not let it cause you more distress,


I do not want to sadden you again.






Instead, dearest, enjoy the desert sand between your toes and pick an orange for me every day. There will always be better poets than I, but who of them could craft a better ending for our tale than your lover, your scribe, your Sasha?





A lady waited on the tarmac of the recently opened Leonardo da Vinci Aeroporto. A bus with wings had flown them from East Berlin to Brussels to Toulouse to Rome. Sarah wanted only to stay put and fly on but followed the rest of the stupefied off the plane.


The lady stood with her chin up, shoulders back, and right arm raised in formal salute, partly in deference to their completed passage, partly in defense of the Mediterranean sun that had turned this place the color of toast. There on behalf of the Jewish Immigrant Resettlement Program—JIRP, she called it—she spoke of its important work and the twenty-five years she had spent moving Abraham’s flock around the globe. She acknowledged their need to be heard. She called them brave and asked that they form a line. She wanted to meet them all, her audience of passengers on the run, still heaving from the turbulence. There was always turbulence.


Sarah was bored of lines but did as she was told and waited her turn, breakfasting on the honied morning air, the soft Roman breezes, currents of petrol, and refugee murmurings. When her turn came and the JIRP lady bestowed an energetic handshake and earnest assurance that soon home would no longer be a concept but a place, Sarah tried her best to believe. Her hands, her feet, her underarms, and undergarments were sorely in need of a wash.


On a proper bus with no wings, they made their way into the city. It was still early, but the office where they were to be processed was already jam-packed. There were no windows to open, no places to sit. Asked how long they’d been waiting, one of the earlier arrivals said, “Too long.” Someone unwrapped a salami to a round of curses, it stunk up the room so. Midday, JIRP staffers brought around baskets of bread and cheese and syrupy black coffee. The cheese was rank, but Sarah was glad for the bread, tearing off a hunk to calm her stomach. After lunch, the snores of upright sleepers crumpling in on themselves swept the room. One by one, they were shaken awake and led to another room. It was nearly the end of the day when she learned the signora would see her.


Signora, the JIRP lady, was deep into her file when Sarah entered. “Ah, Mrs. Vogel, I’ve looked forward to this,” the woman said, peering over the top of her reading glasses. “Is English all right?” she asked. Her vowels were broad like an American’s, her tone polite and clipped like a Brit’s. Sarah said English would be fine. The woman had kind eyes of an unmemorable color and a perpetual smile, a little V nesting in the V of her pointed chin. When something really pleased her, the smile expanded, revealing ivory-colored teeth, nicely shaped but with an inward tilt. She extended her hand across her desk for Sarah to shake a second time.


“Excellent. Sit, sit. I know it’s been a long day, but I have the form riiiiiight”—flipping, flipping—“here! Just a few blanks to fill before it goes in my outbox. Ready?” she said, smiling at her new client. “Please state your full name for me.”


“Sarah Vogel.”


“Date of birth?”


Sarah sat silent.


“Date of birth?” the JIRP lady asked again, looking up from the form.


“They said I was six when I came.”


“Ah, and I have here that was 1948, so shall we say 1942?


Sarah shrugged.


“And I’ll need a birthday. Does Liberation Day suit you?”


“It suits.”


“April fifteenth it is. Religious affiliation. Juden?”


Sarah shrugged, adding a nod.


“Good enough. And for your temporary housing assignment, do you require Jewish roommates?”


Sarah thought about it for a moment before shaking her head.


“Is that a no?”


“Nein. No,” Sarah’s voice sharpened.


“Do you require a kosher kitchen, a mikvah, or a location within walking distance of a synagogue?”


Again, Sarah had no answer. The JIRP lady peered up over her eyeglasses.


“Do you know what any of those things are?”


Sarah shook her head.


“Tell me something, Mrs. Vogel,” the JIRP lady said. “Do you know anything about being Jewish?”


Sarah regarded the woman with suspicion. She recognized the help being offered but along her way had learned two principal rules of survival—how to spread her legs to make water without anyone knowing and how never, ever, to give anything away.


Experienced with the reticent, the JIRP lady put down her pen, signaling that the form was on hold. They’d now be talking strictly woman to woman.


“Do you want to be Jewish, Sarah?”


“I think I do,” she said with a hesitant nod. No one had ever suggested it could be her choice.


“And why is that?


“To be chosen?”


“Do you know what Jews were chosen for?”


“To be reminders, no?”


“Reminders of what?”


“How good it is not to be chosen?”


“All right then,” the JIRP lady said, her little V of a smile widening as she reached for the stamp to seal the deal on her last case of the day. “All I need is your nationality and we’re done.”


Sarah stared dumbly.


“You don’t know where you’re from, Mrs. Vogel?”


It was a small opening, but Sarah seized what she feared might be her only opportunity to tell the sad, sad story her poet-lover had made her memorize in the event they were separated, some of it true, most not—the tragic loss of her family, friends, home, everything taken by the wretched fascists, and just when she thought there was nothing left to live for, the man of her dreams, an honorable soldier of the United Soviet Socialist Republic, made her his wife, and they’d thought the dark days were over, but the fascists were there too, waiting in the shadows to snatch him. Now, on her own, what could she do but pray that the JIRP people could help her find a place with no shadows, a place like Israel, the land of promise for her people, even more so for her and her husband. Sarah could tell that her passionate plea for aliyah, delivered exactly as rehearsed, was taking effect but couldn’t resist mentioning that her husband, Viktor Aleksandr, whom everyone called Sasha, was so in love with the sun that it hurt to think of him slaving away in Siberia, so if they could do anything at all, they should please hurry and do it because she needed him, she and . . . pat to the stomach, alluding to the non-existent baby whose existence she suddenly wanted more than anything, a boy if there was any justice left in the world . . . and she could’ve gone on about her husband’s eyes of melted ice, his beguiling manner of parking the tip of his thumb in the gap between his front teeth when beset by deep thoughts, but it wasn’t looking like it would be necessary.


Sarah had seen all kinds of crying—the mewling of the shamed, the wailing of the angry, the shuddering of the frightened—but she’d never seen this kind. Soft and silent. Lady crying, she figured. A clock somewhere in the room erased several moments from the day, and the JIRP lady sighed. Dabbing her damp eyes with a hankie she kept tucked in the wristband of her watch, she pulled a compact from her pocketbook and fixed her face. The golden clamshell spattered the sun’s last rays around the room. Sarah thought it the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen, but before she could grab it to make the light dance herself, the JIRP lady snapped the clamshell shut, dropped it back into her pocket and, sighing again, pulled another form from her files.


“I’ll be needing a little more information, now that you’ll be staying on with us.”


“Staying?” Sarah said, forgetting about the golden compact.


“Of course, dear. It’s too difficult a journey for someone in your condition,” the JIRP lady said, impulsively reaching across the desk to take her client’s hand. Sarah pulled away, cursing herself for straying from the original story. There’d been no baby in the version Viktor Aleksandr had made her recite so many times she could do it in her sleep. Now she’d gone and made a mockery of his dream.


Staring into the JIRP lady’s kind, gullible eyes, Sarah pushed up the sleeve of her dress and showed off her bare arm to let her numbers do some persuading.


The JIRP lady teared up again, but she’d spent too many years moving heaven and earth for girls like this not to know when her hands were tied. She tapped wrist to wrist, demonstrating the constraints of her binding.


“I can see you’re a fighter, dear. I am, too, and I won’t stop until we get this done.”


“When will that be?” Sarah asked.


“When the time is right.”


A trip to Israel, a golden trinket that could make light dance, a chain of promises knotted together with lies, an eternal love you’d never see again, and a stranger who used your name as if she’d known you all your life. There was a lump in her throat that couldn’t be swallowed. When you want something that you don’t deserve, you shouldn’t be surprised to lose it. Sarah felt something wet splash her arm. What kind of crying was this, she wondered?


She was assigned temporary lodging in the Campo de’ Fiori near the old Jewish ghetto where she’d share an apartment with three women who worked at a factory that made zippers. By her second day in Rome, Sarah worked there, too. For their own protection, JIRP banked each client’s earnings, from which they’d get a weekly stipend, adjusted according to their circumstances. Single girls received the least but would leave with the most. Like a dowry, they were told. An awfully stingy dowry, they said. They could’ve stayed in the Old Country if all they’d wanted was to work long hours for no pay and a deadbeat husband. It didn’t help that the factory was situated near a famous film lot and the girls they encountered on their commute dressed like they should be in the movies, not cleaning up after them. Her roommates found it humiliating, but when it came to clothes, Sarah didn’t know fancy from plain. All that mattered was having bread to dip in her morning coffee, more bread with a slice of cheese for lunch, and a bowl of macaroni with a little red wine for dinner. Now and then a tomato, a peach, sucked down with such greediness it frightened her. First you fall in love with the native fruit. Next thing you know, you’re calling it home, like her roommates, who thought Sarah a fool for wanting to leave a place where women carried fine leather handbags for one where they carried Uzis.


She wasn’t happy that the cost of the broom she needed to clean the factory floor was deducted from her first week’s stipend. But at the end of each day, half of which she spent sweeping around the feet of the young women working the line and half of which she spent plucking bits of bias tape and zipper teeth from the dusty piles, the broom was all hers. She called it Charlotte Berger and groomed it like a pet, bringing it home every night, sweeping around the wardrobes and under the beds, before bath time and after every meal, when and wherever dust threatened to settle, until her irritated roommates sent her out to attack the hallway and staircase, vestibule, front stoop, and even a patch of sidewalk in front of their building. Her thoroughness did not escape the attention of the mamma of the house, an elderly woman who lived on primo piano and asked if Sarah might like to sweep her floors for two lire a day. Sarah would have done it for free, but she loved the weight of the coins the signora slipped into her pocket on Sunday afternoons.


If one day differed from any other, she couldn’t say. She worked and swept her way through them all. The sameness was interrupted only on Wednesdays when the JIRP lady came to check on her, giving Sarah an opportunity to ask if everything was moving in the right direction. Nothing seemed to be moving in any direction, but she wouldn’t complain. She figured the JIRP lady had enough pests in her life, and the pasta en brodo she brought for their lunch soothed Sarah’s newly finicky stomach. Wednesdays became the scaffolding of her routine.


Many Wednesdays had passed by the time the floor manager appeared at the assembly room’s door and called Sarah’s name. The floor manager was a formidable woman, one of the rare JIRPers to settle in Rome and make something of herself, a stickler for rules. Sarah couldn’t think of any rules she had broken but knew nothing good ever came from the floor manager knowing your name. So, this is it, she thought. They’d seen the mistake they’d made, taking her in, trusting her, and would now send her back to Germany where she belonged.


But no one was sending her anywhere. A sewer had gotten her papers and gone off to the States, leaving an empty seat, which the manager needed filled. Though others had been there longer and had more experience—Sarah didn’t even know how to sew—she saw something of herself in the girl, hard-working, diligent, able to keep her nose out of other people’s business, qualities she held in high esteem.


“You’ll need a pinafore, but your increased stipend should cover it.” The floor manager, tall and imperious in her black-rimmed glasses and wide-shouldered suit, tapped her wristwatch, signaling that her benevolence had reached its time limit. All Sarah had to do was say yes. Instead, she threw up on the poor woman’s shoes.


Another girl took the vacant seat, and the vomiting continued. Sarah was beset by constant hunger and a corresponding disgust with food, which sent her running to the WC during every meal. The other girls warned her that bad things happened to skinny girls who refused to eat, but whatever Sarah choked down came back up. Fearing it was contagious, her flatmates issued an ultimatum—get fixed or get out. They also gave her the name of a dottore, a gray-haired lady with sharp button eyes known to favor instinct over training and renowned throughout the ghetto for her magical healing powers. Sarah met her in the kosher butcher’s back room and reluctantly opened her paper sack to show the cash she’d brought with her. Before she knew it, those bony hands upon her, a verdict was delivered. She’d be a mother come May.


“It was only a story,” Sarah cried. “Please, check again.”


The dottore advised her that the story was only beginning. Of course, if it was a different outcome she wanted, they could talk. “There is still time,” the dottore added.


Time for what? she wondered. Getting rid of it? From inside of her? She had no more intention of doing that than of having the thing.


“Pray it’s a boy, then,” the dottore said. “You’ll need someone to take care of you.”


Sarah told the girls only that she’d been fixed and was careful to keep up her hours at the factory, as always working through lunch, which she couldn’t keep down anyway. Learning to throw up more quietly helped keep it secret.


And then the sickness passed, her strength returned, and with so little else changed, she began wondering if it wasn’t the dottore who’d been telling stories. She hadn’t seemed the devious sort, but wasn’t that the thing about the devious? All Sarah knew was that her strength had come back, her appetite raged, she was taking the stairs two at a time, and in those scant moments she had to herself, she was revisited by the feeling she’d had between her legs the night Viktor Aleksandr, her Sasha, had given weight to her unnamed parts. Stranger still, an unfamiliar sense of peace had her smiling at storekeepers, coworkers, neighbors, and even her flatmates, the same ones who damned her treacherous heart when she began to show in December.


She could forget about Israel, her flatmates told her. No country would have her now. Not with some Commie brat filling her belly. They were not pitiless but had their own welfare to consider. Sarah couldn’t hide that bump for long, and then the factory would dump her. She could say goodbye to the sweeping, too. No work meant no rent coming their way, and then what? What a position she’d put them in. What a stubborn, stubborn girl she’d been.


But stubbornness was her friend. Though becoming a sewer was no longer in her future, the floor manager had put her on the assembly line, where she continued working through lunch, except on Wednesdays when the JIRP lady’s big bowl of brodo brought her close to believing in God. More work awaited her at home, where she now swept the second, third, and fourth floors of the ancient complex, a place that stayed wonderfully cool in summer but turned rotten with cold in the mild Mediterranean winter, by which time she felt the baby everywhere—in the cradle below her belly, in the small of her back, and down the back of her thighs to her swelling ankles. But she was an incubator, not an invalid, and to prove it, she kept up her sweeping and took on a little scrubbing, dusting, and mending to boot. Her savings were gone. If there was any work to be done, she would do it.
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