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“To be called a refugee is the opposite of an insult; it is a badge of strength, courage, and victory.”

–Tennessee Office for Refugees

“Home is not found in places, but in the hearts of other people.” –Edith Linvers


Dedication

To the ten to fourteen million German refugees who lost their homes, their sense of belonging, and often their lives—shall they not be forgotten, even if their plight has been eradicated from the maps of history.


Annie’s and Werner’s Journeys
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Chapter One

Annie

I didn’t survive because I was smarter, faster, stronger, more cunning, or better prepared; it was coincidence. Undoubtedly, I should’ve died, especially after what I did—in the end I survived.

But for what price?

What is lucky about a life filled with so much terror and hardship—a life in which one loses everything except for the shreds of cloth on the skin? Oh, I don’t mean possessions; I don’t mean things, not even precious keepsakes. I mean my mother and father and the intangible things, a life and future in a place I called home…my roots and sense of belonging—and Werner, the love of my life.

Still, I did make it out. I survived and forged a new existence.

I tell myself that on days when the world turns gray, even black. When I feel the urge to hide and shut out all thought and wonder what the sense of it is. Isn’t there supposed to be a purpose—some kind of meaning—to a life?

I’d always been free, had learned to take care of myself, had explored the country and my world with my best friend, Werner. Until like millions of others, I became a chess piece being pushed this way and that, manipulated, controlled, and administered by the criminals of the Third Reich, the dictators of Russia, the dictators of East Germany (and their spy network, the Stasi), by the unemployment office, and even by the refugee office, who told me what to think and do, where to sleep, and how to eat. I’d lost even the most basic sense of self-determination.

And over all of it hung the unmovable cloud of having lost Werner, of not knowing what had happened to him.

East Berlin, November 9, 1989

The noise from the TV tears Annie from her sleep. Or maybe it is her daughter, Emma, who cries out, “Mama, you’ve got to see this.”

On the screen, men and women walk arm-in-arm, crying and shouting. They all somehow smile, even while they cry. “It’s over,” one says. “We are free at last.”

As those words reverberate through Annie’s sleep-fogged mind, Emma appears by her side, a coat in her hand. “Come on, Mama, let’s go and join them. The border crossing is open. Let’s go and look.”

“It’s late,” Annie says, thinking that despite this incredible news, she’d rather go to bed.

“Only 11:30.” Emma grins. “You already got a nap, let’s go.”

“You go. I’ll keep watching for a bit. Just smile at the cameras when you cross…and be careful.” She can never not say those words. Be careful. It’s stupid, really, but Annie is convinced that if she didn’t say them, something bad would happen.

Emma rushes to the old Chromat television, an investment that has taken Annie five years and all her savings to buy. “I’m just going to check the West channels. Let’s see what they are saying.”

“…it is unbelievable, folks. They are coming here by the thousands, a steady stream of laughing, happy people, our German neighbors,” a voice says. The camera pans over crowds of East Germans walking arm-in-arm past the wall that has divided East from West Germany for nearly thirty years.

Annie sits up, her eyes drawn to where Emma stands blocking the screen. Annie wants to say something, tell Emma to move out of the way, but all she does is listen to that voice.

“…they are carrying bottles of wine and champaign, singing. Let’s walk over here and ask a few about this momentous night.” The commentator’s voice is deep and smooth and vibrates with excitement. But that’s not why—

“Mama?” Emma rushes to Annie’s side. “What’s the matter? You’re all pale and clammy. It’s the excitement, isn’t it? It’s too much—finally we are able to join our people.” Emma continues bubbling, but all Annie does is stare at the screen.

In front of the Berlin wall, a man is standing with headphones and a mic, interviewing East German revelers who’ve just passed through the Bornholmer border into West Germany. He is around sixty, with short salt and pepper hair and a matching close-trimmed beard. The camera veers back to the interviewee, a man whose worn jacket looks drab and colorless like all East German fashions. Come on, come on, go back, Annie urges the TV screen. She wants to look at the journalist again, must confirm… No, it cannot be, it’s all in her head. It’s been such a long time, forty-six years… She must be confused.

“Mama, what’s the matter?”

Annie ignores her daughter’s worried glance. Instead of rushing out the door, Emma slumps next to her and starts patting Annie’s hand.

On the screen, the camera returns to the interviewer, the man with the gray beard. His eyes appear like dark chocolate, but it is hard to tell in the artificial light of the street lanterns. He still talks, yet Annie doesn’t hear what he says. Instead she searches his face, the shape of his nose, the cheek bones and strong forehead. The latter is creased, the hairline somewhat receded. He’d have to be…what? Sixty-one—old, like her.

Annie urges the screen to show the name of the reporter, but there is none. The display flickers and the scene changes to another correspondent who points at cheering crowds sitting and standing on the wall. Their wall, the untouchable, impenetrable wall that separates east from west. The SED party of East Germany insists that they’ve been protecting them from the decadence of the west. But in reality they’ve been running a dictatorship to enrich themselves, drunk on power and greed. They built a two-hundred-thousand-person spy network to keep the people in line, to tap phones, to plant bugs in homes, and to forbid travel anywhere into the western world.

“Mama, you’re worrying me.” Concern swings in Emma’s voice. “What is the matter with you?”

Annie returns to Earth and forces a smile. “Nothing, everything is fine. You better go, before the party ends.”

Emma grins wide. “It won’t; they’ll celebrate all night.” She rubs Annie’s fingers. “You sure I can leave you?”

“Of course.” Annie straightens, her focus on her daughter, who looks nothing like her with that dark and straight hair. It’s a far cry from Annie’s formerly blond messy curls that are now streaked with gray. “I think I’ll head for bed.”

But when Annie lies down in the tiny bedroom whose window faces the concrete wall of the next prefab building, she can’t sleep. The room shrinks around her and the walls move closer until she gasps. As soon as she shuts her eyes, the man with the microphone returns. In her mind, she goes over his features and tries to compare. The eyes could be his, and the nose, long and straight, as well. But it’s his voice that caught her off guard. Just as it had back then… Nonsense. She is just getting old and her dreams are taking over—wishful, nonsensical dreams she’s long buried deep inside her.

Yet, like whisps of fog, shreds of memories rush through her mind…Werner showing her a bird’s nest fallen from a branch, applauding her when she learned to ride a bike, throwing her an apple from high in a tree, instructing her how to put her feet in the stirrups of his beloved horse, Daisy… Yet, the more she tries to remember his features—especially his face—the fuzzier he becomes.

She’s elated about the open border—the cage has finally opened, at least, a tiny bit. She expects the East German government will do something to stop them from leaving. The Stasi, East Germany’s secret police, has left its mark. Over the years they’ve arrested thousands of people who they considered ‘subversive,’ enemies of the state. A bad joke could be enough to land a person in interrogation.

Outside somebody hollers drunkenly, the sound easily penetrating the single pane windows. It’s cold in here—not just from the draft, but because Annie is trying to save on the gas bill. Yet, she’s sweating under the comforter.

At last she throws off the cover and starts digging in the closet. She can’t reach the upper shelf, so she gets a chair and teeters on the edge. The overhead light is too dim to see much, but she knows what box she’s looking for.

The photograph is tiny, a two-by-two inch piece of worn black and white paper that has survived unspeakable things. She grabs her reading glasses. She really needs new ones, but they’ll have to wait until after Christmas—she doesn’t have the money, and ordering them takes time.

The boy in the faded photo is tall and skinny, his arm slung around the shoulders of a girl. Both smile into the camera, easy happy smiles that reflect love—teenage love: silly, crazy, careless, and naive. Annie remembers the magnifying glass in the kitchen drawer and rushes to find it.

Again, she bends over the image. The couple stands on a field dotted with haystacks. Both have long, skinny legs; both wear shorts and light shirts. Even in the gray colors she sees the boy’s reddened cheeks, recalls the heat in her own. She was sixteen…he almost seventeen. The air is filled with the dust of summer, a late August day that they’ve spent helping with the harvest. Both are sweaty, but it doesn’t bother them. They know each other well—have grown up together, their farms next to each other, his presence as familiar and natural as breathing the air.

A sound rises, and Annie realizes she’s let out a sob. So much has happened since the picture was taken…


Book One: Annie 1944 – 1946  


Chapter Two

Insterburg, Eastern Prussia – August 1944

“Come on, move a bit to the right.” Mother points and waves while she holds the camera. I suppress a grumble, pulling Werner along. I’m thankful that Oma Leonora—we call her Leo— keeps to her task shelling beans at the outdoor table. Except for the gray hair, she looks like a smaller, wrinklier version of Mother. Both carry that same expression of wonder and resignation, their eyes equally curious and watchful, but their mouths set firmly as if repressing a snide comment. Except Oma hardly ever talks, and if she says something, it’s a word or two. She’s been like this as long as I remember, and my questions to Mother have remained unanswered.

“Let’s do what she wants,” I mumble under my breath, “otherwise she’ll never leave us alone.”

Mother has appeared out of nowhere, demanding a photo she can send to our fathers, who both have been serving in the war for the past four years. Werner’s is supposed to be someplace in France, mine in the east. Nobody knows for sure these days because we hardly ever receive any field post now.

Werner good-naturedly follows my mother’s directions, looking this way and that while moving his arm from my waist to my shoulder—less dangerous—and smiling on command. I know he doesn’t need any help showing his happiness. I know he enjoys spending every available minute together, exploring the countryside on our bikes when chores are done. Soon, school is going to restart—Werner’s last year of high school before he plans on studying biology in Königsberg.

After the film roll is finished and Mother disappears inside, Werner and I take off on our bikes again. It’s a glorious August afternoon, hot and dry, with a slight wind that cools our damp skin. We avoid the city of Insterburg, not three miles from here, because last month the Russian Army bombed our historic town and not much is left. Hiding in the root cellar, we listened to the shrill whine of the falling bombs, the explosions. Dirt fluttered from the ceiling as I counted the seconds, my insides soft as bread soaked in milk, my breath shaky. I took comfort from feeling Mother and Oma on either side of me, as if they could protect me from a detonating bomb. I don’t know how long we were down there, but I do remember my first steps outside—how my knees nearly buckled, my gaze uncertain as I searched the sky.

Black clouds hung above Insterburg, and fires raged for days. After that, many of the people who’d survived left, afraid of new attacks. Only then, in those weeks, did the war become real for me, so real that now I can’t stop myself from listening for the drone of approaching planes. At night I often lie awake, wondering what is going to happen with the Russian border so close to us. Is that why I want to laugh with abandon, to enjoy the time I have with Werner?

We stop at a small lake, no more than a pond really, but fed from a spring and always perfectly cool. I tear off my sandals and stick my feet in. Heaven, it feels good.

“Are you going swimming?” Werner calls from shore.

“Only if you come with.”

Our eyes meet. In the past we have had no problems taking off our clothes, but this summer is different. The air is different, as is the way we look at each other. I can’t quite explain why I have a swarm of bees in my middle or why Werner’s gaze makes me feel even hotter than I already am. After all, we’ve lived next to each other for as long as I can remember, Werner on a horse ranch—his parents own hundreds of acres of pastureland and raise Trakehner horses—while our family grows wheat, rye and potatoes.

I jump when Werner runs past me, laughing and splashing. He’s down to his underwear and I can’t help but stare at his backside. Luckily, he disappears under water, so I turn abruptly and pull off my shirt and shorts. I’m wearing a bra, and I feel self-conscious as I race after him. The water is much colder now, but I’m more concerned about what shows through the thin fabric of my underwear.

“It’s amazing,” Werner shouts before taking a few lazy strokes toward the middle. I follow slowly, my swimming not as assured, my breaths hard and gulpy. “I wonder how deep it is,” he says before he disappears from view. The surface calms as I tread water. The heat from earlier has left me and I wish myself back on land.

Seconds pass…a minute. Werner hasn’t resurfaced. Worry hits me with sudden ferocity and takes what little breath I’ve left. Should I dive for him? What if he had a cramp or got his foot stuck under a log some place down there?

Something hits me from behind. With a scream, I lose my balance and dunk below. Water enters my mouth, and I kick frantically, breaking the surface where Werner’s beaming face greets me.

“Got you,” he giggles.

“Idiot,” I manage before turning to shore. Anger chokes me worse than the water as I climb out and grab my clothes. To my frustration I’m way too wet to dress, and everything is a sticky mess. On top of that, Werner has followed me.

“Oh, come on, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

I say nothing, turning my back to him. So what, he’s seeing my bottom—all of it.

But he runs around me and stands close, all dripping wet, unaware of what may show. To cover my embarrassment, I huff and press my clothes against my chest.

“It’s really neat down there. There’s a bunch of green stringy plants, and I even saw a few fish, tiny brown ones.” He pauses, his thumb and forefinger spread to indicate size, his gaze on me. Concern plays there, along with a bit of curiosity as if he can’t quite figure out why I’m upset. “I’m sorry,” he says again.

“It’s fine,” I hear myself say. Where did that come from? Why am I forgiving him so quickly? Or am I just being stupid and overly sensitive?

Somewhere beyond the forest, thunder rolls. The sun has disappeared behind hazy clouds and a gust of wind travels between the trunks, rippling the pond’s surface.

Werner’s gaze travels upward, a frown on his forehead. “We better go, before this thing hits.”

As an answer I pull on my clothes in silence and climb on my bike. We take off at breakneck speed across the uneven forest floor that turns dark instantly with pelting raindrops. Every so often Werner slows down to let me catch up. His bike is much larger than mine and he can fly like a swallow hunting bugs.

When we pull away from the stand of trees, the wind hits us like a wall. The sky has turned charcoal and the clouds are so low, they seem to press down on me. My ears are filled with the roar of thunder, the wind, and the smacking sounds of tires on wet ground. Water fills my eyes, nose, and mouth. It runs down my bare arms, soaking into my clothes and shoes.

The path is no more than a blur. A flash of lightening cuts the sky into ragged brightness. My thoughts wander to the story I heard years ago about a boy being killed by lightning. Out here on the open fields, wet and tall on our bikes, we’re lightning rods. Anxiety creeps up my spine. If it weren’t for me, Werner would be home already. Instead, he goes slowly to keep an eye—

The ground rushes up to me, cold muddy water hitting my face and neck. Pain shoots up my wrist into the elbow and then further up into my shoulder. The world lies on its side, the bike still between my legs. Blood colors the mud, gaudy and bright against the leaden sky.

“Annie?” Werner appears by my side and carefully lifts away the bicycle.

I try to sit, but my wrist screams.

“Easy, I’ll help you.” He puts an arm around my waist and gently gets me upright. “Can you walk?”

I test my feet, putting weight on both, one at a time. Fine. The horizon begins to move, left, then right. My head is filled with jelly. “I’m an idiot,” I mumble and would’ve fallen, had Werner not held me. The storm has intensified. Thunder follows lightning, follows thunder. Booms shake the earth while the wind blows so hard, loose grass and debris fly across the flat land as if possessed.

“Here, lean on me. I’ll help you.” I hear the fright in Werner’s voice, a light vibration deep in his throat. It freaks me out worse than my pain. “How about we’ll wait in the barn over there?”

I don’t answer because I watch the bloody rivulet run down my fingers, its drip being blown away by the wind. I’ve torn open my forearm and wrist.

Werner pulls me along across the stubbled field into an old barn. Except for a rusty harrow and a pile of grayish straw it is empty. A portion of the roof is missing, but luckily it’s at the other end. Werner places me on the straw and runs off to get our bikes.

My wrist throbs and I’m suddenly freezing. A new boom, followed by a blinding flash, shake the barn right when Werner enters. He throws closed the door and sinks next to me. In the gloom, I feel his eyes on me.

“Let me see your arm.”

His touch is light and gentle and if it didn’t hurt so bad, I’d totally be enjoying it. A giggle creeps into my throat while a hammer pounds my bone.

“It’s all right,” I stammer.

Werner’s brows nearly cross and I feel like giggling again. “Doesn’t look like it to me.” He tears a piece from his shirt and carefully covers the bleeding wound. “Keep it very still.” He straightens. “I better get your mom. We’ll bring the hay wagon and take you back.”

Thunder booms and I cringe. “No, you can’t…don’t leave me here.” From my position Werner looms even taller.

“But you can’t ride—”

“Please stay with me.” I grab his calf and squeeze. To my relief Werner sinks next to me once more.

The blackened sky cracks open as lightning hits somewhere outside, not far, because I smell something like burning wires. The hair on my neck is standing up and I throw my arms around Werner’s neck, burying my nose near his throat. Forever in my mind that fresh smell of his skin connects to the electric smell of the storm. Forgotten is my embarrassment. All I feel is the jelly-like substance spreading through me.

Werner snuggles in. In the stillness after the thunder, I hear his breathing, feel his chest rise against mine. “You’re scared,” he mumbles.

I nod, my forehead rubbing against his shirt.

He pulls me closer, so we lie next to each other while the world outside is torn asunder. It no longer matters because all I notice is Werner’s warmth engulfing my chest and belly. It creeps inside me like the comfort of a wood fire in winter. I sniff his skin, the scent creating new turmoil inside me.

That’s when I notice his hand on my bare thigh. It’s no longer still, but rather moving up and down. Slowly and light as a feather, it creeps toward my knee and then back up my leg, across my bottom up to the pit of my lower back.

I should complain, say something silly, or make a joke, but no words leave my mouth. It’s dry back there like dust-covered fields during a draught. Instead, my good hand wanders up his back to his neck. I feel his breath on my cheek and move my head the tiniest bit.

Suddenly, Werner leans back, cutting away our warmth. “What are you doing?” His voice is deep, throaty. Splotches of red flame on his cheeks.

“Nn…nothing.”

Wordlessly, Werner jumps up and marches to the door, peering through a crack. I try to sit, but my lower arm immediately reminds me that there is a problem.

“The storm is moving on,” Werner says. “I’m going to get help now.”

Without waiting for my answer, he slides open the door and climbs on his bike. In one swift movement, he disappears.

Now it is my turn to blush. My head feels like it’s floating and my face burns hot. In my mind I go over the last minutes, his hand on my leg, wandering…exploring. There was something else, something I know from watching the horses on Werner’s farm. I blush anew, feeling equally confused. Obviously, he was excited, so why did he run off in a huff?

I get on my knees and inspect my arm in the increasing light of the open door. The skin is torn from wrist to elbow, but most of the bleeding has stopped. Though my wrist throbs, I can move my fingers—not broken.

I must’ve gone to sleep because when I wake, Werner’s face floats above me. He’s grinning, our awkwardness from earlier forgotten.

“In here,” he calls, touching my cheek with his palm, just a second before my mother storms in.

“What happened, you silly girl? You should’ve waited for the storm to pass.” She and Werner help me to the little wagon and bed me on top, my bike next to me.

All the way back, Werner rides behind me as if he wants to make sure that I don’t fall off. Once in a while our eyes meet but then move on quickly. I study the horizon, the sky, the hay I’m lying on, just not the boy I almost kissed an hour ago.

Only when we reach my house, Werner seems ready to speak again. “I’ll be going then. Mother will be wondering…”

I nod, which seems to be enough of an answer for him, because he jumps on his bike and vanishes.

“Let’s get you inside,” Mother says, helping me down. “Oma is getting your bath ready.”

As I climb into the tub, I can’t help but think that something more than my arm was damaged today.


Chapter Three

The next day Werner doesn’t show up. Doctor Wagner has bandaged my wrist and forearm and given me strict instructions to stay off the bike. Oma follows me with her watchful eyes as she fixes chicken soup. It’s still in the nineties, way too hot for soup, but Mother says—Oma thinks—it’s going to speed up the healing process. She points at the table and urges me to try the steaming hot soup. I’m all sweaty anyway, but I obey. Oma may not say much, but her eyes say more than most people can with words.

On the table lies a copy of the Königsberger Allgemeine Zeitung from July with a photo of Hitler on the front page. “Conspiracy completely collapsed,” it reads in huge letters. “Our pledge: unconditional loyalty.” Somebody tried to assassinate the Führer. After five years of war, people are angry enough to try to eliminate him. I’d like for him to be gone. At the very least, I’d like him to quit the stupid war that bleeds out our country and kills our fathers…and now civilians in their homes.

“You think, we need to move soon?” I ask when Mother comes in with a basket of corn. “Most of Insterburg has been evacuated.” I slurp a few drops, wishing for ice cubes.

“The government tells us to stay, the German army is protecting us.” Mother puts her basket on the table, her expression hard to read.

Oma shakes her head and starts shucking the corn.

“But how do they know?” I ask.

Mother sits down next to me and carefully inspects my bandaged forearm. “Don’t you worry. We’ve been spared for five years, our troops will scare the Russians away.”

It’s true, the war has been raging so long, but it’s always been far away…until this summer, when it found us. I can’t shake the feeling that something has turned—that what they tell us on the radio and in the paper is a lie.

I also think Mother doesn’t want to leave because she’s secretly waiting for Father. How will he find us if we go someplace else? Where would we go anyway? All we have is connected to this tiny piece of land…our home.

In the afternoon, I wander around the place, watching Mother and Oma can beans. I also watch the few field workers that remain—all of them war veterans—harvest potatoes.

The day refuses to pass. After the storm, it’s unbearably humid today, the sun hazy and boiling everything in its path. I creep beneath the huge beech tree in our front yard and try to read Erich Kästner’s Das Fliegende Klassenzimmer. Who names their novel The Flying Classroom?

I’ve already started chapter one five times and still don’t know what is going on. I love to read, but the words take off on their own; they dance and swirl and make no sense.

At last I close the book and lay back. In my daydream, Werner continues his caresses of my leg, moves up my back and beneath my shirt. We kiss. I come awake from my own sigh.

What is wrong with me? Why is Werner not checking to see how I’m doing?

When he hasn’t shown up by late afternoon, I decide to visit him. Maybe his mother put him to work, or maybe one of their horses is foaling.

But when I arrive, I find Werner sitting on a straw bale in front of the barn sleeping. Legs dangling, head leaning back, he looks peaceful, his dark hair windblown, his cheeks rosy despite the tan. I want to touch his face, trace the outline of his lips with my forefinger.

“Annie, you’re better!” Werner’s mother stands in the door to their house, for times the size of ours, hands on her hips. She always wears her hair, the same walnut brown as Werner’s in a tight bun, which together with her thin lips makes her look permanently grumpy.

I startle at the sound, but force a smile while simultaneously feeling guilty. “It isn’t too bad.”

She gives me a once over, and I never shake the feeling that she disapproves of me.

“Oh, hey,” comes from the straw bale. Werner sits up and looks confused.

“I could use your help in the office,” his Mother says from the door.

Werner frowns while he throws me an apologetic glance. “Coming.”

But he doesn’t. He gets off the straw—the way he moves, he reminds me of a cat—and carefully inspects my bandaged hand. “You all right?” he asks quietly.

I nod, resisting the urge to lean into him.

He squints at the door before letting go of my arm. “Sorry. I should’ve visited today.”

Again, I nod. “Maybe tomorrow?”

He grins. It’s the old grin, the familiar one, careless and a bit roguish. “Sure thing.”

But he doesn’t show up the next day or the day after that. My arm is healing well, but now I’m sore inside my chest. Is it his mother who won’t let him come? Or is he ashamed of having touched me?

The next time I see him is four days later on the first day of school. We ride our bikes next to each other, but the easy relaxed chat we are used to remains elusive. The words that come into my head seem all wrong, so I say nothing.

We each attend our classes, but I’m distracted and wait for breaks. In the past, we often spent those fifteen minutes together, eating our sandwiches and chatting about one thing or another. Now he stands with Lothar, his best friend, and a couple of other boys from his class. They seem to be talking emphatically, even arguing, but I’m too chicken to approach them. Likely they discuss the war or the muster they recently attended. Werner mentioned they had to strip naked and were all declared fit for battle. Though for now they are considered reserves, whatever that means.

I wander around the school grounds, stop at one of the two groups of girls I’m closest to. Elke, who has just lost her father a month ago, wears a black band on her upper arm. Her eyes are swollen and kind of empty, and her hair, which she usually wears in two very tight braids, is a mess. We aren’t close, but I go and sit next to her, touch her shoulder. What can you say that will take away the hurt? I can’t imagine any words will do, nothing will. I think of my father Hitler has sent to some foreign place. He could be dead too and I wouldn’t even know it.


Chapter Four

Over the next weeks, I hardly even see Werner on the way to school. These days, I am often behind; time just slips by me without noticing.

On a Friday morning in October, the schoolyard is in an uproar, most of the kids stand in thick groups, talking loudly. In fact, all classes are still outside. Everyone appears to speak at the same time, their expressions carry a mixture of confusion, excitement, but also the fleeting glimpses of fear.

“What happened?” I ask the next girl who crosses my path.

“The boys are going and Mayor Wander has closed school,” she cries before throwing herself into the arms of a lanky fellow with a sharply curved nose.

I look around, momentarily speechless. What is she talking about? My gaze wanders around the schoolyard, until it stops on Werner. He’s looking at me from fifty feet away, his expression worried.

I nod and like a rubber band we pull together from both sides.

“Did you hear?” he asks.

“You have to leave?”

“Hitler calls it the People’s Storm. We’re supposed to dig fortifications to keep the Russians out. At least that’s what the rumor says.” He shrugs, his eyes a bit wild. “We’ll travel in the morning.”

Something icy balls itself in my stomach. Until now, I figured that the war would eventually pass, that Hitler would see reason and finish. It’s been going on so long, but except for the bombing in July it’s always been other places, always farther east in Russia or in the west. “What about school?” I say just to say something.

Werner grimaces. “Mayor Wander says the Russian Army has come across the border, that it’s too dangerous. He wants all our families to leave the area.”

I stare at my best friend. “Where would we go?”

“No idea. I doubt Mother is willing to leave our horses.”

The school bell rings a second time and the principal appears and yells at us to head for home. But the throng of us is moving slowly, reluctantly. Who needs rules when the world stands on its head?

Werner turns his head toward the line of bikes, then takes my hand. “I’ve got to hurry and tell Mother.”

He lets go of my fingers and I watch him climb on his bike with the same ease as he scales a tree or rides a horse. If there is one thing that defines Werner, it’s that there seems to be no gravity where he moves. Everything goes easy and smoothly. Sometimes, I think he could fly if he’d just stretch out his arms and run fast enough.

The school yard is nearly empty before I follow my classmates onto the street. In that moment of quiet, I finally understand—Werner is leaving. The realization that my best friend is joining a horrific war that is supposed to be lost anyway makes me all numb. He’s not even seventeen— way too young to be a soldier. What if the Russians arrive while he’s digging? What if they make him fight?

I ride home in a whirl. Off and on tears appear. The wind dries them, but soon new ones show up. The path blurs. I mustn’t fall again, so I blink furiously.

I’m surprised when our farm appears in my vision and abruptly stop. Werner never mentioned if he’ll visit again or if we’ll spend our last day together. My chest squeezes painfully, the lump in my throat is back.

In a panic I turn back, race down the path. I find Werner in the horse barn, rubbing the nose of his favorite mare, Daisy. He’s ridden her since he’s been a little boy. Seeing the two of them pushes more tears up my throat.

“Hey,” is all I manage.

He turns my way. I can tell he’s been crying too. “Never thought, it’d go so fast.”

“Can’t you hide? I mean, maybe the war will end soon.”

“It’s been going on for five years. Maybe Hitler wants to continue for another five.”

“I doubt it. Our neighbor says there are rumors that the Germans are losing. They’re running out of ammunition and the Russian Army is heading west…our way.”

“Mother says she won’t leave the farm.” Werner’s brows draw together. “I guess that’s why we’re supposed to dig trenches to stop their tanks.”

“I doubt my mother will leave either…she’s waiting for my father.” I push myself to sound positive. “Maybe you’ll be back soon.”

He turns my way, his cheeks flame with sudden anger. “You really believe that?” He punches the wooden barrier of Daisy’s enclosure. It must hurt because he flinches. “They’ll not let us go, I’m sure of it. Likely will order us to shoot Russians.”

I take his hand with the scraped knuckles. “What are we going to do?”

He looks down at me, resignation in his voice. “Nothing we can do. I’m going to follow orders. You know what happens to deserters?” With a sudden move, he tears loose and runs off.

I don’t have energy to follow and check on him. In fact, I can’t move at all. My legs are numb blocks of wood. I lean against the box and absentmindedly rub Daisy’s nose. Not even her warm skin and gentle nibbles bring me relief.

Mother is shocked when I tell her about Werner. All afternoon she’s shaking her head…while she cooks, while we eat lunch, and as we wash dishes.

“What are they going to do with them? They’re just boys,” she exclaims every so often. Oma nods emphatically, even mumbles something like “bastards.”

I want to say I know, but all I do is stare and mechanically do my chores.

Mother leaves me alone and I’m grateful for her measured distance. Only Oma’s serious glances follow me. I could swear she knows what’s going on inside me.

As afternoon slips into evening, a blanket of sadness lowers itself on top of me. It’s dragging me to the ground and makes me want to lie down and forget everything. No matter if Werner returns, these are our last hours, and no matter how we try to hold on to them, to each other, they will fade away as certain as the earth circles the sun.

Because that’s what time does. It makes everything pass and disappear—especially things you hold dear. What remains are the must-dos, the chores, the responsibilities, and especially the fears and worries. They just hang around no matter how much time passes.

Like iron drawn to a magnet, I head back to Werner’s place. I don’t want to meet his mother, but I don’t care. Not now. He opens the door, looking hesitant and desirous all at once. His eyes plead with me for patience.

“Mother wants me to be with her,” he whispers.

Sure enough, his mother calls from within. “Werner, who is it? Tell them to leave us. Dinner is nearly ready.”

I nod, feeling helpless, wanting so badly to hug him, to sink into his arms and forget the darkness.

“Will you come…later?” I breathe.

His cheeks flame as he smirks. “I’ll try.”

“Werner, hurry,” his mother calls.

I want to roll my eyes. I feel like I have to compete for Werner’s attention, for his time, this precious little time we have left. “I’ll wait for you.”

The sheets of my bed don’t comfort me tonight. They feel cold and clammy against my skin. I stare at the shadows creeping across my room. The window is open, a fragrant breeze ruffling the curtains.

Outside, something moves. At first, I think it’s an animal, but then I hear footsteps…

“Annie?” Werner sounds out of breath.

I fly to the window. “I’m up.” In the low light of the half moon, he looks tall and mysterious. “Wait by the backdoor.”

I pull on a knitted cardigan over my nightshirt and tiptoe outside. Even if mother hears me, nothing can stop me from meeting Werner.

He grabs my hand as soon as I step outside. “I am so sorry,” he whispers.

Worried about Mother, Oma, or some worker seeing us, I pull Werner toward the barn. This time of year, hay bales are everywhere. The air is filled with the dry aroma of grass and alfalfa, a warm scent I love.

Werner still holds my hand as we dive into the darkness.

“I’m sorry,” he says again. “I was…embarrassed, you know, about what we did.”

In the darkness, I can only guess where his face is, so I lean forward against his chest. “I was too.”

“I should’ve visited…”

“You’re here now.”

Werner pulls me closer. “I’ll miss you terribly.”

“Maybe you can write.”

“Of course.” Werner’s chin rests on top of my head. I feel his body against mine, the woven fabric of his cotton shirt presses against the bare skin of my throat. And then things go really fast.

He pulls back a bit and as I look up, our lips connect. It is the strangest feeling to have him so close, his mouth soft and lingering on mine. I can’t help but rub his shoulder which seems to speed up his breath. Werner’s hands travel too. They find my back, then wander around to my chest. His fingers, gentle and uncertain, slide beneath my shirt. Oh, I’m entering heaven. My skin screams under his touch and as our kiss deepens, so does our embrace.

“I don’t know…” he says after a while. He is breathing hard now, his voice carrying that same deep vibration as during the storm.

All I can think is that I may never see him again. The war is so close already, swallows everything in its wake. A sob or is it a sigh escapes me. I know I should stop now, send Werner home, and be a ‘good’ girl, like mother always says. But I can’t. Every fiber of me longs for the man in front of me. “It’ll be something to keep us going,” I whisper. “Our secret.”

Werner answers by unbuttoning my cardigan and pulling off my nightgown. I should be cold, but my skin glows. In the dark he removes his shirt. Our chests meet anew, skin on skin, an exquisite feeling of nearness. His thumb finds my nipple, rubs it softly.

What follows becomes intoxication, a dreamlike state where we explore each other, enjoying inch by inch what we wanted for so long. Our union is painful at first, even awkward. Still, my body responds in its drunken state, and my mind shuts off. All I do is feel … his body on mine, his lips on my throat, his hardness inside me. We are one and nobody and nothing will ever pull us apart again. We will always carry this one thing—our love—with us, no matter where we go.

At some point we nestle in each other’s arms, inside a blanket, inside the hay, inside the barn—warm and safe… I sleep deeply and without dreams. Only once do I wake to feel Werner next to me, to feel the comfort of his body, his presence…his soul.

I am content.

When I awake, light filters through the barn’s wooden planks. I sit up, alarmed. Anyone entering the barn will immediately discover us.

“Werner? Wake up, it’s morning,” I whisper. I climb from the hay, aware I’m naked, yet no longer caring whether Werner sees me. We are a couple now in every sense of the word. I grin while collecting my clothes.

Werner grumbles something before his eyes fly open. “Damn, what time is it?”

I throw a glance at my wristwatch but see my bandage instead. “At least seven. When does your train leave?”

Mumbling “damn” and “shit,” Werner hurries into his clothes. He’s got hay stuck in his hair and looks adorable. All I want is to kiss him, but there is little time. Our mothers are up early and will sniff out what we did like bloodhounds find foxes.

Still, I seek his nearness and throw my arms around his neck. He grins at me, at first lightheartedly, before sadness mixes in. “I love you,” he says. “I have to go.”

I want to say it too, but in that instant my throat grows so tight, I can’t do more than wheeze something unintelligible. I think of saying good-bye at the train station, know he is expecting to see me there one last time. We kiss and he pulls away, listening by the door before peeking outside. Other than a few chicken squawks, the yard is quiet.

He throws me another glance, one filled with longing and sorrow. His eyes glitter as he nods the tiniest bit. Then he is gone. I stand there in my nightshirt, my half-buttoned cardigan, and bare feet, trying to figure out how to continue living.


Chapter Five

Later that morning, I wake up to thunder. The sound takes me back to the barn after my bike wreck, and I relive Werner’s touches, which morph into our lovemaking. He’s been gone for a few hours and it feels like a month. Resolutely, I get out of bed and dress, but when I enter the kitchen, Oma and Mother are in a tizzy. They’re taking all the porcelain from the shelves, wrapping it in towels and stacking it in boxes.

“Hurry, Annie, eat something and help us.” Mother hardly looks up from her work.

“I should take care of the horses.”

“You’re not going outside.”

My hand lingers by the loaf of rye bread, I’m attempting to cut. Oma gesticulates at the window, her chin and mouth trembling.

I follow her view into the yard, where Mila struggles with a basket of late apples.

“Are you not hearing this?” Mother asks.

“Just because we’re having another nasty storm, doesn’t mean—”

Mother rushes up to me and takes my hands in hers. “It’s no storm; it’s Russian artillery. All that rumbling means they’re coming closer.”

I focus on the noise that continues somewhere east. Now that I pay attention, I realize the sounds are more grinding and persistent, like a toothache. In an instant, fear grips me. My hunger forgotten, I hug Mother. “What will they do if they come here? We need to leave?” Many people from Insterburg have fled already, though most did after the bombing in July when they lost their homes.

A long sigh escapes Mother’s chest. “I don’t know what to do. Gau leader Koch wants us to stay.” While Oma mutters in the background, Mother holds me at arm’s length, her eyes shiny. “Better eat something.”

The fighting continues all day…while we secure glassware and dishes…while we move emergency bedding into the root cellar…while we sort our clothes, prepping for winter. It seems my ears have become antennas, trying to pick up the slightest change in the sound and the direction it comes from. I should be afraid for myself, but all I can think of is Werner riding in a train toward disaster.

In the afternoon, Albert Jetke, one of our other neighbors appears, a widower who lost his wife to cancer last year. He sits down in our kitchen while Mother and Oma fuss around him.

“Ivan is spreading across Eastern Prussia,” he says, chewing a piece of butter streusel. His purplish and swollen eyelids are half closed.

“Is that why the Wehrmacht has been passing through?” Mother asks.

Albert nods gravely. “A bunch have set up camp in Insterburg. Our boys are going to get slaughtered.” He looks thoughtful and says, “People are fleeing. Did you see the treks? Women and children…old men.”

I’ve seen them too. The road toward Insterburg is clogged with refugees, dragging carts, horses pulling wagons, people on foot, mother’s pushing strollers and carrying babies in slings, snotty-nosed children ambling along. All of them look the same: sad, defeated, and scared.

Mother sits down across from Albert. “What will you do if… Are you going west?”

Albert looks at Mother from beneath those lids. He must be in his seventies, even older than Oma, his head is bald and freckled with age spots. He lowers his gaze to the table and shakes his head. “I’m not leaving Martha.”

Mother’s hand finds his. “If it comes to that, you can leave with us. We’ll take the wagon, our horses. There’ll be room.”

When Albert looks up, his eyes sparkle with tears. “You’re a kind woman, Irmgard. But I’ve got nowhere to go, not when Martha is buried here. Besides, what do these soldiers want with an old man?”

Mother pats Albert’s hand but remains silent.

“If they come through, they’ll be heading farther west,” Albert continues. “They’re going to Berlin as surely as I sit here.”

A feeling of unease, creeping cold fingers, grips my belly. Our government sits in Berlin— Hitler and all those men who have brought the war. Maybe it’s a good thing, if the Russians go there. They must stop the fighting at some point.

The rumbling of artillery continues southeast. A red sheen lights up the sky at night. Word comes that Goldap has been taken, then Nemmersdorf, not fifteen miles from here.

Mother and Oma hardly lift their heads. We all exist of ears only.

Sunday morning, I catch Oma and Mother arguing. They never argue, so I hover at the door to listen.

“…I think we should wait a little longer,” Mother says, her voice is high and sharp, a sound I haven’t heard since I broke her favorite crystal bowl in sixth grade. “The government tells us to stay. We can pack quickly, if we need to.”

Oma mumbles something, her voice so low and gravelly, it sounds like a deep hum. To my shock I make out two words… “foolish girl.”

Did I imagine it, or did Oma just call Mother foolish? Or is she talking about me? Did I imagine the entire thing?

When I enter, neither of them acknowledges me, each of them busy scrubbing and ironing.

“How long would we be gone?” I ask, well aware that I might stir up the hornets’ nest again.

“We’ll wait a while,” Mother says.

Oma just shakes her head and keeps focusing on the ironing board. I can’t help myself but think that Oma may be right. As if to answer, the booming outside continues.

“See, I told you so.” Mother triumphantly plops down at the kitchen table across from us. “Albert says the Red Army has left Nemmersdorf. They quit fighting and disappeared over night. Our Wehrmacht got them good.”

“You think Father will come home soon?” I can’t help the note of hope that creeps into my voice. Not that I’ve got anything to go by, because there still hasn’t been any letter.

Mother eyes the stack of field post on the sideboard. “I hope so. This dreaded war must end some time.”

I watch Oma whose mouth is going, but who keeps everything bottled up inside. I can’t help but think that she’s got a lot of things to say and that none of them confirm Mother’s words.


Chapter Six

My dreams are filled with our adventures: Werner and I in the woods, inspecting a fallen Birdsnest with its broken shells, our swims in the lake, endless bike rides and tree climbing competitions. I relive our encounter in the barn, feel Werner’s touch, my own desire for him, my body melting into his.

On the morning Werner left, I did ride to the station. The platform was deserted. I had missed him.

Regret gnaws my insides. I could’ve seen him again, hugged him one more time, told him that I’d wait for his letters…and his return. I could’ve told him I love him. Instead, I was ashamed to show my tears in front of the others.

He’s facing death, and I was afraid of crying? What nonsense! I don’t care, let them see what I feel. In my mind, I arrive on time, we kiss and stand together, fused into one beating heart. What did he think when I didn’t show? He likely put up a brave face, hugged his mother, and climbed inside the train carriage.

Temperatures are dropping, fall is in full swing. I dread the cold days ahead, the icy roads and mountains of snow. Everything is worse because now Werner is out there exposed to the weather. While I can enjoy a wood fire and hot tea, bury beneath my feather comforter, he’ll be wet and freezing.

Several times I stop myself from riding to Werner’s place to ask if his mother has heard anything. I can’t imagine him not writing, but judging by the non-existent field post from my father, nothing goes through.

More and more German infantry have been crossing Insterburg. Officers in jeeps, tanks, trucks and foot soldiers travel in seemingly unending lines to the east. Rumor has it, the Red Army is approaching. The men in uniform appear old, worn from five years of war, their gaze downcast as if they hesitate to look at what is to come. Just watching those men sends chills up my back. My father may be among them. Werner may join them. How does one willingly face death?

Mother makes me stay inside as she nervously inspects our canned vegetables, the piles of potatoes and onions in the cellar. Germans in the west, especially in the cities, are starving. I should feel fortunate, yet all I feel is dread.

Insterburg has emptied of men. Like Werner, they have either had to join the military or are in hiding. Mila, a man in his early twenties, has lost an eye and all the toes on his right foot in Stalingrad. The black patch, which only partially covers the empty socket, scares me, and his limp is so bad, he looks as if he’s permanently drunk. Not even Hitlers Volkssturm wants him now.

Mother and Oma keep him around, even if he can’t carry heavy loads or bend well without wobbling. I’ve seen how Oma sneaks him leftovers and sometimes on Sundays, he sits with her in the little orchard behind the house. He’s shy and hardly talks to me, but he and Oma seem to have an understanding.

A few days later Albert reappears, his right hand grasping the newspaper so hard that the pages are a crumpled mess. “Look at that,” he exclaims throwing the Preußische Zeitung on the kitchen table. The headline reads, “Beasts raged in East Prussia…gruesome traces in the liberated border town Nemmersdorf.”

“That was a massacre,” he repeats several times. “Russians killed women and children, shot them in the head. Damn bastards. He throws a quick glance at me and continues in a lower voice as if I wouldn’t be able to hear him, “Raped the women too. Left them lying there with their bare bottoms in the open.” It sounds like he wants to spit.

Mother quickly glances at me, then at Oma. “A terrible thing. I’m just glad they left.”

Oma abruptly gets up and leaves the room.

Russians…such an average name, and yet, in that moment that word grows into something ominous—a drooling monster with sharp teeth, ready to devour us. Fear spreads through me, from my belly upward to my tightening chest and down through my legs. I have the urge to run, to escape, yet all I do is sit there watching Albert and Mother as a feeling of helplessness clogs my throat. It is one thing to encounter a threat and fight it, it is quite another to sit still and wait.

I force my thoughts away from the kitchen, up the road to Werner… where he used to live. It’s been more than a week and I haven’t heard a word. The worry about him never leaves me; it’s a constant gnawing pain that sends me nightmares. Against my better judgment I imagine him walking through the door at any moment. Of course, he doesn’t. My father hasn’t, and I know Werner won’t either.

You might wonder why I’m more worried about Werner than my father. Well, I do worry and I don’t. It’s just my father has been gone for so long, I can hardly remember his face…or his voice. What I remember is the feeling I had when he was home, the insouciance of normality, his presence at the table during meals, his voice coming from the barn, riding the tractor with such ease. Truth is, I took him for granted until he was ripped from me. Because you never see it coming. You just don’t expect some crazy man in Berlin to steal your father.

At the same time, after nearly five years, I’ve gotten used to him being away. Only when I’m in bed—when I allow myself to think about my life—do I know that a piece of me went with him.

Across the table Albert scratches his scraggly beard. He looks disheveled today, his shirt collar open and crooked. “I’m afraid it won’t be the last we see them.”

Mother’s gaze travels to the window, then back. “I don’t know what to do?” For the first time her voice is thin and uncertain. “We don’t want to be accused of defeatism—they even have special courts… You heard what Gauleiter Koch said.”

Albert leans forward. “Maybe you should leave anyway. You’re just women-folk. You know, when those men find you…” He looks at me but doesn’t say anymore.

Mother nods. “I just don’t know where we should go. We aren’t even allowed to take any furniture.”

“Don’t you have family in the west?”

“None. My husband has a second cousin near Cologne. I don’t even remember his name.” She shrugs. “He’s likely in the war too.”

“I don’t want to leave.” The voice that comes out of me sounds like that of a petulant child.

The first storms arrive in November, bringing frost and snow. Schools have been closed since October 20, and besides, Mother would be too afraid of letting me out of her sight. Incapable of making a decision, we continue working the farm. Each day drags into the next as we keep things running—feeding our two remaining horses, Maggie and Lotte, tending to the chickens, mending clothes, canning apples, and sorting through our food stocks. Despite the war, it’s been a decent year, our harvest of potatoes plentiful. Mila has moved in, taking his meals with us in the kitchen. The stove eats wood like a hungry animal and yet the walls remain near freezing. Ice blooms have formed on my bedroom window, something I’ve always welcomed. Not this year. This year I want winter to be over before it has begun. 

When I enter the kitchen, Mother fries eggs and potatoes. It’s already after eight, but the light outside is incapable of illuminating the room. Tiny snowflakes swirl and cover everything in powdery white.

“Do you want some cocoa? Milk is hot.” Mother nods toward the oven and the steaming pan.

But when I open the lid and the smell of hot milk hits me, my stomach heaves. In a panic, I clamp a hand across my mouth and rush into my bedroom, barely making it to the washbowl. Nothing but bile comes up, my stomach is an empty pouch. I must be coming down with something.

I wipe my face with a damp washcloth and return to the kitchen.

“What happened?” Mother has placed a heap of fried potatoes on my plate, along with an egg.

“Nothing, just don’t want cocoa this morning.” Ravenousness has replaced nausea and I dig in. Across from me, Oma munches on a piece of bread with strawberry jam, her expression hard to read. It’s as if she’s looking inward, hiding herself inside her own body. She never eats eggs or anything from chickens.

“Will you show me that knitting again?” I ask her. I’m determined to create a stocking cap for Werner for Christmas. Surely by then he’ll be back, or at least let me know his address.

Oma nods, her eyes question marks.

“I want to make something for Werner,” I say.

A tiny smile on her lips, Oma points at the basket by the window. I know we’ll have to work there so she has enough light. She really needs glasses, but there aren’t any available in Insterburg—the old optician left after the bombing in July—and a trip to Königsberg is nearly seventy miles one way.

That afternoon, as I’m restarting the hat a sixth time after losing a stitch, the nausea returns out of nowhere. Bile rises and I rush to the sink. Thankfully, Mother is in the barn, taking care of Maggie, one of our mares, who has an infected spot on her neck. After I rinse my mouth, I feel Oma’s presence by my side. She cradles my cheek with her worn hand and studies me.

“I’m fine,” I say, forcing a grin.

She purses her lips and, to my shock, pulls me into an embrace. I haven’t hugged Oma in years; it’s strange and comforting at the same time. Half a head shorter than I, she smells of talcum powder and lavender soap. When she releases me, her eyes glisten like dark puddles after a spring rain. She leans back and pats my cheek again, then in a swift move her palm finds my belly. There it remains. And that’s when I know, when everything makes sense. I’m expecting a baby…Werner’s baby.

The panic comes on so powerfully, I tremble and wheeze. Oma just looks at me with those perceptive eyes. She knows. She moves to the stove and puts on a kettle, humming to herself.

Mother is all I’m thinking. Mother will kill me as certain as I’m standing there in the waning light of the kitchen.

I sink back on the chair, doing the math. It’s been seven weeks since Werner and I… Since he left me. That one time created a baby. Why had I not paid attention? The thought of getting pregnant hadn’t even occurred to me. Of course, I knew what could happen. I’ve known how babies are made for years. Kids who grow up in the country just do. But I never thought it’d be me.

My thoughts whirl…I shouldn’t have the baby… It’s Werner’s child… My future is ruined… Russians are near… There is a war on… A terribly long-drawn-out war that has taken every man, who is still capable of walking, into its deadly clutches.

“Goodness, it’s freezing out there.” Mother rushes in, her nose and cheeks inflamed beneath the wide floppy hat. I flinch as I try to read Oma’s expression. Our eyes meet, and an almost imperceptible nod follows—an understanding that she won’t tell Mother. “Something wrong?” Mother says, pulling off her coat. “What happened?”

“Nothing,” I say, glad my voice works. “It’s just cold and dark and I’m already tired of winter.”

Mother lets out a breath. “We’ll have to make the best of it.”


Chapter Seven

In December, the temperatures drop further. Albert has been over a few times to share news of the war, none of it good.

I’m living my own hell. I’m constantly tired—no, exhausted—and consistently having trouble finishing my chores. Mother thinks it’s because I’m depressed and miss Werner. Which is true, too. Worse is the nausea that hits at a moment’s notice. Oma has been making me peppermint tea; a cup appears next to me whenever I am in the kitchen.

Despite the cold, I visit our horses, Maggie and Lotte, feed the chickens, and take walks. I’ve gone all the way to Werner’s home but have never had the courage to knock and speak with his mother. The fresh air helps me think a little clearer. That’s the other side effect of being pregnant—I feel fuzzy brained. I’ve got to tell Mother, tell her what is going to happen. Not long from now my clothes will become tight, and by summer, I’ll be a mother. I’m thankful that school is out for now—Mayor Dr. Wander has suspended all classes. I couldn’t bear sitting with my classmates, pretending like nothing has happened. Last year, one of the girls in our class got pregnant. After that nobody spoke with her. She hid herself in shame and eventually moved away.

I noticed that Oma has taken up sewing again. She only does it when Mother isn’t there, but I know what she is doing. Once in a while, when we are alone, she touches my belly.

Shortly before Christmas I’ve finished a lopsided wool hat that has too many holes. Werner can be glad that he doesn’t have to wear it, I think, as worry squeezes my insides. He has not written though I think I would know if something had happened to him. Surely, his mother would tell me?

Quit being a chicken. You’ve got to ask her if she’s heard from Werner, my mind comments.

And so, on the morning of Christmas eve, I head over to Werner’s place once more. This time I knock.

I’m dismayed at the sight of Werner’s mother. She has lost weight, the skin around her eyes and mouth sallow and gray, though she still wears the formal dresses and white collars that appear out of place.

I hold out the cookie tin. “Frohe Weihnachten, Frau Belan. I hope I’m not disturbing you. I just wanted to ask about Werner…”

Werner’s mother shakes her head, but takes the cookies. “I’ve got no news, girl.” Her gaze sweeps past me to the impressive horse barns and pastures. “They took most of them, the Wehrmacht, you know. Don’t have workers left anyway.” She presses her lips together until they disappear. “I suppose we’d hear if something happened.”

“Surely, we would,” I say, wishing she’d ask me inside. The wind cuts through my coat and my legs are soft from the walk. I feel like an old woman.

“Are you all right? You look very pale.” Werner’s mother scrutinizes me. It feels as if she pokes around in my head, finds my secret.

I abruptly take a step back. “Sorry to disturb you. I’ve got to head back now.”

“Is your family doing all right? How is your mother?” she calls after me.

“All fine,” I shout against the wind, feeling equally relieved and horrified. Relieved to escape from the woman’s prying eyes, horrified that Werner hasn’t written. Why is this war never ending?

In the afternoon, it begins to snow. Temperatures are dropping, but Mother, Oma, Mila and I are warm inside. Mila has organized a Christmas tree, a scraggly five-foot fir we have decorated with straw stars and pinecones.

We sing together and Mila leads us through a prayer. My thoughts wander to Werner. The weather is getting worse, near zero Fahrenheit. I imagine Werner sitting in some foxhole, his lips blue, his hands stiff with cold. The longing ache I feel is so strong, I bend forward and hug myself.

In the evening, Propaganda Minister Goebbels gives a speech. “My fellow Germans, the German people are celebrating their sixth wartime Christmas today…in good times, man does not know how much he is willing and ready to take upon himself in bad times.”

I tune out. Either they talk about winning or persevering.

On Christmas Day the snow intensifies, and our thermometer shows five degrees Fahrenheit. I take no pleasure from the whiteness, my heart heavy with the knowledge I must tell Mother. Soon.

A knock tears me from my thoughts. I fly to the door, expecting Werner to be home. Maybe he received furlough or they let him go for good. I can finally tell him about our baby.

The smile on my lips fades. Outside linger a rough looking woman and a twelve-year old boy, wrapped in layers of ragged clothes, faces bound with scarves. Snow has settled on their heads and shoulders.

“Joa, we’re looking for a place to stay. Just for the night. If you can spare a few Schucke?” The woman’s accent is Low Prussian. I pick out that she’s asking for potatoes and wants to sleep here. She turns her head toward the road, where another five figures wait with hand wagons and packs.

Mother appears next to me. She takes in the visitors, then says, “Of course, you can spend the night in the barn. We will bring you something hot to eat and drink.”

“Bless you,” the woman says. She can’t be much older than Mother, but her face is furrowed like fields before planting.

As the visitors settle in the barn with Mila’s help, Oma, Mother and I fix soup and tea. I carry basket after basket across the wind-tossed yard. The temperatures are falling further and the air hurts to breathe. Mila has distributed wool blankets and set up a small stove in the bare part of the barn. Last thing we need is the barn catching fire. The figures, three of them small children, huddle around the stove, fingers wrapped around mugs.

“Bless you… Thank you… Merry Christmas,” they say, as I dispense bread and apples.

When I reach the woman, who spoke to me earlier, she grips my hand. “Child, what are you still doing here? Don’t you know what the Russians will do to you?” I stare at the woman’s disheveled hair, the deep wrinkles. My mouth opens…closes. “Why don’t you come with us?” she urges. “It’s only a matter of time before they’ll be here.”

I’m relieved when Mother appears by my side. “We’re careful,” she says, though I can tell she’s upset. We can’t pretend any longer. The refugees have brought with them the certainty that the war is catching up to us.

Despite the cold I feel flushed. The fear I’ve fought down is back full force. I’ve been so worried about telling mother about the baby, I have ignored the much larger threat. How stupid!

“I’m pregnant,” I blurt at the bend-over shapes.

The wrinkled woman reclaims my fingers while mother lets out a gasp. I tear free my fingers and rush out of the barn, into the house, into my room where I bury beneath the comforter. Tears burst from me in such quantity, I feel as if I’m drowning in my own snot.

“Annie?” Mother’s voice sounds like a cry for help.

I want to explain things, but I can’t. Sobs run through me in waves. I have to gasp for air.

Mother settles next to me on the bed, and I feel her hand on my shoulder. “I’m upset, but that won’t help us now. We’ll deal with it, you’ll see. Don’t worry. And Werner will surely be back soon. You two can get married and…”

I turn toward her and bury my head against her chest. “I’m sorry,” I mumble. “We didn’t mean to… It only happened once.”

“Does Frau Baran know?”

I shake my head. I can’t bear to look at Mother.

“Don’t you think we should tell her?”

I abruptly lean back and stare at my mother. “No, never. She’ll kill me for sure.”

“Nonsense.” She pats my forearm that has completely healed and straightens. “Well, maybe later. There’s plenty of time.” She gives me a crooked smile. “I guess I better start prepping some things for our grandchild.”

That is the moment when I love my mother more than at any time I remember. The feeling floods me and fills me, a sensation of warmth better than a wood stove and hot soup.

She’s already at the door when I call after her. “What about the Russian Army? What are we going to do?”

Mother’s shoulders sag forward. “I don’t know, child, we’ll have to talk—”

“But you heard what the woman said. They’re coming.” In an instant my voice has turned shrill, ugly—almost accusing.

“Let’s wait till they leave.” As Mother’s mouth sets itself firmly, I bury my face beneath the pillow.


Chapter Eight

1945

On New Year’s Day the district leader shows up. I’ve only seen him a couple of times during official celebrations when he wore a stately suit and hat and helped Mayor Dr. Wander. Now he reminds me of a regular farmer.

“Frau Manstein, if I could have a minute?”

Mother waves him inside and offers tea, but the district leader refuses. “I’ve only got a minute.” He takes in our cramped kitchen and Oma peeling potatoes. “As you know, the situation is becoming more precarious by the day. Much of the town has been evacuated. Mayor Wander finds it necessary to tell you that the threat from the East is real.” He clears his throat as his gaze rests on me. “It’s important that you prepare to leave. We’re working with the leadership in Königsberg, asking for more trains and buses.”

“But the Wehrmacht has kept them away so far,” Mother says. “And many of the people you evacuated have returned. And Gauleiter Koch insists we stay to encourage our troops.”

“He’s wrong. Defense won’t hold.” Defeat lies in the district leader’s voice. “Not this time. Three Russian armies are on the move.” He rises and hurries to the door. “Please prepare yourselves. I’ll send word as soon as we have transportation arranged.”

“What about our things?” Mother calls after him, but the door is already shut. I see the struggle in her expression, the struggle to hold it together and not let panic consume her. I know because I’m already there. I look at my empty palms, fingers opening and closing on their own as if possessed. Everything blurs, and my throat tightens. Still, I don’t want to cry. I can’t show how helpless and overwhelmed I feel.

Oma, who’s been staring out the window, gets up and leaves the room. Even without following her, I know she is packing.

“I’m going to pack too,” I say, glad to escape the darkness, glad for something to do.

A week goes by, then another, with still no word from the district leader. Inside me, hopefulness for a Russian retreat and impatience for news compete. More refugees have stopped and gone. Each time we feed and shelter them. Each time they hurry off quickly. The fact they don’t take the time to eat or rest properly stokes the anxiety inside me further. What are we waiting for when everyone else is already on the move? What do they know that we don’t?

On January 19, Albert rushes into the kitchen. “Königsberg has given the order to evacuate. I can take you to the train station.”

Mother, Oma and I are looking at each other. “We have talked about it,” Mother says. “We don’t want to leave everything. We’ll take the horses and pack the wagon.”

It’s true. After the district leader’s visit on New Year’s Day, we discussed our escape. Aside from our clothes, Mother wants to pack our bedding, her wedding dishes, a set of solid silver cutlery, photos, and plenty of potatoes and canned goods—in case we’re gone for a while.

Albert sucks in air. “Are you sure? There’s no telling how quickly Ivan will advance. Nothing against your mares, but aren’t they old?”

Mother resolutely puts on her apron. “You yourself said you weren’t even going.”

Albert’s head sinks. “I’m too old. I’ll wait and hide for a while.” He produces a weak smile.

“You could come with us,” I say.

He pats my head and says, “It’s all right, Annie.” Then he shuffles to the door, turns once more. “Just promise me to leave today.”

Mother rushes over and hugs him. “Take care of yourself. Hopefully when this is over we’ll see you again.” She hesitates. “In the meantime, if you need extra food, help yourself…you know where the cellar is.”

He nods, but deep in my heart I know I will never see our old neighbor again.

Despite our best efforts we don’t get things done nearly as quickly as we expected. Worried, things will break, Mother repacks her china a second time. Mila helps us fill several sacks of potatoes. He kills our six remaining hens, which Oma bakes along with ten loaves of bread for the road. We’ve got wheat and rye, canned strawberry jam, gooseberries, and pears.

I go over the contents of my suitcase, try to decide about two framed photos, one of my parents on their wedding day, one of me on the day of starting first-grade. In the end, I remove the photos and leave the frames. We can’t take that much, the wooden wagon is already heavy, and our mares old.

We spent one last uneasy night in our beds. I’m constantly listening for the thunder of artillery shells or bombs. All remains quiet.

On Saturday morning, we head out at first light. Mila has also packed bags and bags of oats and hay for the horses. The ground is covered in ice and snow. It’s likely there won’t be any grass for a long time.

Mila and Mother sit upfront, Oma and I are stashed on hay bales next to the piles of luggage around us. We wear our warmest clothes: two layers of wool stockings, hats, and gloves with additional blankets wrapped around us. I’m worried about Oma, who is pretty thin anyway.

As the wagon creeps toward the road, I turn back, take in the farmhouse with its red clay tiles, the whitewashed walls, the barn and chicken coop. An eerie silence lies over the buildings, a forlornness that echoes my own.

When the war started, it took my father, the men of the town, then the boys, including Werner. And now war makes me leave my home, the place I grew up, and everything I am familiar with.

None of us speak, each lost in our thoughts. All I can think is, when… When will we return?

The main road to Insterburg is clogged with women, children, and a few old men or war veterans. Most on foot are heading to the train station in town.

I think I recognize Elke, the girl who’d lost her father last fall. She looks even worse than I remember, her face pale and drawn with shadows beneath her eyes. We look at each other and I wave, but she never acknowledges me, just keeps walking in a trance.

We roll past, much slower than I expected. Not only because Maggie and Lotte have to work hard to pull us through the softened, deepening snow, but because there is so much traffic. Mother is clutching a page from the atlas that Father bought years ago. To our right, the remnants of Insterburg sit. The July bombing has destroyed the old part of town. I’ve avoided visiting, but now my gaze is drawn to the ruins and charcoaled remains.

“Don’t look at it,” Mother says from the front. “Let’s see how far we get today.”

A little bit of her strength is seeping into me, so I tear my eyes away and look down the road we are traveling. Clouds of breath rise from our mares. That and the snow-muted clop of their hooves are the only sounds, because none of the people walking make any noise at all. I’m getting sleepy and rest my head on Oma’s shoulder.

In my dream Werner stands by the road, waving. He’s dressed in a Wehrmacht uniform and wears a beard that is even darker than his hair. I call to him, waving. He keeps smiling as we drive past, but he isn’t really looking at me. His stare is sort of unfocused. It’s then that I notice the armband on his sleeve, three black dots on yellow—he is blind. A swarm of bees rises behind him, yet he doesn’t seem to notice. I scream at him to climb on the wagon, but the whine of the bees grows louder and drowns out my voice.

I wake, and Oma’s face comes into focus. Her chin and lips tremble as she slings an arm around me. Behind us the sky darkens with gray, buzzing shapes—Russian planes—dumping their deathly loads onto Insterburg. We watch in horror as bombs rain and detonate. When we were hiding in the root cellar, I didn’t see, just heard and felt the explosions. This time I see the planes as they release their loads, sending hundreds of black shapes hurtling toward earth where they snuff out lives. My insides turn into an unrecognizable mush, the fear so great, I can’t move anything, not even my hand. I can’t scream either; I just stare in silence, trying to imagine the men in those cockpits as they look down on us. Do they have hearts? Families? Kids? Or did they lose them when the Germans came to destroy their country? Are they full of revenge and no longer care?

War does that to people—it takes their humanity, their compassion, and anything that makes them social beings. All that remains are cold-hearted, numb robots who follow orders.

As far as I can see, clouds of smoke billow into the sky, here and there tinged orange. The Red Army is finishing the job. Again, I want to look away, but can’t. In the background, I hear Mila urge on the horses. In front of us, refugees and wagons have picked up their pace. People are throwing away suitcases and cartons, and then taking off running. What is to stop Ivan from flying a few more miles and catching us on the road?

It is a laughable effort. Maggie and Lotte are almost retired field horses who drag a heavy wagon.

As more and more planes drop bombs and the earth shudders, my thoughts travel back to the little farm I call home. Was it really only a few hours ago that we left? Is my home already gone, blown to pieces by Russian bombers?

I wonder whether Werner’s mother left like us. Werner. How will he find me when he returns? What if my horrible dream was true?

Don’t be an idiot, the voice in my head comments. Werner has always known how to take care of himself. Of all the boys in school, he was the most capable.

A tiny flutter, like the wings of a dragon fly, travels through my belly…my baby. Watching those Russian bombers, I’d forgotten. Just for a moment. I promise myself that I will raise Werner’s child, no matter how far we have to go.

The closer we get to Königsberg, the slower our progress becomes. The road is a mess of fearful people, and German military trucks rumble past every so often, forcing us nearly into the ditch. The men inside appear grim, their eyes red-rimmed—not angry but resigned, sort of dead.

At dusk, Mila directs our wagon to the side of an abandoned barn. Already the place is swarming with people who are trying to find a warm spot inside. The snow is trampled and looks filthy—people are doing their business in plain view.

I feel dirty already, though we only left this morning. There won’t be any places to wash or sit at a table for a meal. We quietly chew our icy chicken and bread. Making a fire for tea—Oma has packed her entire reserves of dried peppermint and chamomile—is out of the question. There is no firewood, and we can’t risk leaving the cart out of sight.

We are resigned to spend the night on top. By rearranging suitcases and boxes, we have a half-way decent platform on which to lie down. Not like my bed where I had room, but sideways, Oma’s hair near my nose, Mother behind me. Mila has opted to stay in front “to keep an eye out” as he said. He’s already fed and watered the horses, since luckily there’s a functioning well behind the barn.

Temperatures keep dropping and an icy wind rages across the fields. Much of Eastern Prussia is flat country, which allows the breeze to roam freely. Now I’m glad to be tucked between my family because even the comforters are not enough to keep out the cold. At some point I wake and hear Mila shivering on the front seat. We gave him all our spare blankets, but up high he sits exposed. In front of my chin the fabric has frozen into a hard crust. I bury my nose deeper and wish for sleep to return. Again, a flutter rises from my middle. Baby is awake.

Despite it all I smile.


Chapter Nine

We reach Königsberg two days later. I’ve only been here a couple of times but hardly recognize anything. Abandoned carts, wagons, baskets, suitcases and assorted packs litter the streets. In the background, ruins like decayed teeth stick into the gray sky. Worst is the way people look. When I was here before, Königsberg was a bustling proud city—people shopped and strolled the streets, chatted with their friends, or sat in cafes. They laughed and waved, their faces relaxed and content.

This crowd looks like they’ve been on the run. Their clothes, often several layers, appear ragged and dirty. But it’s their expressions that make me pause and ask if I, too, look like that. Their eyes are large and frightened, flitting this way and that as if to gauge where the next threat will come from. Children wander about with no adult in sight. Their little faces look pinched from hunger. Some of them beg, others just watch silently as we pass.

My heart goes out to them as I think of my own baby to be born into this world of madness. Mila and Mother push on. Often Mila has to get off the cart and shoe people aside to make room for us while Mother leads the horses. I’m frightened and anxious to continue and escape the Russian Army; yet I dread every mile we move farther from home.

In one neighborhood, German soldiers huddle around a cook fire. Trucks and jeeps seem to be broken down, tanks hit by artillery fire. The men wear long coats and mud-crusted boots. The long cold has burnished their cheeks and noses purplish. Seeing them tells me more about the state of the war than any newspaper or radio address.

We stop abruptly when Mila and Mother begin to argue. They’re bending over the map Mother tore from the Atlas.

“We need to turn south and then west,” Mother says.

“I’ve heard that the Russians are already there,” Mila says. He’s always calm and polite, but a note of impatience has crept into his voice. “If not, they’ll catch up to us for sure.”

“We’re hardly faster in this crowd.” Mother waves to acknowledge the thousands of people clogging every available square inch around us.

“I’m against it.”

I’ve never heard Mila this determined.

“Where did you hear it?” Mother squints at the map, then at Mila.

He shrugs but doesn’t answer.

“Isn’t it possible that you’re just scared?” Mother asks.

A huff escapes Mila and he jumps off the wagon. “Come with me; we’ll ask the troops.”

He limps back toward a hovel of German Wehrmacht. By their outfits, they appear to be simple infantry soldiers who crowd around a cookfire.

I can’t stand it any longer and follow them. After sitting all this time, my bones seem to be frozen in place and I long for warmth, a simple mug of soup, or even hot water. I follow Mother and Mila to the men who ignore us, until Mother addresses one of them.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, but could you tell us if we can go south?” Mother asks. “Seems as if everyone is heading toward the Baltic Sea.”

One of the men looks up at us. He would be handsome were it not for the reddish face, downtrodden expression, and the black tip of his nose. Frostbite. He is hardly older than Werner and might lose a part of his nose, forever disfigured.

At first it seems that he won’t answer, but then our eyes meet. A tiny spark appears, something I remember from Werner. Maybe I remind him of his girlfriend.

He produces a half-smile and says, “Wouldn’t recommend it. Ivan is cutting off access across all of Eastern Prussia. You best bet is to head due west to Pillau and catch a boat.”

“That’s across the ice,” Mother exclaims. “Isn’t it already really crowded there? Can’t we at least travel to Pillau on land?”

With a sort of shrug, the frostbit soldier throws a last glance my way before turning his attention back to the tin cup in his hand. “Russians are north of here, too… The city is surrounded. Across the lagoon is your best chance.”

Heads low, we return to the wagon, Oma still sits where we left her. I climb on and sling an arm around her. “We’ll have to catch a boat.”

Oma looks at me, but I can tell her mind is far away. We spend another icy night on the wagon, eat the last frozen bread and chicken.

In the morning, Mila clucks his tongue to urge on our mares. They’re looking sad already, their heads low as if they understand what is to come.

Mother says nothing, just stares stoically ahead. If we get on a boat, we will not be able to take our wagon.

As we join the throng of refugees out of Königsberg and head for the “Frisches Haff,” the Vistula lagoon by the Baltic Sea that freezes over every winter, the pace slows to a crawl. I feel lost once more. Out there grows nothing—just six miles of ice, snow and wind. Our food is frozen solid—several jars have burst and lie in icy chunks in the wagon. I ask myself how we can eat anything without freezing on the inside. All we can do is nibble on frozen chunks of preserves. My throat feels like a grater.

We packed fresh snow into a burlap sack to use for water. Have you ever ‘eaten’ your drink? The snow melts in your mouth and throat and slides down as liquid ice where it spreads inside the stomach. The cold grows and grows until every fiber of your body feels like slush. Oma and I huddle together, fortunate to be sitting in the slipstream and out of most of the wind. Mother and Mila are not so lucky. They sit shoulder to shoulder, but I see them both shiver. We’re riding at snail’s pace, stuck in a line of wagons and stumbling people as far as the eye can see.

To our frustration, the line stops. In front of us crowd hundreds of wagons and thousands of people.

“What is the matter?” Mother cries. I hear the frustration in her voice along with a hint of anxiety. But there is nothing we can do except wait. Again, we spend another night squeezed in a line of travelers that must be a hundred miles long.

The next day we hardly make any progress while people on foot pass us by.

Mila offers to hike further, but Mother makes him stay with us. Another night passes before we finally make it to the lagoon.

At its edge, people crowd together by the hundreds. To my horror, ten inches of water stand on top of the ice. A group of German soldiers have taken up post and stop every wagon.

Eying our load, one of them addresses Mother. “You must take on passengers. All that needs to come down.”

“What do you mean?” Mother cries. “These are our things.”

“No matter. You see the water on the ice. Nobody can walk in that and make it. Unless it’s food or bedding, it stays here.”

Around us the ground is covered with stacked boxes, suitcases, sacks, and strollers. Next to it hover crowds of women and children, apparently waiting for a ride.

Mother mumbles a nasty retort, but motions Mila to help her. Together, they remove Mother’s wedding china, the silver…a second box with clothing and handmade tablecloths.

All the while, the soldiers watch. “What’s in here?” he says, pointing at Oma’s suitcase.

“Baby clothes,” Mother hisses. “My daughter is expecting…or are you going to have the baby be naked?”

Instead of answering, he motions to six people, three women and their ten- five- and three-year old children to climb onto our wagon.

We push together, squeezing their packs between us. I throw a last glance at Mother’s precious boxes before we enter the lagoon.

As if hypnotized, I watch our horses, whose hooves are permanently submerged as they drag our wagon. In my mind I urge them on to hurry, get their legs and feet dry and warm. It’s easy to see where we need to go because frozen shapes line the sides of the route: boxes and suitcases, a dead horse, frozen bodies, and strollers with white-faced, still babies. Out here, people’s lives are torn away in total silence. Nobody cries, and nobody speaks. There is no energy, just a grinding, unending walk toward… what? Survival? Freedom?

Is it even worth it? Is it worth fighting like this?

My hand wanders to my belly, where a little flutter answers. Be warm in there, little one. I suppose so. I cannot help but ‘want’ to continue. If not for me then for my child. Or maybe for Oma and Mother. We’re luckier than most out here; we have two horses and a wagon with food and warm blankets. The women and their kids don’t utter a word, and just the little one cries a bit off and on. Already, their soft skin looks inflamed from the cold.

Snow begins to drizzle in fine flakes, dancing, whirling, and melting in the water. Not that long ago I’d watch it from my window, welcomed it to turn everything white and beautiful. But not now—not when crystals find their way down my neck and cut my skin like fine needles.

Oma has turned her face downward. I pull the blanket over her, sensing that she is ready to be done. But it isn’t so easy. The body wants things…needs things. It makes us thirsty, hungry, makes us feel things we don’t want. We must empty our bladders and bowels, must eat, drink and sleep. All my life I’ve slept indoors in a warm bed with a feather comforter. Now I’m out here in no-man’s-land. The horizon swims grayish-white into nothing, reflecting my uncertainty about where we’re heading.

A drone erupts. The sky behind us is suddenly filled with gray dots that grow larger and louder by the second…Russian bombers—again. This time they are not stopping over a town; this time they’re after us.

The panic is so sudden, I feel a jolt as if I’ve stuck my hand into an electric socket. Mother shouts something, and from the corner of my eyes, I see her and Mila jump from the wagon. I drag Oma with me, falling into the arms of Mila while Mother lifts Oma like a child. The women follow suit, helping their children down. People scream and run every which way, up and down the line, off into the whitish expanse of the lagoon—exposed, easy targets. As the bombers close in, engines whine and machine guns rattle… Pop, pop, pop. There are so many that the air seems to consist of grinding, sharp sounds, raining death.

As we crouch beneath the wagon, they fly overhead, shooting mercilessly at the fleeing women and children. Surely, they know we are civilians. Surely they know we have never carried arms or invaded their country.

Mother tugs at my hand. I realize that my feet are submerged in icy water, my boots soaked and my feet inside numb. Slowly, we reemerge and climb on top of the wagon. Despite my discomfort, my gaze wanders to the front where Lotte and Maggie stand with their heads low. Relief floods me…they’re unharmed.

Next to me Oma is shaking so badly, her teeth rattle. I help her take off her boots while Mother digs for the spare pair of shoes, light summer ones, laughably inappropriate but dry.

I take off mine and follow suit. The other women and children aren’t so lucky, they don’t appear to own other shoes. Instead, the mothers take their children’s wet feet between their hands and thighs to warm them.

A horse’s neighs and a scream rattle me out my thoughts. Not thirty feet in front of us, a cart has gotten off the path and slowly turns sideways as it sinks through the ice, broken by machine gun bullets. The horse tethered in front is being pulled down. It whinnies frantically. The two women and their four kids have managed to jump off, but are unable to loosen the horse’s reigns. As the wagon sinks father beneath the water, the horse follows. Several people including Mila run to help, but none know what to do. So, we all watch how the boxes and packs on the wagon are swallowed by the icy water. The women and their kids, who can’t be older than six or eight, have lost everything. They stand there in shock, ankle-deep in the icy muck.

Mother gesticulates to the women, pointing at our overflowing wagon. We make room for two more children. The rest will have to walk, and it’s likely they’ll never make it. “See you in Pillau,” one of the women calls after the kids.

Sweat trickles down beneath my coat. If the ice is so thin, what is to keep us from breaking through. Will the Russian planes be back?

Near us, an old man in a ratty coat lies on his side, water swirling around him in pink clouds. He stares into the sky, blinks once…twice…no more.

Everywhere, people are lying dead, and I know that those who are not yet will be soon. The weather carries its own threat, the land too.

Behind us a woman shouts for us to move on…“Let’s go… Get a move on… Hurry.” Nobody wants to leave the trail and risk the fate of the women and their kids.

Mother turns forward, defeat in her eyes. “Let’s go,” she says. She grabs her spare shoes and puts them on while Mila urges on our mares. We pass the sunken carriage and the drowned horse. It is still now, no longer fighting. I hope that means it’s at peace. I wipe my eyes where tears continue springing up. Oma rubs my back. We survived…this time.

I realize now that survival has little to do with preparation. Yes, it helps, but in this madness, one survives because of chance. Bullets fly, hitting one person and not another. Bombs drop, incinerating one house and not another.

I can’t help but shake the feeling that luck will run out eventually.


Chapter Ten

The light is fading as we reach the other side…firm ground. Somehow, we have made it across. Everywhere we look are people, wagons, carts, and more people. Our pace is so slow, I could crawl along the wagon and be faster. Mila keeps shouting, but there is nothing he can do. Every available space is taken. Our passengers get off, mumble thank yous, and melt into the crowd.

We’re supposed to find the port and organize passage across the Baltic Sea toward Schleswig-Holstein, one of the German states bordering the Baltic Sea farther west. But tonight nothing works. Again, we spend a night. I wake up several times and test my toes, which hardly want to move in the shoes.

“I'll go and ask,” Mother says the next morning.

“I’ll come with you.” Not waiting for an answer, I hurry after her. I can’t stand being up here one more minute. After the wet feet, my body feels permanently frozen.

Mother instructs Mila to take care of Oma. I enviously look at the cookfires as we make our way through the crowd. With so many people about, it’s hard to see anything. We push and shove, asking directions until we finally get to the port area. Out here, the crowds are even thicker. Everyone jostles for position to get a precious spot on one of the ships, which consist of an assortment of military ships, ferries and pleasure boats. There are way too few for so many people. 

Several trucks honk their way past us toward one of the ships. Men in mud-crusted uniforms with blood-soaked bandages, some with casts around every imaginable part of their bodies, are sitting in back. Worse are those who have limbs missing…a foot, a leg, two legs, one or two arms. Their faces are white or gray, their eyes either closed, glazed over, or contorted with pain. For these men, luck has run out. A horrific smell follows them. I gag and dry heave as the images of defeat and hopelessness dance in front of my eyes. Somehow, I know that I will forever carry the memory of these men with me. Next to me, Mother clamps a palm in front of her mouth to suppress a sob. It is that sound that makes everything more real. Tears press and release, but I don’t care. The war is lost, no matter what Hitler and Goebbels or Gauleiter Koch tell us.

I think of Father and Werner, whether they are lying hurt in some truck or worse... I imagine Werner returning home to our house, looking for me, and finding everything abandoned with no idea how to find me. Maybe our house is no longer standing. Maybe Russian soldiers burned it down.

I feel Mother’s fingers tug my sleeve. “Annie, let’s try to find someone who can help us.”

I nod and grab her hand. I wouldn’t have wanted to be seen like this in school, ever, but here it seems normal, comforting.

In front of a former restaurant with boarded-up windows lies a mountain of something I can’t quite discern… As we draw closer, I realize it’s horse meat, darkish red, frozen chunks, piles of bones, hooves and hides on the side. A couple of soldiers are guarding it while a man with a long axe hacks away pieces and doles them out wrapped in newspaper to a line of waiting people.

After another thirty minutes of asking and pushing past waiting masses, we find a man in a blue uniform, apparently the port’s commandant, rushing along the pier.

“Sir, please wait, we need to leave,” Mother shouts after him.

The man slows and turns, hardly looking at us. “Everyone does.” He has a square jaw and the light blue eyes of a spring sky.

“My daughter is pregnant. My mother is old…sick.”

The commandant eyes my middle. Except for a fuller waist that only I know about, there is nothing to see. He nods, then says, “Be here in the morning, at the far end, the mine sweeper leaves at six.”

I follow the man’s gaze to a gray military boat, its deck covered in equipment—not a place for women and children.

“Only crossing to Gotenhafen,” he says as if he’s heard me. “From there you can take a train or another ship.” He squints and continues more to himself, “Need to get this place emptied before Ivan arrives.”

He notes our names in a book and hurries off.

On the way back the crowds are even thicker than an hour ago.

A few times I lose Mother’s hand when we’re pulled apart by the pressure of moving bodies. Immediately, I panic, watching frantically where Mother’s scarf-wrapped head is pulled. Each time, she manages to find me again, her broad chest and elbows an effective tool.

Two German soldiers stand next to Mila, who is holding Maggie’s reins. Even from a distance I can tell they’re arguing.

“No exceptions,” one of the soldiers says. “They all have to go.”

“What is going on here?” Mother asks as we draw near.

“They will take the horses.” Mila is obviously glad Mother has arrived.

“Why would you do that?” Mother asks.

“All horses are used to feed the people,” the second soldier says. He’s got a nasty, reddish scar on his temple that disappears under his hat.

“No!” I cry. “Never, not Maggie and Lotte.” I push past the men and rub our horses’ powerful jaws. Maggie’s soft lips nibble my sleeve. She’s letting her head hang low as if she knows what we’re talking about.

Behind me, the arguing continues.

“You’re leaving on a ship, right?” The scar-faced soldier says. “You won’t need them anymore.”

“You can’t kill them,” I cry. My voice is high and raw. “Please, Mama, we can’t let them go like this.”

Mother’s expression reflects her indecision. She’s a practical woman and knows we are leaving anyway. But she knows me, and how much I love those mares.

“How about I take them out of the city tonight?” Mother asks. “At least give them to a farmer…”

The scar-faced man looks at me, then at Mother. “I don’t recommend it. Ivan is close; I wouldn’t risk it.” He nods at the horses. “Certainly not for a couple of old mounts.”

“Mother, please,” I say. “I’ll come with you. We’ll find someone to take care of them.”

With a sigh, Mother turns back to the men. “We’ll take them now. I’ll be careful.”

“As you wish.” The two soldiers hurry off.

“You sure you want to do that?” Mila furiously rubs his eyebrows, then his grizzled jaw. “You heard them—it’s not safe.”

Mother ignores him and begins to unpack the rest of our things. “Help me, everybody. We need to decide what we take on the boat—one suitcase and blanket each, a few sacks of food.”

I hop on and help Oma down. “We’ll be leaving in the morning,” I tell her. Mila hands down comforters and suitcases, until just a bit of hay and straw remain.

Mother climbs on the seat and grabs the reins. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Just move to the pier, Annie, near the ship. I’ll find you there.”

“I’m coming with you,” I cry. Somehow, in my mind I see Maggie and Lotte galop onto a beautiful green pasture. Such nonsense—everything is covered in snow.

Mother shakes her head. “You’ll stay here with Mila and Oma. If I’m not back tonight, you move to the dock and get in line.”

“But I want to—”

“I’ll go with your mother.” Mila climbs onto the bench and takes the reins from Mother’s hands.

I hurry to the front, hug my horses, stick my nose into their fur, touch their lips, rub their ears. I’m crying. “Take care of yourselves,” I whisper. “You’ll live on a nice farm again soon.” I know it’s stupid—farm animals serve a purpose: they work or provide food, one way or another. But this feels all wrong. Maggie and Lotte were the last horses we were allowed to keep, and I’ve seen Maggie grow up from a foal. She’s family—sweet, calm, and loyal.

Oma tenderly pulls me aside. As Mother and Mila drive off, I sink into Oma’s arms. She’s so small, but she holds me tight as I sob some more.

At last I let go. We plop onto our suitcases and wrap ourselves in blankets while wait. The afternoon drags on. The smell of frying meat hits my nose. Some place not far, somebody is cooking horse meat. I don’t want to like the smell, but my body has its own mind, wants things.

My stomach rumbles angrily, so I sort through our wares. Chicken and bread are gone. We still have two sacks of grain, but no way to grind and cook it. I take off my gloves, urge my icy fingers to move, and grab a handful to offer to Oma. They’re hard as gravel and about as tasty. The snarl in my middle grows louder. I break a piece of frozen strawberry jam from a broken jar, letting it melt in my mouth. The temperatures must be dropping again. Our breaths steam in front of us, and I notice the skin on my knuckles is chapped. I pull on the glove and dream about a fire. I could look for wood, anything that will burn, but isn’t everyone?

Again, I sort through our cans. A few with pears and applesauce have survived.

I pack them into a burlap sack and bend down to Oma. “I’ll be right back; just wait for me.”

Oma’s hand clamps around my forearm. She shakes her head, her eyes filled with worry, “Don’t go.”

I about fall over. Oma talks. Her voice is raspy, but it’s clear enough.

“I won’t be far, just wait here.” I tear loose and push into the crowd. In the last hours, even more people have arrived, and I hardly get through. I’m still shocked about hearing Oma actually speak to me, though with every minute that passes, I become more convinced that I imagined it.

Near the boarded-up restaurant, I find what I’m looking for. The soldiers who’d tried to take our horses earlier are sitting together with other dirty and tired men. The fire in their middle draws me. I feel its warmth send tiny heated tongues up my legs.

“Excuse me,” I cry, “I need your help.” The young man with the nasty scar, who told mother not to go, locks eyes with me. He doesn’t speak, but I detect a hint of curiosity. “I was hoping you could trade some firewood with me,” I blurt. “I hold out the burlap sack. It’s just…we haven’t had anything hot in days. My Oma…grandmother is struggling.”

A bit of life enters the boy’s features. He looks at his mates, at the pile of firewood next to them. Holding out an arm, he says, “What’s in the bag?”

“Canned food from our farm…pears and applesauce.” I hand over our treasure. What’s to keep them from claiming it as their own. They’re strong, have guns. I’ve got nothing—not even a knife.

“Where’re you staying?” the young soldier asks. Now I notice the uniform, he must be an officer.

“Getting on a boat in the morning.”

He scoffs and gets up. Towering above me, the scar on his temple blazes. “You do realize you can freeze to death.”

I’m so surprised about his closeness, I can’t think of a good retort.

“I know a place, Hotel Goldener Anker, I will send word—”

“We can’t go to some hotel! We’re taking a boat in the morning.”

The grin transforms him, making me forget where we are. The cold, the stink, the fear, and crowds all seem to disappear. He’s just a young fellow talking to a girl. “The hotel is at the pier.”

Again, I’m mute.

“What’s your name?”

“Annie…Manstein.”

“I’ll send word… Four people, right?”

I nod. “Thanks.”

The grin is back. “Take care of yourself, Annie Manstein.”

As he turns to rejoin his friends, I hear one of them comment something like, “little girlfriend and cute.”

If they only knew. Pregnant, stupid girl is more like it.

“Wait!” The soldier runs after me and presses something into my hand. “For the canned fruit.”

When I look up again, he’s gone. In my hand lies a loaf of dark, square bread. Kommissbrot, military bread baked with rye and molasses.

Oma sits where I left her. At least she’s awake and seems to be watching our things. Silently, I hand over a chunk of bread and tell her about the hotel. She nods while she scans the crowds, obviously trying to penetrate the milling, pushing throng of desperate people.

I must’ve nodded off because when I awake, it’s already dusk. Oma remains next to me unmoving. In the growing darkness, her lips appear blue. She needs to go someplace warm…the hotel.

Mother and Mila have not yet returned. Worry creeps up inside me with slimy, cold fingers. It has been at least five hours since they left. Pillau is small. There is no good reason they shouldn’t have come back by now. My thoughts wander to my horses. Likely, she has trouble finding a good place, plus she has to walk back.

I look at the mess of suitcases and blankets. There’s no way Oma and I can carry all those things. Frustrated, I break off two more pieces of bread and hand one to Oma.

“Surely, they’ll be back soon,” I mumble.

She nods, but I can tell she’s as worried as I feel. As darkness falls, people settle into their spots for the night. Here and there a fire crackles, but not enough to lighten the place, let alone warm it even a degree.

“What are you still doing here?” The young soldier with the scar towers above us.

“I…we’re waiting for Mother.”

“It’s too cold… Wait at the hotel. You can meet at the boat in the morning, right?”

I nod reluctantly, then remember our packs. “We’ve got too many things to carry. I can’t leave Oma alone either.” I sound desperate and whiny and hate myself for it.

“Where’s your mother?”

Good question. “She and Mila went to drop off our horses.”

“Right.” The soldier pulls off his cap and smacks it against his thigh. In the semi-darkness his eyes sparkle with a mixture of anger and frustration. “Damn…fools.” Taking a deep breath, he picks up three of our packs. “Come on, I’ll take you to the hotel, help you with your luggage.”

“I need to wait for Mother,” I protest feebly.

“You can wait at the hotel. I’ll keep an eye out for her.”

The hotel Golden Anchor is filled to overflowing, but with the help of the soldier we find a spot along a back wall. The soldier rushes off without so much as a goodbye. Still, I’m immensely thankful to be indoors.

Taking turns, Oma and I use the facilities which have seen better days. Still, it’s good to be inside, away from the sharp iciness, even if this place reeks of unwashed bodies and desperation. When was the last time I washed?

Every hour I wake, half expecting to see Mother sleeping next to us. But she isn’t. In the low light of the emergency lamp, people rustle, cough and whisper. Nobody has room to lie down and sleep normally. Around five I wake Oma. I’ve asked two kids to help me carry bags to the ship, paying each of them a Reichsmark and a piece of bread. We need the food, but I won’t leave Mother’s and Mila’s things behind. They must be waiting at the boat, because that soldier likely missed them.

In the light of a few lanterns a line snakes across the pier. How are all those people going to fit on the ship? We get in line as I anxiously scan the waiting crowd.

“I’m going to look for them,” I say, leaving Oma to watch our bags.

One by one I pass by the women and children. The closer I get to the pier and the end of the line, the lower my heart sinks. Mother is not here. Deep in my gut I know something horrific has happened, something I cannot even imagine.

Slowly, I wander back, my legs too tired to move. “She isn’t here.” I can hardly get the words out. Oma’s eyes glisten and her mouth moves, but this time she remains silent.

“I’ll go back to our last stop. Maybe she’s waiting there.”

Oma’s fingers grip mine. She nods toward the ship where a man in uniform has removed a rope and helps the first people on board. It means don’t be late.

Slowly, carefully, I walk along the ever-growing line, scan every face. All look pale, scared, yet hopeful—none is familiar.

The crowd has gotten denser as people have noticed that there is a ship leaving. Time is running out.

A hand grips my arm and brings me to stop. “What are you doing back here? I thought you were going to board that mine sweeper.” It’s the soldier from last night.

“My mother… She didn’t come…” Now that I have to say it out loud, the panic and fear that have been building, bubble over. The man’s face blurs. “I was going to search our last stop.”

After a moment of silence, the man puts his arm around my shoulder and says, “Let’s go. I’m coming with you. You need to get on that boat.”

In our last location, a couple of women and three children sleep, leaning against each other. And there, sitting against a wall, rests Mila. He’s asleep, his cheek beneath the eyepatch a bloody, swollen mess.

“Mila!” I cry, rushing to him.

Mila wakes, recognizes me, and begins to tremble and cry. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t help your mother.”

The soldier pulls Mila to his feet. “Come on, speak, man. We’ve got no time to lose.”

Mila grips my hand and sobs, “Russian soldiers take your mother. Say, she good stock…to work…back in Mother Russia.”

“What happened?” the soldier asks. “Tell us quick.”

“We were looking for a place—a nice place for Lotte and Maggie…” Mila speaks so low, I have to lean in to understand him. “Your Mother wanted to be sure they’re well taken care of. So, we went a bit farther out of town and then out of nowhere Russians start shooting at us. We stop. Five men come out of bushes and force us climb down. They look at us, make us turn in circles. They talk and laugh. One of them say he likes Mother’s strong body.” Mila pauses, another sob rises into the still morning. “I say she a proper woman, so one of the men whips me in the face. I fall down and see how they take your mother with them… They shoot horses too.”

“No!” I scream. “Mama.”

The ground begins to move and swirl, a hole opens… The next thing I know I’m being carried by the soldier. I hear him breathing hard while he mumbles swear words I have never heard before. Next to us, Mila stumbles along.

I recognize the pier. The boat is still there, swaying up and down, its rope is closed now. Somewhere a whistle trills. The ship’s engines grind.

“Wait!” the soldier shouts and begins to run. I don’t know how he does it because he’s not that strong-looking. As we draw near, I recognize Oma behind the rope. She’s waiting, her gaze on me unreadable.

A sailor guards the plank. “This ship is leaving,” he says.

“Not without this girl.” The soldier sets me on my feet. “You go now, you hear. Take care of your Oma.” As he gently pushes me across the plank, I only look at his kind face, want to thank him and yet, cannot. My gaze falls on Mila who stands on the pier, forlorn and hopeless. “He can’t come,” the sea man says. “Only women and children.” He lifts the plank and whistles, the engines grow louder, water swirls around us.

Oma tugs at the sailor’s sleeve, points at Mila’s pack. He throws it across the widening expanse. A week ago, we left with four people, the family I’d known and loved. What is left is no better than the bombed cities we passed. My heart is a pile of rubble.

I lift a hand, stretch it until my arm cannot go any farther. Next to Mila, the soldier stands unmoving, watching as we slide into the darkness.

I don’t remember the trip across the water to Gotenhafen, only that the ship was bucking and shifting in the stormy seas, people throwing up all over the floor until it was a slimy mess—Oma sitting next to me, both of us silently crying—and that overwhelming feeling that I had killed my mother.


Chapter Eleven

Gotenhafen is as busy as Pillau, though better organized. We’re sorted and put into an old port building to wait. At some point, a man appears with a clipboard and asks us where we’re going.

I hear his words, but they simply fly out of my head before I can make sense of them.

The man whose clothes are dirty and smell like rancid fish, seems impatient. “You can either take the train toward Rostock or we’ve got room on the Cap Arcona.”

“Gustloff,” Oma mumbles. “Gustloff.”

Everyone has heard about the terrible sinking of the Gustloff. Overloaded with nearly 10,000 refugees, it was hit by Russian torpedoes four days ago. Most of the women, children and injured soldiers found an early grave.

The man nods grimly. “I know, there’s risk. But Russians can’t be everywhere and it’s a fancy ship—nice and big.”

I nod, Oma too. Who cares anyway, let them get me. They’ve already taken what I cared about most.

The man scribbles something and mumbles, “Leaving at four o’ clock this afternoon. Don’t be late.”

That’s how, on the afternoon of February 3rd, we end up on a luxury steamer. Three smokestacks belch soot clouds into the air. Two-story tall windows let in natural light, illuminate inlaid wood and expensive carpets. I learned later that it had once been used by the wealthy to cross the oceans, even to South America. Where people used to dine in tuxedos and long gowns, we sit squeezed like herring in a can in the former dining hall, now sleeping quarters. We receive a watery soup which I gulp down without thought.

Oma opens Mother’s suitcase and sorts through her things, a knitted wool cardigan and socks for me, some underthings, which she adds to her own case. I look up when Oma sighs. She studies a photograph. It’s the photo Mother took in late August on the afternoon I hurt my arm. Werner and I are standing there, arm in arm, smiling. We look so young, both of us have this careless grin. Stupid! The picture blurs and I angrily stick it inside my case.

The steamer is huge and rides much calmer. At some point Oma leads me on deck. We’ve asked the woman next to us to watch over our spot. It is freezing cold, but after the stink inside, I take deep breaths. My mind still refuses to function. I keep expecting Mama to join us any moment.

Oma takes my hands and squeezes them, then pulls me into an embrace. The last time she hugged me was when we learned about the baby. My baby! I’d forgotten, I was pregnant. The feeling of being overwhelmed is so strong, my knees would’ve given, had it not been for Oma holding me. I’d trusted that Mama was going to fix things like she always had, help me get through the pregnancy, through birth, guide me. I’d looked forward to seeing her become a grandmother. A horrible shriek rises from my lips, gets torn away by the wind. I begin to tremble and sob so hard, my throat is raw with pain.

“Anything I can do?” The young woman standing next to us cradles a baby in a sling. All I see are her eyes hovering near my face. They’re large and concerned and a curious mix of blue and green like seafoam. She touches my cheek and then hands me a tiny embroidered handkerchief.

Oma mumbles and helps me lean against the railing.

The young woman is pretty, dark curly hair frames her oval face. “Poor child, you’re expecting, aren’t you? The sickness will pass, you’ll see.” She smiles encouragingly.

If she only knew. I remain silent, staring at the beautiful creature, the sleeping baby, but she doesn’t seem offended.

“Wait here. I’ve got something,” she says.

Again, my knees threaten to buckle, but Oma keeps an arm under my elbow. I look across the railing, the blackness beyond. My nose is freezing, and the air cuts into my skin. It has to be near zero Fahrenheit out here. The water is terribly cold. It’d only take a minute or two to…

“Here, try this.” The woman hands me a tiny packet. “Fennel seeds.”

I just stare at the bundle, so she unfolds the cloth. “Open up.”

I obey, open my mouth, as if I were a small child.

“Now chew.” She gives a tiny smile. “Will help you digest better. Brought them from my garden. I’m Liese, by the way, Liese Braun.”

“Annie,” I say. “This is Oma Leo, she’s mostly quiet.”

Liese looks at us, but if she’s curious, she doesn’t show it. “When are you due?”

I force my attention back to the life inside, remember my talk with Mama. “July.”

The woman smiles. “It will all work out, you’ll see.”

I’m convinced that if I had not met Liese that evening, I would’ve slipped into the water and ended it all. Liese was like a fresh, minty breath. She offered a warmth that glued together a tiny piece inside of me, enough to keep me breathing.

She is alone, like us, just her and her baby who she nurses from tiny breasts. Just a day ago I would’ve expected to feel things. Now I feel nothing seeing Liese hug her child, taste nothing of the soups we receive, don’t even care about the thousands crammed into the huge dining hall with us. Unless Oma or Liese urge me to eat or walk or rest, I just sit there and stare at the humungous swastika flag draped on the wall.

In Rostock we are again placed in buildings around the port. I feel Oma’s and Liese’s eyes on me, but I can’t make myself talk to them. Not even the occasional flutter in my belly can cheer me up.

When I wake, I see Oma and Liese bending over the baby. It is crying, a tiny, pink face with wrinkles. Liese is crying.

“What happened?” I ask.

Liese caresses her son’s fine hair and doesn’t seem to hear me.

“Baby is sick,” Oma says in that gravelly voice.

Again, I’m shocked about her speaking, but my worry for my new friend is greater. “What’s wrong, Liese?”

Liese shrugs and wipes a hand across her wet cheeks. “Don’t know. He won’t stop crying.”

“Did you try to feed him?”

“I don’t have enough milk anymore.” Liese looks as if she’ll collapse any moment. “He’s likely hungry.”

“Maybe there’s a doctor nearby. I could go and look.”

“No, no, I’ll go.” Liese straightens. “Here, you take the baby.” She stuffs her son into my arms and rushes off.

Since little Karl quakes in my arms, I pull him beneath my coat and get up. Under Oma’s watchful eyes I begin to walk around the place, passing countless mothers and their children, a handful of old men and women. The baby continues to whimper, and I worry he’s getting too weak to cry. Near the main entrance a woman sits on her cot. She’s pale and just stares into space. Next to her lies a bundle and when I draw near, I recognize it as another infant. This one is bluish pale and still…dead.

“I’m so sorry,” I say. The woman doesn’t seem to hear me. She must be at least thirty, a strong looking woman who reminds me of my mother. “Do you happen to have any milk?” I ask. “My friend’s baby is starving.”

The word baby acts like a switch because the woman’s gaze finally meets mine. She wordlessly opens her coat, exposing two wet spots on her shirt.

“Would you nurse him, if my friend agrees?”

The woman still hasn’t said a word. Her eyes wander toward Karl’s tiny face peeking from my coat. Then she nods.

“I will ask and be right back. Is there anything I can do for you?”

“She had whooping cough,” the woman says. “Just quit breathing.” I squeeze the woman’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry, I’ll be right back.”

And that’s how little Karl acquired two mothers.


Chapter Twelve

It took more than three weeks to get to Magdeburg, a distance of two-hundred miles. Why Magdeburg? I have no idea. It just so happened that a few dozen people were heading there. It sounded as good as any other place. Who cared anyway if we lived in one place or another? In hindsight, it was a huge mistake, but the big truth didn’t reveal itself for a while. We rode trains this way and that. The trains would stop in the middle of the tracks, wait, then continue, sometimes turn back. We stopped at train stations and schools while allied bombers blew up tracks or searched for anything moving to destroy.

Each of the carts was packed so tightly, it was impossible to move once you were in your seat. Not that we had reason to. Our stomachs and bladders were mostly empty, and we hoped for handouts in the stations. 

Liese and her baby, the woman in tow, got out in Berlin, because she had an aunt there and was hoping to join her. Secretly, I’d longed for her to come with us.

I awake from a daze, a condition I’ve been finding myself in almost all the time, sort of in-between sleep and wakefulness. I’m neither thinking nor talking, just existing in some no-man’s-land. I see things—at least my eyes are open—but the things I see, I don’t recognize. It’s as if I’m in some kind of coma. The train has stopped. It’s afternoon, and dreary clouds hang in the sky.

“Everyone going to Magdeburg get out!” the conductor shouts. Oma yanks at my sleeve, mumbles for me to get up. Together we scramble across people, luggage, and strollers. Dozens more seem to have the same idea. I’m so thirsty that my throat is raw and sore, and I could’ve sworn Oma has shrunken several inches since we left.

After the initial rush as soon as we step onto the platform, I lose all energy to continue. Liese is gone, and Oma is exhausted. Just the little flutter continues, a sensation that equally astounds and encourages me. Baby is still fine. Better stay in there as long as you can. I’ve lost track how many abandoned strollers and dead babies I’ve seen in the last month.

At the station, a disorderly line forms. Sitting on our packs, Oma and I wait until a woman brings us lentil soup and tea. At least, I think it’s lentil soup—it’s really mostly a brownish brew with a few forlorn onion and carrot pieces. I drink it down quickly as if someone were about to steal it from me. You’d think that hunger would make you eat slower, make you savor each bite, but the opposite is true. The longer we’re on the road, the faster I gulp everything down. What I’ve got, nobody can take away.

Shortly, after the helpful soup lady, another woman passes us with a clipboard. “Where are you going?”

Oma and I look at each other, and I can tell she’s as uncertain as I feel. “Magdeburg?” I blurt.

“You have family here?”

“No.”

“Will there be more of you coming? Your mother…father?”

Immediately, tears choke me. I fervently shake my head.

The woman addresses Oma. “Your name?”

Feeling protective, I take Oma’s hand. “Her name is Leonora Trapp, I’m Annie Manstein.”

The woman squints as she writes down our names, followed by birthdates and last address. “Wait here, I’ll be back.”

Slowly, the platform empties. I’m freezing again. The wind is vicious and slips easily beneath my coat. I get up to stand close to Oma—her lips have turned blue again. Slowly, people are leaving with tiny shreds of paper.

Dusk settles before the woman returns to us. “You’ll be staying with a farmer in Beyendorf.”

The woman could’ve spoken Chinese just as well. I feel utterly lost.

She must’ve picked up on it because she continues, “Beyendorf is a village south of downtown Magdeburg. It’s too late tonight, we’ll arrange for a ride in the morning.”

She leads us to the soup woman who takes us to her house and lets us sleep in her kitchen. At least it’s warm, though there are no beds. I curl up next to Oma on our remaining blanket, taking the second one to cover us. I know I should feel thankful, but even that requires strength I don’t have. I can’t imagine how badly Oma feels. Many years ago, she lost her husband in the First World War. Mama never told me details, only that Oma never married again. Now she’s lost her only daughter, and her home.

I awake to a buzzing kitchen. The woman is fixing bread with red currant marmalade, two kids, no older than six and eight eye us curiously from the table. Obviously, they have strict instructions not to approach us.

“You can eat now,” the woman says. “Need to hurry, my husband will take you south.”

Where to, I want to ask. Oh yes, Beyenburg or dorf or something. What does it matter? I help Oma to her feet and we eat standing. The tea is no more than colored water, the bread dry and grainy. But it is food, so I chew and swallow, trying to distract myself from the gnawing in my middle.

Oma is slower. She’s been having trouble with her teeth and the hard bread isn’t helping.

A broad-shouldered man enters, his face ruddy with broken blood vessels on his nose. He hardly looks at us while he slurps down Muckefuck—French for fake coffee—a coffee substitute made from plants and chicory roots that pretends to be coffee, but doesn’t have caffeine.

“Ready?” he asks, obviously ignoring that Oma isn’t finished.

She nods obediently, and my heart goes out to her. I help her tuck the rest of the bread into her coat and we follow the man to a plain wagon, piled high with firewood. In front stands a sad-looking mare, it’s head low and tired. Seeing it takes me back to Pillau where I sent off my mother to be taken by Russians. I cannot bear to think about her, so I help Oma with her bag and put mine next to it on top of the wood. Back here there is no room to sit, and sure enough, the man waves us to the bench seat. We squeeze next to him, me in the middle, Oma on the outside. I worry, she’ll fall off, it’s so tight.

The trip can’t be over soon enough. The man stinks—I guess we all do—and his closeness makes me nervous. At some point his hand wanders onto my thigh where it rests like a slimy tentacled animal. I want to shove it off, but am too afraid, he’ll throw Oma and me off the wagon. I don’t know where we’re supposed to go and Oma is in no shape to walk much farther.

“Can’t go through town,” the man says at some point. “Brits came last month and bombed it all. Burned for days. Thousands are dead.” He spits in obvious disgust.

All I care about is knowing how much longer it takes, because the hand has decided to wander around. I don’t even look down, too afraid of what I might see.

In that moment, Oma’s arm shoots across me, picks the man’s hand off my leg and squeezes. Eyes blazing, she shouts, “No!”

The man about drops the reins as he pulls back, his forefinger all bruised. “Damn, woman. What are you doing?”

Oma still glares at him. “Shame on you.”

To my surprise the man turns red, his hanging cheeks inflamed. He stares straight ahead, apparently concentrating on the road that leads through seemingly unending fields, a white expanse leading into nothing. I glance at Oma whose mouth is working and whose small body trembles next to me. It must’ve taken incredible energy to say those words. Now, more than ever, I feel such pride for this little woman.

Eventually we stop at a small farm, no more than a modest red-brick house, a couple of barns, and a chicken coup—one of hundreds of farms peppering the landscape.

The man gets off as if I’ve burned him and hurries to alert the owners. Relief floods me. This place reminds me of home. Something sharp pokes my insides. Mother isn’t here. This is nothing like home and never will be.

A woman with a gray scarf wrapped around her head appears in the door. I scramble off the bench and help Oma down. Slowly, we approach and I catch the man’s words “…may be a problem…can’t trust them.”

“Guten Tag,” I say brightly. “This is Oma Leonora and I’m Annie.”

The woman’s gaze wanders across us. We look horrendous by now—filthy, muddy coats, destroyed shoes, hair in knots. The last bath I took was the night before we left home. We must stink to high heaven.

Despite my parched throat and the emptiness below, I force a smile. Oma mumbles and squints at the man who is turning toward his cart. “I must be going,” he says without so much as a blink in our direction.

The farm woman lets out a loud sigh, likely she considers us a huge burden. “Well then, come on in.”

We traipse past her into a gloomy corridor with a brown tile floor. The woman leads us into a kitchen where something incredible is baking. I can’t help but sniff. Saliva pools in my mouth, Oma next to me swallows a few times.

The woman who has to be near sixty—her tied-back hair is as white as Oma’s—doesn’t seem to notice and says, “I’m Frieda Lindmann. My husband is in the fields right now. We can use the farm help. It’s been a tough few years with all the men in the war.” She pauses, looking us up and down again. “You don’t look very strong.” Her eyes linger on Oma, who seems to shrivel before my eyes.

No, lady, we aren’t. We left behind everything we hold dear, and we’ve hardly eaten in days. My legs are so tired, I feel as if I’ll keel over any second.

Frieda lets out another sigh and says, “All right then, I’ll take you to your quarters.”

My heart sinks as we leave the warm room again and follow Frieda across the courtyard to a building that reminds me of a garden shed. In the corner sits a narrow stove. Two cots are stacked sideways against the wall to leave room for the table, three rickety chairs, a wash bowl, and a few forlorn dishes on a shelf.

“Firewood is around the corner—you do know how to make a fire?”

I nod. My hands are all numb from the long, cold ride.

“You don’t have towels, I suppose?” The sour expression is back.

Oma sinks on a chair and holds up her head with one hand.

“Could we have some water?” I ask.

“Pump is over there…near the chicken coop.”

Ignoring her, I take the wash bowl and march to the pump. Fury is building inside me and yet, I’ve got no strength to yell or argue. I fill the bowl and return to the hut, filling two chipped mugs and handing one to Oma, who is sitting at the table like a tiny, hunched creature.

It’s nearly dark inside, and we are alone.

At last, the tension leaves me, and a bone-deep weariness takes over. I know I should make a fire, light a candle, ask for food. But all I manage is to set up the two cots and slip under the moth-eaten blanket. I’m inside, I tell myself. I’m safe. Darkness falls.

At first light I awake to insistent rooster crowing. My first thought is that I’m back home, and I’ve had a nightmare—until I notice how cold I am. Next to me Oma still sleeps, so I tiptoe outside to use the outhouse.

Back in the hut, I discover a cold pot of tea, several slices of bread, and a chunk of hard cheese. I start eating like a maniac—chew and swallow, chew and swallow.

Remembering the stove, I collect wood and start a fire. Oma stirs and looks at me, confused.

I smile at her, bring her cold tea. “Good morning.”

I can tell Oma’s struggling to decide between going back to sleep and welcoming this new impossible life. A bit of warmth spreads from the fire, and to my relief she gets up.

In the growing light, the hut looks even more shabby. Spiderwebs weave around chipped wall paint, and the tiny window is covered in grime. As Oma eats breakfast, I decide to take matters into my own hands.

At the door to the main house, I hesitate, then knock.

Frieda opens, her hands covered in soapy water.

“Good morning,” I say way too loud. “I need to clean our place. I’d also like soap and a few towels so we can wash.”

Frieda waves me inside. “Wait here.”

Loaded with thread-bare towels, rags, a bucket, broom, and soap, I return to the shed. Oma is working the fire, and I realize with relief that I no longer see my breath. Progress.

All day I clean and wipe, taking breaks in-between when my legs and arms grow weak. Frieda has brought us bean soup and more bread, which we gulp down. Oh, glorious warm food. Oma naps off and on, but soon I’ve got everything washed. Now it’s our turn.

I warm pots of water, one after the next, wash myself, then my dirty clothes. Oma is up again and does the same. Underneath the clothes, Oma is so tiny, with paper-thin wrinkled skin.

After dinner—Frieda brought us four boiled eggs and a few slices of fresh bread—I collapse on the bed. Oma skips the eggs and just munches the bread. Tomorrow, I’ll ask for some jam and explain that Oma hates eggs. We received another blanket each and keeping the fire going. I’s almost warm now.

A flutter tickles inside me. Baby is awake. During the day I’ve been so distracted, I forgot. Now laying in the quiet, she announces her presence. I know it’s a girl, just know it.

A new thought hits me… That woman out there, Frieda, she expects me to work. That’s probably why they said they’d take a couple of refugees. Here we come, an old worn woman and a pregnant one. Likely they’ll kick us out when they realize how feeble we both are. The thought sends a shudder through me, even if this place feels like a slave hut.

I know I’m supposed to feel thankful to have a roof over my head, but all I can think about is my own home and the moment when we can go back, Maybe the Russians will let Mama go and Father will return—if this horrible war ever ends.

After two lackluster days of settling-in, I’ve taken Oma on a few short walks in the freezing air. Now we are being summoned inside the main house.

Frieda stands at the stove, stirring something delicious in a giant pot while a skinny man with a sickly pallor sits at the table.

“This is my husband, Paul,” Frieda says. “He’s an invalid, lost a leg, so he’s not much good on the fields these days.”

Paul clears his throat. “Thought you two could help get the place going again. Especially since the son—”

“Never mind that now.” Frieda throws her ladle in the pot and continues, “We were hoping you could tell us what you did… I mean, where you came from.”

I’m only half listening because the smell is making me salivate. Why do humans need food all the time?

“Oma needs to sit,” I say abruptly.

Paul waves toward a couple of wooden chairs with straight backs at the table. Again, Frieda seems to be upset, though she returns to her soup.

“We had a farm, too,” I start after a brief glance at my silent Oma. “Mother, Oma and I worked it alone after Father left for the war.” And Werner… “In January, the Russians came across the border into Eastern Prussia, and everyone in Insterburg had to flee. We took our horses and made it to Pillau. From there we went across the water to Rostock, then via train…here.” It sounds so quick, even easy, nothing but a few stops when the reality was a constant, drawn-out horror.

For the first time, Frieda appears to soften. She approaches the table and sits down across from us. “What happened to your mother?”

A lump appears in my throat, stopping the words from leaving my mouth. Despite my best effort, tears push into my eyes, and Frieda and Paul blur.

“Russians took her,” Oma says in her raspy voice. “Poor child is all alone.” She focuses on the couple, her expression serious, almost aggressive. Beneath the table she takes my fingers and squeezes hard, much harder than I thought possible.

Frieda claps a hand to her mouth and Paul shakes his head. For a moment, the only sound is the crackling oven fire.

At some point Frieda gets up to slice bread and fill four soup bowls. For the first time since we left, we are sitting at a real table, eating like normal human beings.

“What happened to your son?” I ask after I find my voice again.

Since Frieda remains mute, Paul says, “Robert went to war last year, right after he turned eighteen. We tried… Frieda tried to keep him here, but he had no choice. SS came to get him.” He pauses as if to collect enough strength to continue. “Last he wrote he was in France. It’s been many months, so we don’t know…” He bends forward, shoulders hunched, defeated. This war—Hitler’s madness—has done this. Destroyed millions of lives, killed millions of people, invaded foreign countries, bombed, and wrecked. Now we are on the receiving end—women, children, young men like Robert, and my Werner.

Fresh anger sends a heat wave through me. The flutter is back. I mustn’t upset my baby, must try to create a peaceful world. Very funny, Annie, my mind sniggers. You don’t even have a home anymore.

After that evening, things change ever so slightly. Frieda brings us food in the morning, but evenings we eat with the couple in the main house. I pick up chores, help Oma or Paul. Being outside, doing things I used to know, helps a little, but hurts at the same time, reminding me of what I don’t have any longer. I even miss school, a fact I wouldn’t have thought possible.

Every night we listen to the Volksempfänger radio in search of news, or something that tells us when we can return home. Instead, the information spirals from bad to worse. More boys are sent off to war in early March, and Allied bombs rain freely on most of Germany. The Russian Army is closing in on Berlin. Once more we’re asked to persevere, be strong, be proud, and defend the fatherland with our last breaths.

Right. Well, I, for one, will not do any more. I can no longer deny I’m pregnant. My belly is growing, and the flutters are turning into tiny kicks. Under my loose clothes—other than my middle, I’ve lost weight—but I still have not said anything, worried the Lindmanns will throw me out. Already, I am having trouble lifting things. Oma has stopped me several times, pulling me firmly away from hay bales and grain sacks, shaking her head.

“Annie, I need help,” Frieda calls from the barn.

I flinch, fight down my nervousness and slink across the courtyard. Frieda bends over an ancient field plow. “Don’t have any fuel left for the tractor. We’ll have to plant sugar beets with this old thing. How do they expect us to produce when we can’t even run a tractor?”

She looks up. “You know how to handle horses. We’ve got a couple left, hid them last time the Wehrmacht came through.” She nods toward the backside of the barn. “They’re in there. Get’em for me, so we can take advantage of the weather.”

In a closed-off partition I find two mares with broad backs and the gentle demeanor of sheep. Lotte…Maggie. In my heart I know they’re long dead, shot by the Russians, their bones made to soup or glue, their hides turned to leather shoes.

The two mares wait patiently as I curl my fingers into their hair and cry against their necks.

“What’s taking you so long?” Frieda calls.

I come to, but my hands shake so badly, I’m having trouble attaching the harness. It’s been a while and the leather is hard and unyielding.

“My goodness, what is the matter with you?” Frieda shoves me aside and attaches the harness. I just lean there against the wall, all empty and so sad, I don’t even care what Frieda says or what she’s going to do with me, when she finds out…

“I’m pregnant,” I blurt. “It’s coming in July.”

Frieda’s always busy hands grow still as she focuses on me. Her long nose seems even longer in the narrow face. “I figured it was going to be summer. Couldn’t hide it from me.” She smiles grimly. “Paul said, I was wrong, but I’m never wrong.”

“You knew?” I say.

Frieda clucks her tongue and leads the two horses past me. I suppose that means yes. After a moment, she calls, “Coming? I could use some help leading the horses. You still can walk, can’t you?”

I follow Frieda onto the field, and for the next hours we plow. I lead the horses, and Frieda does the backbreaking work of guiding the plow. Not too low, not too deep, just right, the plow slices the ground and breaks it open to reveal rich, black earth. Looks like they won’t send me away, I muse while I walk back and forth. The land here is flat and cut into squares, rectangles, and narrow strips. Here and there, the land has been worked, though much of it is lying fallow. To the northwest is the city of Magdeburg. Neither Oma nor I have gone to see it. Paul says it’s near completely leveled from bombs, nothing but ruins and rubble.

That evening, Frieda gives me an extra helping of potatoes. She doesn’t say anything though she seems to be looking my way quite a bit. Paul hasn’t said anything, but I can tell they’ve talked about me.

“There’s this boy…my neighbor…friend… He went away,” I start, feeling Oma’s eyes burning into my temple. Why don’t I just shut up? “His parents own a large farm, where they raise horses.”

“He’s the father.” Frieda looks at her husband with a smug expression.

“We are in love.”

Frieda utters kind of a tsk and says, “Where is he now?”

Paul smacks a scrawny fist on the table and turns to his wife. “Where they all are. This dreaded war eats up our children.”

Oma nods and pats my forearm.

As I leave the house, Frieda puts a couple of cookies into my hand. No words are exchanged, just a quick meeting of our eyes, an acknowledgement, maybe, that we’re all broken and that being broken together is better than being alone.

We’re turning into Oma Leo.

As I lay down on the cot, I realize that today is my birthday—I’m seventeen.


Chapter Thirteen

A horrific noise erupts. I drop the water bucket and try to decide whether to run inside or throw myself on the ground. I know that sound, know what it means. Realizing that I’m likely not a target, curiosity wins and I duck next to the pump.

Across the fields, the sky darkens with hundreds of planes, their drone incessant and aggressive. Moments stretch into minutes... I cannot get up, cannot move because I’m waiting…

It is fewer than seven miles to downtown Magdeburg. The earth begins to vibrate and the air fills with the sound of bombs exploding. The rest of Magdeburg is being annihilated. Somewhere an air-raid siren blares, much too late.

I think of the people still eking out a living between the ruins, kids living in cellars, women hunting for food. The drone lessens, then stops. I slowly walk toward the edge of the barn from where I’ve got a good look north and east.

Black smoke rises into the air. Magdeburg burns again. I think of Insterburg and wonder if anything is left there. Surely, those bombers didn’t think there were soldiers hidden among the rubble. Do they even care? Is there any humanity left in the world?

A hand lands on my shoulder. Frieda stands next to me, squinting toward town. “Americans this time,” she says. “Makes me think the world is ending.”

It has ended for Germany, thanks to the madman in Berlin. Is he proud of himself? Proud of sending all those men into war, proud of killing millions, proud of stealing and destroying our homes? The taste in my mouth is bitter.

“Come child, let’s fix bean soup.”

Slowly, I follow Frieda inside. Oma and Paul give me a hug, then we sit down at the table to peel potatoes.

The following day, April 17, there is a new noise. Again, the earth vibrates and shots are fired, followed by detonations. Artillery. Paul returns from a visit to the neighbor and reports that American tanks are heading east into town.

“They’re crossing Ottersleben and Sudenburg as we speak,” he says. “Burning farms along the way.”

I begin to tremble. Ottersleben is just seven miles northwest of here.

Frieda glances at me, then at Oma. “What if they come this way?”

Paul swallows, his eyes shining in the low light of the farmhouse kitchen. “We’ve got the root cellar. It’ll have to do.”

I think of the two old horses in their stall. “No!” The cry tears from my throat, and I jump up. “The horses will burn. They mustn’t die…” The energy leaves me and I sag back onto the bench sobbing.

Frieda hurries for the teapot as Oma strokes my wrist. Steamy mugs appear on the table as if that could make a difference. But somehow it does…just a little.

As the artillery continues in the distance, we sip tea, each of us deep in thought.

April 18, 1945

I awake to silence. In the early light, I watch Oma sleep. She looks peaceful, her mouth relaxed, the pinched look absent from her features. She lost her daughter the instant I lost my mother. It’s in moments like these I feel this loss like physical pain, a deep cut through my chest where my heart once resided. It’s in pieces now, just leftover fragments—the girl that left Insterburg a few months ago who’d loved a boy and carries his child has turned into an empty shell, aimlessly drifting through this farce of a life.

The bump in my belly is hard and quick. Emma is awake. Against all odds, I smile. Emma is the reason I’m still here. If the Americans act like Russians, it may all be over soon, because I’ve got no energy to run or hide in a meaningful way. Oma doesn’t either.

But the day goes by without incident. The fires in town are burning out. Word comes that Magdeburg has surrendered to the Americans. Supposedly, American tanks clog the town and soldiers guard the streets.

All I can think is that it is finally over. At least here in this town. I visit the two mares and feed them bits of dried apples. They neigh and nudge me with their soft noses. Frieda is still afraid the Americans will come to take them, so they stay inside most days. We’ve managed to seed a couple of fields with sugar beets and one with potatoes, and we’ve grown a kitchen garden with carrots, kohlrabi, cabbage, and various herbs.

Digging in the earth lets me forget things, though it is becoming harder to bend and kneel. I’m tired more quickly and sometimes sneak into our hut to nap.

Frieda doesn’t say anything, neither does Paul.

Just yesterday, I saw her hand Oma a bedsheets and yarn. Most of the baby clothes Mama made for me got lost on the way here.


Chapter Fourteen

Hitler is dead, and Germany has lost the war. At last, it is done. Relief floods me and mixes with hope for my old life. Soon, we can return home, meet up with my father…with Werner.

The radio news is glum. There’s so much destruction, it’ll take decades to fix. Still, no longer being afraid for my life lets me breathe easier. I can go outside and not search the sky for dark spots. I can fall asleep without listening to bombs exploding.

Now that the war ended, a thought is growing bolder. I need to go home, so Werner and Father can find me. Oma needs to go home, so she can get her strength back in a familiar place. She’s all pale and shrivelly and though she never cries, I think the sadness is eating her from the inside.

But I know I can’t leave now—my belly looks like a ripe pumpkin already. Work has become more difficult, I get out of breath and my back hurts as soon as I walk around. Frieda says the baby will arrive in early July. Maybe we can leave in the fall—if the trains are running again by then. In the meantime, I think about writing to Albert and asking him to tell Werner and Father where we are. It’s a simple note…

Dear Werner,

Oma and I are staying with the Lindmanns in Beyendorf near Magdeburg. Very soon, we plan on coming home. Please wait for us there. I so look forward to seeing you.

Love you,

Annie

I write a hundred versions. In some I tell him about our baby, in others I ask him to come and get me. Still more notes are written to my father. In them I tell him about Oma, and about life on the Lindmann’s farm. What I leave out is Mama. I cannot put into words what my mind refuses to admit.

In my dreams, Mama returns to us. She just stands there in her winter coat, the one she wore when she took the horses out of town. Her face is calm, even relaxed. I call to her, but she just watches with those calm eyes, never speaks or reacts to seeing me. I want to run to her, but the closer I get, the more transparent Mama becomes. It’s like she consists of dust particles that the slightest wind will disburse. By the time I reach her, I only grasp air that is slightly warmer than the rest. I run through the house and across the yard, search the barn and our little hut. Mama is not there. To that emptiness and the realization that Mama is gone forever, I awake.

Sweat drips between my breasts that have grown so much, Frieda had to make me two new bras. In the gloom of early morning, my breath rattles and I’m worried to wake Oma. I can never tell if she’s sleeping because she is so quiet. A few times I got up to listen closer and confirm she’s still breathing.

When I look over, her eyes are wide open, focused on me.

“Good morning,” I say.

She blinks in response, so I swing my legs over the edge, no longer such an easy task, and face her. “I’ve been thinking. As soon as the baby is born, maybe in early fall, we should go home.”

Oma doesn’t answer, though I detect a hint of something…what? Hope?

“Maybe there’ll be trains running. It’d take a few days, but I’m sure we could manage. Especially since there’s no more fighting.”

Oma mumbles. I make out the word “baby.”

“I’m sure Frieda will give us enough food, maybe a little money for the train... We could pay her back in a while, you know, after the next harvest. Maybe Mila will help…”

Oma remains still. She just looks at me with those dark eyes.

July sixteen is hot and steamy. I wake up drenched, the air inside the little house so thick it feels as if I’m breathing hot steam. My belly is so big, I can’t see my feet—can’t even bend over or get to my knees. I spend a lot of time in Frieda’s kitchen, cleaning, peeling and canning vegetables and berries.

I’ve been gorging on sweet cherries, eating them as soon as Paul brings them inside, until my fingers are sticky and little pit mountains pile on the table.

“You’ll make yourself sick,” Frieda scolds as she dumps a bucket of washed green beans on the table in front of me.

I don’t answer, mulling over in my head how to broach the subject of our travel home. Considering how I look—fat as a cow—and feel—sweaty and permanently exhausted—it seems ludicrous. Especially since Paul came home with more news about the state of the country. Most train tracks are torn apart, so if there’s a train running, it only travels a few miles at a time. Most towns are buried in rubble, and the train stations are unrecognizable like everything else. In Potsdam south of Berlin, the Allies are discussing the fate of Germany. France, Britain, England, and Russia are now in charge of deciding what happens to us.

A stab—sharp as broken glass—cuts through my lower belly. The handful of green beans drops from my fingers as my hand travels across my belly, the bumps of Emma’s elbows and feet. She’s kicking me in the ribs, but that isn’t what gets my attention. Something warm as pee dribbles down my legs. Another jab shoots through me. I gasp.

Frieda sets down the canning jar and hurries to my side. “It’s coming,” she says, taking in my sweat-dampened forehead. “I’ll send Paul to get the midwife.”

Oma shuffles in with a basket of red currants. The pain has subsided, so I manage a half-smile. But somehow she knows. Much faster than usual, she drops the berries and prepares a cool washcloth.

“Baby.”

I rub across the massive bulge and wish myself far away. I don’t know what exactly is coming, except that’ll involve lots of pain. After a few minutes another contraction hits. Harder and sharper. More water trickles and Oma makes me recline on an upholstered chair with a couple of towels underneath.

“I want to lie down,” I pant.

Oma shakes her head. For some reason, she wants me to stay upright. The pain returns in waves, quicker, raw, and unrelenting. I want to escape, drift into sleep, only to be awakened after a few minutes by yet another contraction.

Frieda keeps glancing at the door, but Paul is taking his time searching for the midwife. The more intense the pain becomes, the more scared I get. I want Mama. I long for her to be next to me, hold my hand, assure me that everything will be all right. But there is no Mother. I killed her—sent her to be raped, beaten, and abducted.

Another sob rises, but the pain is so great this time, I’ve got to keep all my attention on just breathing. My belly looks contorted, all bumpy and hard as if I’d swallowed a bag of bones.

Paul returns, the worry frown cutting his long face in two. “She’s away at another birth. I left word.” He speaks quietly, but I hear everything as crystal clear as if he’d whispered into my ear.

Another contraction crashes over me. I cry out. This baby will break me in two. In a moment of reprieve, I imagine Werner by my side, helping me through this nightmare. His dark, concerned eyes rest on mine while his hands rub my neck and shoulders. I remember him helping me walk after my bike crash, his gentle movements, his hand on my thigh.

The pain cuts through me. I begin to cry, then scream.

Frieda and Paul are whispering as Oma cools my sweat-soaked forehead. I’ve moved to the couch, where Frieda has laid out sheets and blankets. I feel so lost. I wish the pain would leave me, yet I know it won’t, because I’ve got to push out this baby.

I feel so weak, like an old woman. Is this what Oma deals with?

Glass shards cut me, immediately followed by bile rising to my throat. How much longer do I have to do this? I heave and throw up in the water bucket at my feet. Damn baby. Why did Werner not watch himself? Isn’t he the one who can stop things from happening?

You wanted it too. You love him.

I look at the clock…it’s after five. Outside, the sun beats down, but in here I want to die. I am upset—no, furious—about the agony, angry about Mama, the Russians…Werner leaving me.

By seven I’m half-hanging, half-lying on my side. I’m so tired, all I want to do is sleep. The fear is back full force. I never imagined having a baby would be this painful. Something must be wrong—the baby must be crooked in there. Why did nobody tell me how bad it would be?

Frieda has left and returned. I know she went to look for the midwife herself. Oma is cutting a bunch of old sheets in squares, and has placed a tiny package of baby clothes on the table.

As darkness falls, I’m sobbing. The contraction is unbearable—sharp talons scrape my insides, crawl up my spine to my neck. But this time there is a new sensation, a pressure deep down below, that seems to spread to my bottom and thighs.

“What?” Oma hovers in front of me, her eyes nearly black in the yellowish light.

“Don’t know,” I mutter. “Something is different. The baby…I think it’s coming.”

Oma grimaces and waves at Frieda. “Baby!”

And then I’m on my elbows with my bottom exposed to the world. Except I don’t care, don’t care that Paul is in the other room or Frieda and Oma near me. All I want is for this child to come out and leave me alone.

As Oma massages my belly, Frieda positions herself between my legs.

“Push now, push, I see the head.”

So that’s what I do—press and shove. Nothing else matters. The pain is different now, like a watermelon spreading me apart. I scream at the top of my lungs. Let them all hear me.

And then there is a release, an easing of sorts. Again, I push as Frieda cries out. “Easy now, it’s a girl.” Whimpering comes from the wrinkled bundle in Frieda’s arms, then a small cry. Oma takes the baby and wraps it in the cloth while Frieda cuts the cord. It is a good thing we know farm life.

The midwife arrives in time to check the afterbirth, give instructions, and check me and the baby. A small mouth finds my nipple and begins to suckle. As tears run down my nose, I look at the tiny face, the puffy eyes, and the head full of darkish hair. Emma is perfect.

Mama would’ve loved her.


Chapter Fifteen

My life has become a series of four things: drinking buckets of water, nursing, eating, and sleeping. Emma is small but attacks my nipples voraciously. Oma and Frieda fight over who can change her diaper or rock her to sleep.

A line of drying diapers permanently adorns the courtyard. We have been spending more and more time in the big house, sharing meals, and even sitting together for tea afterwards.

August begins with a heatwave. Their air flickers above the fields, the top layers dry as bleached bones. Frieda and Paul worry about losing the crop of sugar beets, and the potato greens are wilting.

At night I lie awake, damp with sweat. I wait for Emma, who nurses like clockwork, to make herself heard. Now that the baby is born, I want to make plans about our return home. We’ll need to find a route, maybe even connect with other refugees. I’ve heard of hundreds moving to the area, but I haven’t had a chance to meet any.

In the morning, I lift Emma from the old wicker cradle Paul gave me. Oma is already gone. I find her, Frieda, and Paul in the kitchen, the air thick with the aroma of baked bread.

“I wonder if you know any other evacuees from Eastern Prussia,” I say, putting Emma to my breast.

“Not personally. Why do you ask?” Frieda says.

“I think we may join together for our return trip.”

Frieda throws a glance at Oma, then Paul. Neither of them say a word, each of them avoiding my eyes.

“What?” I cry.

“You tell her,” Frieda says to her husband, who looks even more dejected than normal.

“Tell me what?” Emma slides from my breast and begins to whimper. Her tiny fist flails against my chest. Nearly three weeks old, her cheeks are filling in, and so is her dark hair—Werner’s hair.

I guide her little face back to the milk, irritated about the others.

Paul clears his throat and gets up from his chair, walking to the window and looking outside before turning to me. “During the last few weeks, the allies have been meeting in Potsdam. You know, Stalin, Churchill, Truman…?”

I nod, wondering what those men have to do with my plans.

“Well, they just announced what they’ll do with Germany. It’s a long list, but what you need to know is that Stalin is claiming the northern part of Eastern Prussia for the Russians, and the south is going to Poland.”

“What does it mean?” I ask, looking from Paul to Frieda to Oma.

Paul sighs. “It means that you can’t go back there because your home will be gone. It’s going to be in Russian hands. They’re claiming the land and everything on it as their own. Stalin is going to govern the soviet-territory—us—from now on…another dictator.”

“Our farm?” I shout. “They can’t do that. It’s ours…Oma’s.”

“They can,” Frieda says. “We lost the war. They’ll do whatever they please.”

Emma begins to whimper because my arm supporting her has sunk to the side. I hardly notice it. Those men up there in Potsdam have just stolen my home. My dreams of returning to find Father and Mama have evaporated. And Werner? “How are they going to find us?” I mumble.

“Who?” Frieda asks.

“My family! And Werner… They’ll return and we won’t be there.” My voice has risen, joins the baby’s shrieks. Oma takes Emma from me, and I notice her wet cheeks. She knows.

My throat closes, I can no longer breathe right. I rush from the room and run outside, down the lane to the main road. It is hot already, the air filled with dust and the scent of phlox. My lower belly aches. After the birth, I’m not ready to run. So I slow down and just keep walking away from the farm I’ve been staying at for six months. Until now I’ve considered it temporary, a place to hold us over until we can travel home. As that it’s been bearable because I knew it wasn’t going to be for long.

Tears blur my vision, and I sob loudly, sinking to my knees. The loss I’ve felt has become permanent, and my hopes have evaporated. My old life has died. I’m homeless…without roots…floating in this world. On a dust-covered cornflower, a grasshopper crawls my way. He moves his powerful hindlegs to clean his head. I realize I feel as insignificant as the insect. I’ve lost my home and all my family except for Oma. A new sob rises.

“What’s wrong?” a male voice asks. I had not heard anyone approach, so I flinch, expecting someone to wave a gun at me.

The face I see when I look up is that of a young man, drawn and dirty, but definitely friendly. The collar of his uniform is torn and much too wide for the skinny neck, his pants crusted with dirt. He smells bad.

When I don’t answer, he holds out a grimy hand. “Let me help you up.”

I stare at the fingers that haven’t seen soap in months, wondering what happened to him. The man seems to realize the state of his skin and draws back. “Sorry, I didn’t mean…I better go now.”

I watch him wander down the lane, slowly, carefully, as if his legs are too weak or too uncertain for long steps. He’s a returning soldier, someone like Werner and Father. Except this fellow has light brown hair.

I straighten, all of a sudden hot and very thirsty. Except for the incessant chirping of the crickets, it is quiet. I remember Emma, my baby. She doesn’t deserve any of this, doesn’t know about the place she should’ve grown up in…the fields and farmhouse… In that instant I realize it’s up to me to create a home for her, one she can be happy in.

I pick a few wild blackberries from the side of a fence and walk back to Frieda and Paul’s farm.

Nobody is outside, so I drink my fill at the pump, wipe off the dust, and return to the house. I need to speak with Oma. It’s time to talk to her about our future.

“I’m sorry for running…”

At first, I think the kitchen is empty, but then I see Oma on the bench, a sleeping Emma in her arms. And there, next to the window, Frieda and Paul cling to a man in a dirty torn uniform—the fellow who’d spoken to me outside. All three are crying, silent tears dripping down their faces as they hug each other.

Frieda waves me closer. “Our son…Robert. Robert, meet Annie.”

I nod toward the dirty man with the old face.

“We met,” Robert says. “Outside.”

I walk up to him and extend a hand. “I’m glad you are home.”

Robert joins us with little fanfare. He’s nearly as quiet as Oma, and the two of them seem to like each other. After the bath, it turns out he’s quite blonde. He’s switched into a work shirt and old coveralls that are way too big. His upper arms are thin, the skin on the biceps loose and almost wrinkly.

Frieda is feeding him soup and bread which he eats slowly, carefully.

“Teeth are loose,” he says with a weak grin.

The first days he sleeps nearly as much as Emma while we go tiptoeing around. We might as well shout because he sleeps in nearly any position: sitting at the table, outside on the bench beneath the overhang, on the sofa…

Frieda told us that he was in a French prisoner of war camp and that he walked home. She and Paul are like different people, smiling all the time. While Frieda goes into a frenzy cooking and baking, Paul has begun fixing things around the house. I feel stupid and useless, superfluous really. They got their son back; their family is intact. Now they’ve got to work through the effects of the war, but eventually they’ll recover.

Unlike us…

Ugly, the voice in my head comments. You’re envious when you should be happy for them. I am happy for them, and so terribly sad.


Chapter Sixteen

During the year, life on the farm hardly changes. We live together, work, eat and sleep, follow the seasons of planting. How lucky I am to be out here I learned later, when it became clear that millions of Germans in the cities had starved terribly for three years post war. Under the circumstances, it would’ve been difficult or even impossible to raise Emma and produce enough milk. As it is, I’m able to nurse, have two women who care for me…and as it turns out Robert, too.

The beginning of his courtship coincides with another event whose significance I don’t understand until it is too late. In early September 1945—as soon as the American Army leaves Magdeburg—the Russian occupation orders the land reform. Large farmers are forced to give up all land above two hundred forty-seven acres without any restitution. The land is then redistributed to small farmers, which results in Frieda and Paul receiving an additional one hundred thirty acres. In many ways, it is nonsense because they don’t have the manpower nor the machinery to work the land. But the unexpected gift gives them hope for a better future and blows new energy into Robert.

When he begins to appear near me as if by accident, talks quietly about the weather or some other unimportant nonsense, I’m ready to accept it. Especially because I see in his eyes what I’d seen in Werner’s, an interest in me, a bit of love and attention I’ve missed for so long. He is good with Emma, a quiet presence I appreciate. True, I’m pragmatic—I don’t love Robert the way I loved Werner. But we all are, have to be, to continue the chore of living.

“Tell me about your home,” he says one evening in late September. We’re taking a walk, inspecting the russet apple trees that are nearly ready for harvest.

I throw him a side glance, realizing he’s serious. Actually, he’s always serious, hardly talks, and almost never smiles. His eyes carry experiences he cannot share. Those unmentionable things have etched deep grooves into his face. I wonder if Werner looks like that now.

“We had the same apple trees,” I say. “Also pears and plums…gooseberries and strawberries.”

“You must miss it terribly.”

I look at him, not trusting myself to speak. It’s too fresh, too real.

“I’m sorry,” he hurries. “I’m an idiot.” He grimaces and awkwardly takes my hand. “I’m so glad you’re here, though. It makes returning much easier.”

“Did you want to become a farmer?”

He scoffs. “Never. I was going to move to Berlin, study business. But how can I leave now, with my father so sick? The farm is already hard to manage.” He squeezes my hand. “Could you imagine staying here with us? With me?”

I look at Robert, in so many ways the opposite of Werner, not just his exterior. Robert is so quiet and reserved, where Werner was full of life, exuberant, and funny. But the things we experience change us. I’m not as I was before we left, and Werner would very likely be quite different as well…if he’s still alive.

Life on the farm is comforting in its familiarity, the seasons, the animals, the smells, work. At least it gives me a sense of home, and the routines calm me.

As Robert’s eyes burn into me, I try to smile and nod. “I am glad to be here.” It’s true and at the same time, my heart aches so badly, I pull free and march down the path to hide my tears. If I stay with Robert, it confirms that my former life is over, and with it, my chance of reuniting with Werner.

Robert hurries after me and carefully places an arm around my shoulder as we continue walking. “I’m glad. We’ll make a good family, you’ll see. With all that extra land, we can do a lot.”

Some place out there, he kisses me. His lips are soft, yet I feel nothing. Not when he pulls me into his arms and holds me tight, not when I feel his desire press against my belly.

I know then that I’m trapped in a life I never asked for.

How bad it is, becomes apparent once we marry on my eighteenth birthday on March fifteen, 1946. Robert often screams in his dreams and wakes up bathed in sweat. I take him in my arms like I cradle Emma until he calms and eventually goes back to sleep. Then I lay there thinking about my life, realizing what a gamble it has become. I am on a farm again, but nothing is like before. Our lovemaking is brief and laborious, a useless exercise I want to finish before it begins. Thankfully, I don’t get pregnant, and after the first excitement wears off, Robert has trouble. It makes him upset…maybe ashamed. We don’t talk about that either.

Paul dies that summer. He contracted a blood infection from some rusty equipment and seems almost glad to leave, fades away in a matter of days. Frieda’s face grows so creased, her eyes almost disappear into their sockets. I feel sorry for her, but there is little time for emotions. Each of us go through the day trying to capture some sort of normalcy, trying to create a daily routine that avoids as many memories as possible.

It is a simple life that helps to soothe me some. Except, Oma worries me more and more. She has settled into minding Emma while I help Robert and Frieda with farm chores, but this afternoon, when I return to the kitchen, I find her dozing on the bench, Emma playing on the floor.

I rush up to check on Emma who has crawled around in front of the fireplace and smeared soot all over herself. “Oma?” She opens her eyes, but doesn’t seem to see me. “What’s the matter?” I ask. “You fell asleep watching the baby.”

Oma places a hand in front of her mouth and shakes her head. “Sorry.”

I sit down next to her, Emma in my arms. “It’s dangerous if you sleep. Are you feeling all right?”

Oma just looks at me, her dark eyes shiny in the shriveled face. She’s shrunken further and reminds me of a frightened bird. Ever since we learned that Insterburg is now Russian, Oma has lost more and more interest in living. Of course, Russia didn’t stop there; they renamed every town, river, and mountain. Insterburg is now called, Chernyakhovsk, a name we can hardly pronounce.

It’s as if our home, our city, our life never existed—wiped out and removed from history, its people killed, driven away, or moved out by force.

For a while now, new refugees from the East have been arriving in Magdeburg, and Robert and Frieda have been discussing taking on another family. We need the help on the fields, but I can tell they’re leery of getting more people like Oma and me—people they have to provide for, who are a liability.

I put Emma on the floor and take Oma’s boney hands into mine. “Do you want to tell me what ails you?” As if I didn’t know. When Oma doesn’t say anything, I straighten. I’m frustrated that I can’t help her…at least distract her from her loss. I sit back down, force a smile. “You never told me why you don’t eat chicken and eggs.”

Oma stares at me. Watching Emma grab the straw doll in front of her, she clears her throat. “I tell you.” I know she wants to say more, but it’s so hard. I bring her a glass of water, she drinks in tiny sips.

“The summer of 1914, Russians came to our farm near Gumbinnen,” she says. “Your grandfather, your mother and I were there… She was nine. We hid her in a wardrobe in the attic, but there was no time to do anything else.”

Oma’s mouth and jaw are working, chewing out the words. “I was trying to hide, but it was no good. They swarmed like hungry rats after a shipwreck, shot our cows…horses…chickens. Took me to the coop…” Tears glisten in Oma’s eyes. “I lay there in the middle of all that blood, feathers everywhere, I stared at those dead birds while they…”

I pull her hand to my chest. “Oh, Oma, they raped you.”

Oma nods. “Made your grandfather watch. After that, he volunteered…died in France in some trench.”

I feel cold as I hug Oma tightly, trying to imagine the horror she must’ve felt seeing her husband leave. It strikes me that now three generations of women have lost their men to war. What is the matter with the human race? What is the matter with those governments that decide to kill millions of their citizens? In the name of what? More power? More land?

Emma tugs at my sleeve. I pull her up into our embrace where we sit together until Robert enters the kitchen.

After that day, Oma quits talking completely. It’s as if she’s used up all the words. She got off her chest what had silenced her many years ago. Now there is no more need to talk, nothing else to say. And so she fades until one day after Christmas, she doesn’t get out of bed. She’s long moved into the main house and lives in a tiny room at the back end of the house.

“Oma?” When she doesn’t respond to my knock, I open the door, find her in bed. “It’s already after ten,” I say, watching the small figure on the bed. Her skin is like yellow parchment and though her eyes are closed, I know immediately that Oma is dead.

I have no tears; I just stand there and look at the last link I had to my home. Oma was with me all this time, and she protected and soothed me in her own way. She’d known about the baby even before I did, had lost her husband, her daughter, and everything she held dear. Worst of all, she’d lost herself in that chicken yard when Russian soldiers had violated her more than thirty years ago.

By now reports of Russian atrocities have reached us—women and girls raped over and over, shot dead afterwards, used up, and thrown away. Oma didn’t die from the horror she experienced, but maybe it was worse to live with such memories. She’d kept everything inside and to help her do that, she quit talking. Now, at last, she has found peace.

We bury her in the Lindmann’s family plot. If it isn’t home, it is at least near me and Emma. I think that day I realize I’ll never return, never find out about Father or Werner.

If they live, which I somehow doubt by now, they won’t find us. Mother is a different matter. She is all-present in my dreams, walks into them with a naturalness that makes it all the harder to awake to reality. Dreams are cruel that way. They delude you and lead you astray until you realize it’s an illusion, a nasty lie. I never tell Robert what I did, nor does he tell me what he saw during the war.

Much later I found out that the Red Cross in the West German states had created an effective tracing service where people could register the missing—more than fourteen million as of 1950. The Soviets create a search service for missing Germans, which doesn’t seem very effective. Twice, I leave requests for my parents and Werner, twice I hear nothing more. It’s as if they’ve evaporated along with our homes.

In June 1948 they decide to take over Berlin, which is partially ruled by West Germany and seems like an island in the midst of Russia-occupied East Germany. Somehow, they think Berlin should become part of the Russian empire and cut off roads, trains and waterways to and from the two million people living in the Western sectors. Thus begins the Berlin blockade, an eleven-month standoff between east and west. If the Russians had thought it’d be an easy takeover, they are mistaken. The western allies respond by flying in everything that West Berlin’s citizens need—flour, wheat, cereal, fat, meat, fish, sugar, coffee, salt, and cheese. They fly in coal, diesel and gas for automobiles.

In 1949, four months after West Germany officially becomes the democratically run Federal Republic of Germany, the Soviet-occupied part of Germany becomes the German Democratic Republic. Ha, what a joke. This new East Germany is anything but democratic. The Soviet Union continues to dictate our lives.

I’ve exchanged World War II for the Cold War, one tyranny for another.


Book Two: Werner 1944 – 1947


Chapter Seventeen

October 1944

The morning I leave for the Volkssturm, Mother takes me to the train station in Insterburg with the horse wagon. It’s already quite cold, and a fine white mist has settled on plants and trees. The air is fresh and clean, silent except for an occasional chirp or rustle. It’s normally my favorite time of day. But this morning I find no pleasure in it; I don’t even turn around to look at our house and the barns, nor the orderly fenced-in paddocks and grazing horses.

My mind is on the task of saying good-bye without losing face. I would’ve much preferred to walk alone to the station, but Mother wouldn’t hear of it. Silly, because most of the time we don’t have much to say to each other, and this morning, we say nothing at all.

I keep my eyes straight ahead and wish for the trip to be over. Mother repeatedly clears her throat as she directs the horses. I know she noticed my absence last night, but to her credit she hasn’t said a word.

As Insterburg’s train station comes into view, I begin to wiggle around on the bench.

“I’ll get off here,” I say, my throat a bit raw, wishing myself far away.

“But I thought…” Mother’s gaze wanders to the building, the milling people near the entrance and on the platform.

“I’d rather you wouldn’t,” I say much too loud. “It’s easier to turn around here anyway.” Secretly, I hope to be alone with Annie. I feel guilty for not visiting her last night, but Mother was pacing in her bedroom, and I couldn’t risk her hearing me.

Tears burst from Mother’s eyes. She hardly ever cries, so seeing that not only shocks me, it makes me all soft inside. Blinking repeatedly, I hug her and climb down. I manage to produce a “will write soon,” before taking off in earnest.

Near the entry I discover my best friend Lothar, a smallish guy with a face full of freckles and matching sand-colored curls—though right now, not much is left, since the Hitler Youth makes us shave the sides of our heads. Only on top and on Lothar’s forehead do the curls persist.

Luckily, my eyes are fairly dry when I reach him.

“Your Mother bring you?” he asks. To my relief I detect traces of tears on his cheeks, which he doesn’t seem to care about. “Most of the others are already inside.” I nod, remembering Mother, but not daring to turn around. Instead, I search the entry hall for Annie. “You looking for someone?” Lothar is hard to fool, even now.

“Just Annie.”

“Oh, just Annie.”

I throw him an irritated glance. “Yeah, what’s it to you?”

Lothar chuckles and good-naturedly slaps my back. “Can’t fool me.”

Warmth creeps into my cheeks, so I make a point of approaching some of the other boys. I can’t talk about Annie right now…or what we did. Not even to Lothar.

Some have their mothers next to them—fathers are pretty rare these days—who carry the same sad expression as Mother. All of us chat way too loud and way too happily. I’m pretty sure we’re all trying to chase away the ghosts of the terror rearing up inside us.

Every so often I turn around to scan the hall, the entry where more boys arrive, pale-faced and nervous looking. Then my eyes find the clock and follow the inevitable hands. Only ten minutes until the train leaves. Annie is not here.

Already, the first boys board, whistle and holler out the windows.

“Shall we go?” Lothar asks.

“You go ahead, save me a seat.”

Lothar throws me another glance and grabs his bag. To his credit, he keeps his mouth shut. I wander back to the door, where I see Mother’s straight back high on the wagon bench. My legs twitch and my chest seems to shrink because I can’t get enough air. I want to run after her, tell her that I’ll be back soon, that she shouldn’t worry.

A whistle trills. Around me the last boys say their good-byes, and sobs rise. Head low, I return to the platform. I’m so distracted, I almost miss Lothar’s shout, directing me to his carriage.

Annie did not come.

Inside the compartment, Ralf Engel is lifting Tommie Wagner into the luggage net. Tommie, the smallest boy in class, is trying to kick and fight off Ralf, but that’s like David fighting Goliath. In comparison to Tommie, Ralf is huge, with the broad shoulders of a man. Hair sprouts on his chin and his chest. He’s like Hitler’s poster child, because on top of that, he’s blond, and his eyes are a watery blue. Only his nose seems out of place, kind of crooked and broad at the top. It reminds me of Max Schmeling.

“Let me down,” Tommie cries from above, but as soon as he attempts to move, Ralf’s huge paw shoves him back.

“You’re nothing but a scrawny baby,” Ralf shouts. “How are you going to dig trenches or fight the Russians when you can’t even lift a shovel?”

“There’s more to fighting than brute strength,” Tommie says. I admire him for his guts because Ralf is known to have a short fuse.

Sure enough, he grabs Tommie’s calf and squeezes. “Tell me again, what did you just say?”

Tears appear in Tommie’s eyes as he tries in vain to remove Ralf’s paw. Tommie’s lower leg is turning red, so is his face.

“Better watch—the conductor is coming,” I say casually. “Wouldn’t want to be written up, may look bad on your military record.” I’ve got no idea if they’ll open any files on us, but Ralf isn’t known for his brain.

Ralf’s hand drops to his side as he gapes down the aisle. “Don’t see’em.”

“He’s in the next wagon,” Lothar says.

“I’d sit myself down,” I add.

Throwing another glance at us, Ralf plops on the bench. I pat the seat next to me and wink at Tommie, who scrambles from the net. Across from us, Lothar digs through his pocket and hands Tommie a piece of licorice. It’s seen better days—looks like it’s been in Lothar’s pocket for a while—but Tommie happily sticks it into his mouth.

The train quivers, then begins to move. Smoke drifts past our windows, and somewhere up front, a whistle trills. We’re off.

The initial energy soon tapers off and silence settles. It is a heavy, slabby silence that isn’t easily lifted. To avoid looking at my classmates, I stare out the window, trying to conjure up Annie’s face in the passing-by landscape. Doubt gnaws…Why didn’t she see me off? The locomotive chugs us away from home to help in the war. “Shoot Russians,” as Ralf likes to say. I wonder if we’ll get training or uniforms… Since I haven’t slept much the last few nights, I nod off.


Chapter Eighteen

Whistles trill and I jerk awake. Everyone is crowding at the windows, so I squeeze next to Lothar. The train stands in the middle of a field, the locomotive’s chug soft and slow. Somewhere in the distance, thunder grumbles.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“Somebody said we’re waiting for Russian planes to pass.” As if on command, we all look out and up toward the horizon. Coldness spreads through my middle—a helpless, exposed feeling. As long as I can remember I’ve been able to fix things and get myself out of sticky situations. Not this time. If Russian planes find us, we’re sitting out here like injured ducks during a fox hunt.

As the moment lengthens, everyone gets antsy. Whispers rise, and Lothar and Tommie squirm next to me. The fear I’m feeling—this sense of doom—is real. I might be dead in moments. A gurgle rises from my chest, forms into a giggle. How stupid that would be, to get shot before we even start.

“Something funny?” Ralf asks from the next window. I can tell he is burning for a fight, anything to distract himself from his own fear. Some people grow quiet when they’re afraid, but I get funny. As for Ralf—he becomes aggressive like an angry bull.

I smirk at him, then shake my head. I may be in good shape from all the riding and farm work, but I’m not going to fight Ralf.

Lothar pokes me in the side before he gets up and manhandles the window, sliding it down a foot. The thunder is louder now, except it isn’t thunder at all, but artillery. Somewhere not too far is the Front.

Even if my father never mentioned it, to me, just the word Front means horror. It’s a place where people get maimed and die, but that’s only a tiny part of the story. The real one is about the mental battles, being aware that you can die at any moment, watching the suffering of your fellow men, experiencing the physical depravation of food and water, and above all…the terror of certain doom.

I begin to tremble. Lothar thinks it’s from the cold air and closes the window.

The wagon jolts, and the engine fires again. We’re off once more.

To distract myself, I dig through my provisions. I eat one apple and offer another to Lothar. Chew, swallow, repeat.

Sometime in the evening, we stop. It’s dark, and the train’s lights are off—somewhere in the distance the thunder continues.

“Everyone out!” comes from the door.

I straighten, then remember my pack, trying to recall where I left it. We scramble in a mad dash toward the door, squeeze through, and land on some kind of open field. Except for a couple of muted lanterns, it’s dark. Judging by the whispers, there must be at least a hundred of us.

“Silence!” The voice is deep and used to uttering commands. The whispers fade away. “Listen up.” The hulking figure in front wears a uniform and the long coat of an officer. “I’m SS-Captain Hillmeier. Starting tomorrow, you’ll join your fellow comrades digging trenches. I expect absolute obedience. Tonight, you’ll march into camp, two at a time. One wrong move can get you killed out here. You hear the artillery? No lights, no fires, no talking. You’re soldiers now—don’t forget that.”

I never signed up to be a soldier. In fact, if Mother and I agreed on one thing, it was never to join the military. Yet here I am with a bunch of boys, fighting a tentacled enemy. You never quite know where he is and how far his many arms reach.

The barn we are led to is full already with sleeping bodies. We step on legs and stumble across bags, in search of an open spot. The air is icy cold and still reeks of unwashed bodies and dirty clothes. Lothar and I manage to find a spot near the back. Nobody wants to lie next to the outer walls, where it’s even colder. Tommie joins us, so the three of us roll into our blankets and lie on our sides, weirdly close and unfamiliar. Except for our shoes, we’ve kept on all our clothes. I wish for my featherbed, the soft pillow, and clean bathroom.

The latrine we visit in the morning is atrocious, not well build, and—despite the cold temperatures—foul-smelling. There’s hardly any water, certainly not enough to wash. We huddle together outside, eating leftovers and a watery soup of cabbage and potatoes.

We line up at 7:30. Each of us receives a shovel. I study the faces of the men who have been here for weeks. They all look tired and dirty; some appear sickly. After a silent thirty-minute march through a forest, we arrive at a flat wide-open field. Much of Prussia looks like this—huge expanses of flat land with a sky that goes on forever.

We join the hundreds already here—old men, young men, men in uniform and civilian clothes, boys from the Hitler Youth—digging a huge trench. These channels—eight feet wide with angled, jutting-out walls, are supposed to stop Russian tanks. Here and there boys in Hitler Youth uniform stand watch. A few even wield guns. The ground is hard and rocky, the work grueling. My palms sweat and within hours develop blisters, one at the bottom of each finger, a huge one in the middle of my thumbs.

I keep drying my hands, but the brutal work produces more sweat…and thirst. My back also complains. The ache sits low in the spine, but when I get up, it shoots into my neck.

Lothar keeps sighing and Tommie half leans on his shovel. Only Ralf continues whistling and egging us on. Lunch break can’t come soon enough. We march back to camp and line up for thin soup again.

“You think we’ll get any training?” Lothar whispers as we return to our quarters that evening. I’m bone tired, my back throbs, and my fingers are stiff from the blisters that have turned bloody.

Tommie drops next to us on the ground. “It’s going to be terrible in winter.”

“Hopefully, we’ll be home by then,” Lothar says. “The ditch looks like it’s miles long already.”

“I heard one guy has been out here since the summer.” Tommie inspects the torn skin on his fingertips. “I’ll never make it even a week.”

I slap him on the back. “Who knows, you may get a good workout, surprise Ralf.”

Tommie grins, but his expression turns serious once more. We are all scared and anxious to finish, eager return home quickly.

We spend another uncomfortable night, then another and another. Every day, we creep a bit farther north toward Tilsit. I only know because I overheard one of the Hitler Youth boys talking to Ralf. They were both bragging that they wanted to see real action. Just the thought of being near the Front gives me the shivers.

After two weeks we get the chance to take a shower in an abandoned outdoor swimming pool. The water is cold, but it feels good to be clean. I wash my underthings and hang them up to dry in the new place, an empty warehouse.

We still haven’t gotten any training or equipment, not to mention a uniform. Nobody tells us anything either. We’re supposed to follow orders, march, dig, eat, and sleep. Rumor has it that Ivan is moving closer by the day. Are we going to fight him with our shovels when he shows up with tanks and artillery?

I’ve been wanting to write, especially Annie, but I can’t make myself. At night, we’re barely getting time to eat and fix our deteriorating clothes. In the morning, I can hardly get up. Everything is sore and I’m unbearably hungry. Besides, what am I going to say?

I wish I’d taken a photo of Annie with me. Damn war. A few times I’ve relived our encounter in the barn, remembering the feeling her soft skin and her heavy breathing as we moved together... I’ve stopped because just the thought of her makes me terribly horny. And there’s literally no private inch in this place. I count each day, each hour, wishing myself home as soon as possible.

Lothar joins me after dinner. I’ve managed to find a low wall fifty yards away, intent on finally writing something to Mother and Annie.

“Maybe we should sneak home,” Lothar whispers. “With that many people, nobody will miss us.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure. They’ve got everyone’s names and birthdates. They know where we live.”

“We could hide for a while.”

Anger rears inside me. “Where? The woods are crawling with German infantry, and food is scarce already.”

Lothar looks thoughtful. “Your family has huge buildings, barns and all. It’d be easy to stay out of sight. Your mother could feed us.”

“You know what would happen if the SS finds us?”

“Hey, I was looking for you.” Tommie walks up with a mug in his hand. “They say we’re moving again. Back toward Königsberg. Russians aren’t coming.”

Yet. What’s to keep them?

Lothar and I exchange a glance. It’s better not to involve others, not even Tommie, with our thoughts of desertion. Maybe there’ll be a chance to disappear later. Königsberg lies west, a straight shot from Insterburg, an easy route of maybe seventy miles. We might even be able to catch a train.

Sure enough, in the morning we are loaded on trucks, only to come to a full stop a few miles down the road. German infantry crawls past…foot soldiers, tanks, trucks, VW Kübelwagen, open-roofed military cars similar to jeeps. The men inside look grim, or is it determined? I imagine my father sitting in one of the trucks, wonder what he looks like and how he is feeling. Mother never said much during all those years he’s been gone. Only once, when I couldn’t sleep, did I catch her with my father’s letters in her lap, a handkerchief in her hand. She’d fallen asleep on the couch. I tiptoed back into my room, but that night I didn’t sleep until the early morning. I began to understand that just because people don’t talk, doesn’t mean they don’t feel things. Some just have a hard time expressing themselves.

The letters to Annie and Mother are still not done, but I’ve vowed to write as soon as we reach Königsberg. The trip takes all day and the closer we get, the more crowded the streets become. Not only has the Wehrmacht taken position here, thousands of refugees with wagons, carts and packs are crowding in.

We sleep in some deserted elementary school on the outskirts of town, getting sent on errands around the city. We help women and children find places to stay, load trucks, unload trucks, distribute food and blankets. Still, we haven’t received any training or equipment, not to mention guns.

Outside the school, the Wehrmacht has set up camp. A couple of grunts, low level soldiers, stand around cleaning their rifles.

One of them winks at me and throws me a cigarette. I shout “thanks” and stick the cigarette behind my ear. I don’t smoke, but it’ll come in handy in a trade.

He smiles and waves me closer. “Where’re you from?”

“Insterburg.”

“You?”

“Berlin.”

After we exchange names—his is Willi—he quickly looks around and then says in a low voice. “Take off that thing and leave.” He points at the armband I wear which reads Deutscher Volkssturm Wehrmacht—the only piece of uniform we’ve received. “Isn’t safe. Ivan is coming back, this time for good. We barely have enough ammunition for a day, not to mention for weeks or months.” His friend nods grimly and sucks hard on his cigarette. His fingers are nearly black with dirt, the sleeves of his long coat look moth-eaten.

Hearing those words from a hardened fellow, makes more of an impression on me than the most fervent radio speech. “What if they catch me?”

The man shrugs. “It’s a chance, but Ivan will be worse.”

It’s true. By now stories of terrible atrocities have reached us. They say the Red Army has been raping woman, then killing them and their children. They steal and then burn what’s left. A shudder runs through me as I imagine Mother facing a line of Russian tanks. At least I could help her get away if I were home. They’re mad about all the German cruelties in their own country, and they think now it’s their time for revenge. Who can blame them? But why do they always get the innocent ones?

Yet, we don’t leave, not that day nor the next. Every time Lothar and I start talking about it, we get discouraged. Temperatures have been falling, it’s at least a three-day walk, and the SS seems to be everywhere. Just one stop would be enough to get us executed.

“How about we leave during Christmas?” I say while Lothar and I are carrying a huge soup pot to a hovel of refugees. “People will be distracted, and likely there won’t be normal duty.”

“We could celebrate New Year’s with our families.” Lothar sounds dreamy, then grins at me. “Let’s do it.”

On Christmas Eve, I finally write a letter to Mother and Annie. It’s not much, just a brief note that I’m doing all right and wish I could visit them. I can’t tell them about our plans in case our mail gets opened. The Army has provided us with a smorgasbord of food—canned meat, potatoes, apple sauce…even schnapps.

Ralf tells stories about female conquests. Apparently, he’s already had five girlfriends. Thing is, I never saw him with any girls. My thoughts wander to Annie; there’s really not an hour in the day, I’m not missing her. But I’d never share any of our time. It’s like a precious gem inside of me.

“You must be talking about your sheep?” I say, taking another swig from the bottle. The clear schnapps burns my throat, but by now I’m used to it. We are in the former gym, and the air is comfortably warm and heavy with alcohol vapors. Some boys snigger, others stare at me like I’ve got a death wish.

Ralf throws me a nasty glance. “Jealous, eh?”

“What are their names then?”

“What’s it to you?”

I feel Lothar’s hand on my sleeve, likely to warn me. But I feel fine, really fine. “Well, I’d love to know who they are. Surely, we’d know them too. Insterburg isn’t that big.” Even without looking, I feel the temperature in the room rise, feel the eyes of the others on me.

Ralf marches over, much quicker than one would expect from a huge fellow. “You want to repeat that?”

From my seat he looks even bigger than normal. “Yeah,” I say grinning. “I think you’re full of it.”

Without warning, Ralf’s fist smashes into my face. The pain is sharp and surprising. I taste blood. Around me, shouts ring out. “Fight, fight, fight!” Feeling encouraged, I get to my knees. I’m a bit wobbly, but I manage to face Ralf.

“Quit it,” Lothar murmurs.

“Is that the best you can do?” I ask. My face hurts from the smile I’m producing.

Ralf’s fist swings a second time, a vicious blow to the chin that sends me reeling backwards onto the ground. There I lie spread-eagled and all I can do is laugh.

Lothar’s concerned face appears above me, but I roll sideways, getting to my knees again. My jaw and cheekbone throb, but I’m not going to stay down…not in a million years. When I look up, Ralf is coming at me, but just before he reaches me, a sharp voice makes him freeze in his tracks.

“What’s the meaning of this?” I recognize the voice of SS-officer Hillmeier. I can hear his heels click rhythmically across the wooden gym floor because all of a sudden the room is as silent as nuns during prayer.

I’m still on my knees, and my head feels like it wants to fall off. Meanwhile, something sticky drips from my nose. From my low point, I watch the color drain from Ralf’s face. He’s been all hot and heavy, but now he just stands there, arms by his side.

“Explain yourself!” Hillmeier plants himself in front of Ralf who’s easily a head taller. Except now he looks like he’s in first grade.

“Nothing… I mean, nothing, sir.”

I never thought Ralf particularly bright, but right now he sounds like an imbecile, which I find unbelievably funny. A giggle escapes my throat and rises into the gym, loud and clear.

“What are you doing down there?” Hillmeier throws me an irritated glance. “Get up, man. Quick!” His speech reminds me of pistol shots. I scramble to my feet, threatening to lose my balance when Lothar throws out an arm and steadies me.

“Damn, men, you’re supposed to prepare for war, not fight each other.” Hillmeier squints at Ralf. “You’ve got bathroom cleaning duty.”

“What?”

“Right now. On the quick.”

Ralf stumbles off as Hillmeier eyes me. “What’s your excuse? Wipe that silly grin off your face. Obviously, you’re too drunk to fight.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t yes sir me, what’s your name?”

“Werner…Baran.”

“Go to your quarters and sleep it off before you hurt yourself.”

Hillmeier mumbles something and scans the hushed crowd. “All of you, put away your bottles, clean up, and go to bed. If I see or hear anything moving in five minutes, there’ll be consequences.”

As I stumble off, Hillmeier calls after me. “Baran, report to me in the morning, eight o’clock sharp.”

The hall in front of me blurs. I’ve just gambled away our chance to leave unnoticed.

On Christmas Day my head hammers, my throat is parched, and I can’t decide whether I’m feeling hungry or need to puke. As the memory of last night returns, I realize how stupid I’ve been. Today, this morning, I could’ve taken leftover rations and disappeared without raising too much suspicion. Instead, I’ve catapulted myself on the radar of Hillmeier.

In the freezing washroom, I dunk my head under the spigot. As I study myself in the mirror, the pounding lessens slightly. Dark, bloodshot eyes stare back at me.

“You’re a damn fool,” I tell the reflection.

“Damn right.” Lothar appears behind me. “Couldn’t help yourself, could you?” He nearly spits, he’s so angry.

“Sorry.”

Ignoring me, Lothar marches to the urinal. I wait, but once he’s done, he washes up and marches off as if I’m air.

I decide to grab a piece of leftover bread and take a walk. The air cuts my skin and attacks my throat. It must be near zero again. I wander around aimlessly, passing snow-covered carts and forgotten packs. In the entry of a building two figures—a woman and a little girl—lie on their backs, bodies and faces covered with a crystalized layer of fresh snow. They’ve frozen to death in the night. They say it’s a good death when one simply goes to sleep and doesn’t wake.

Annie’s face appears in my vision. She’s looking at me with that serious expression, sort of studying me as I explain how too much grass makes horses sick, especially after a long winter in the barn. In that moment I want to just take off to see her, help her when the Russians show up. I wonder if she’s planning to leave and how I will find her if she does.

The SS-quarter appears, its red swastika flag limp in the twilight. Hillmeier sits behind a make-shift desk and looks grumpy.

“Slept well, I see,” he barks, ignoring my greeting. “Get three men, find a cart and remove those frozen carcasses. Can hardly take a step without treading on them.”

“Sir, I…”

Hillmeier waves me off. “Shut it, before I write you up.”

I don’t remember how I got the cart or asked three unfortunate souls to help me. I didn’t dare approach Lothar, nor did I have the guts to ask Ralf. What I do remember are the faces of the dead. All day, we roam the streets picking up frozen bodies—babies, toddlers, first-graders, mothers, and old women. Then we pile them like wood on the cart and roll them to the graveyard. Some women still hold their children in their rigid arms. We leave them like that. Who are we to separate them now? There is no place to bury them—the ground is frozen solid—so we put them side-by-side along a hedge until the ground is covered like a tatty patchwork rug.

The snow covers them with soft, feathery whiteness, hiding them from the world. But not from me because their still images have crept inside me. It’s one thing when men die in battle, which is bad enough, but these women and children haven’t done a thing to deserve dying on some street, forgotten, just insignificant people nobody cares about.

Somewhere, a person—a family—is waiting for them, wondering where they’ve gone and why they’re not arriving. None of their loved ones will ever know what happened to them.

My hands and feet are numb with cold as we return to quarters. I don’t see Lothar, just grab an apple and leftover soup and roll up on my bed. All night, the faces wander through my dreams, eyes sunken, lashes tiny icicles, faces whitish-blue and still. A tear squeezes out behind my closed lids and lands on the inside of my nose. Except for an occasional snore, it is quiet. I bury deeper beneath the blanket, trying to chase away the frozen images with memories of Annie.

But then I think of her out there, lying frozen in some house entrance…forgotten. Is she out here, being picked up by unfortunate boys on cleanup duty? Is Mother?

The urge to leave becomes so strong, my fingers twitch. I must confirm they are alive. Why have I not written earlier, so they could answer? They must be worried sick about me.

Another tear squeezes out. I’m a complete idiot.

The new year comes with another half-hearted party. The Wehrmacht has provided more alcohol and a few delicacies to share…baloney, cookies, more schnapps, even white wine. This time I hardly take a sip, thinking about my missed chance of going home. My face has healed pretty well. By now the bruises beneath my eye and on my jaw have turned yellow.

Hillmeier seems to have it in for me, keeping me on “clean-up” duty all week. He shows up when you least expect him, his expression impenetrable.

“You think we should evacuate?” Tommie asks me as we walk inside. It’s New Year’s Day and he’s been on clean-up duty with me today because he didn’t greet Hillmeier snappy enough. “I mean you’ve seen the treks. So many people are going west.”

“Can’t,” I say, distracted because Lothar is walking past, without so much as looking in my direction. “I’ve got to see what’s going on with my family first.”

“But if the Russians come fast, there won’t be time.” Tommie’s voice vibrates with worry.

“You’ve heard Gau Leader Koch.” Hillmeier has somehow managed to materialize out of thin air. “Nobody is going home and nobody is evacuating. We have fought’em off until now, we’ll continue doing so. Anything else is treason.”

What about the rumors that three Russian armies are amassing on the eastern border, not even eighty miles from here, and even closer to Insterburg, where Annie is?

But I say nothing, just watch the man in his fancy uniform, ordering others around. Since none of us says anything, Hillmeier marches off.

I read in Tommie’s expression what I think as well.

It’s only a matter of time.


Chapter Nineteen

Something else weighs on my mind: Lothar. I haven’t talked to him in nearly two weeks, not only because he’s doing some other job and we are both gone all day, but because he’s been avoiding me. After Hillmeier’s stupid comment, I’m more than ever convinced I’ve got to go home and confirm that Annie and Mother are all right. Lothar’s mother is even older than mine and lives alone, and his father has been missing since Stalingrad. He doesn’t have siblings or aunts; all he has is his mother.

The morning of January 12, Tommie wakes me. The hall is black as ink, the air icy. “You hear that?”

I stick my nose out of the blanket, listen. In the distance I make out grumbling. My first thought is thunderstorm. Thoughts of Annie in the barn burst into my mind.

“Russians are coming.” Tommie’s voice quivers. “I don’t know what to do. Mama is over there.”

“What time is it?”

“Five-thirty.”

I fight off the cobwebs of sleep and sit up. Now that I’m awake, I clearly recognize the artillery fire. It has a quality to it that is difficult to explain, a harsh grinding, sometimes a momentary pause before a detonation hits. This one is nothing like the ones I remember. It’s a continuing boom, much louder than in the past. And louder means closer and likely larger.

I pull on my shoes and coat and follow Tommie down the aisle. Occasional rustling tells me that some of the others are waking up. Outside, the sky to the east flickers. Something huge is going on. The feeling of unease returns—a combination of helplessness and the desire to act.

In the dark, someone else approaches. “Ivan is going to finish us.” Lothar’s voice is resigned.

As I turn to him, words spill out of me. “I’m so sorry. We should’ve long gone home. It’s all my fault—I was so stupid.”

Lothar puts an arm on my shoulder. “It’s all right.” Then he whispers. “What are we going to do?” He nods toward the lit-up sky. “About that?”

Despite his low tone, Tommie has heard him. “I’m coming with you.”

Then and there we decide to take off. We’ve got to be careful about it, do it at the right moment.

Around ten, a second wave of artillery fire roars up in the east. I can’t tell how far away they are, but even from here, it’s clear that this is an enormous battle. This morning, Königsberg empties of troops. Some of the foot soldiers we’ve talked to assemble and march off. I read in their faces that they expect not to return. Hillmeier may show up at any moment and send us too. But there is no sign of him.

We continue our jobs around town, and after a lousy dinner of cabbage soup, Lothar, Tommie, and I head back outside. The ground is frozen solid and crunches beneath our boots. I think of the men out there, wondering if they’re hiding in the trenches we dug. Then I wonder if those wide ditches are able to hold off Russian tanks.

“We’ve got to go soon,” Lothar says. “I suggest we head home, get our families, and turn west.”

“What about Hillmeier?” Tommie says. “He’s like an evil ghost.”

“Nobody has seen him today,” I point out.

“He’s likely assembling troops for the Front,” Lothar says.

“What if he sends us?” I ask.

Somewhere a door slams, steps crunch in the snow, a lighter flicks and cigarette smoke drifts into my nose. If anybody gets wind about our plans, we’ll be executed for deserting. I’ve heard of impromptu shootings, even of civilians who are saying that the war is lost and that we need to flee before it’s too late.

“Let’s talk again tomorrow,” Lothar whispers. “We’ll make a plan and set a date. No more delays. We’ll figure out how to get extra food rations.”

I think of the hundreds of dead people we’ve already collected, whose corpses now cover Königsberg’s cemeteries. “We’ll need to take blankets, something to make a fire,” I say. “This damn weather is killing people left and right. It’s going to take us at least two or three days.”

During the night and the next day, I go over our escape. Blankets are no problem, but getting enough to eat to last us several days will be. Mother has huge stores of food that we can eat once we get home, plus we’ve got that secret storage compartment in the barn.

The town is in a scramble. Hillmeier is nowhere to be seen, a fact I’m quite happy about. More people are pouring into town, eyes wide and fleeting, some with signs of frostbite. They speak in short sentences as if they’re permanently out of breath. They are not staying, they say, just traveling through west and south, carrying packs, dragging sleds and carts. The lucky ones have horses and wagons, though I’m seeing more and more horses who died of hunger and exhaustion. I trade my pocketknife for a bag of sprouted potatoes. Not a great deal, but there’s pretty much nothing available. Stores have been closed for over a year, not that I’ve got any money. Even if I did, it’s hardly worth anything these days. You’ve got to pay with cigarettes, schnapps, food or valuables. Lighters, knives, and maps—things people can use on the run—are worth the most.

By evening, we regroup outside. “Got one canteen! Found it on the way home.” Tommie holds up a dented military container that has seen better days.

“What about you?” I ask Lothar.

He shrugs. “Was loading guns on trucks all day. Other than a watery barley soup, there was no food.”

“Don’t they take provisions to the Front, too?” Tommie says.

By the way Lothar squints I know he’s angry. “Damn trucks are better secured than a load of gold. Had a bunch of soldiers with machine guns watching.”

“What if we get some horse meat to hold us over?” I ask.

“Wehrmacht has been shooting horses and collecting carcasses,” Lothar says.

“We’ve just got to be faster,” Tommie says. “Though I don’t think I can do it. Don’t have a decent knife or saw either. In this weather they freeze in no time and get hard as rocks.”

If anything, the weather is worse, around zero Fahrenheit. No matter how many clothes we wear, the icy air creeps through me with ease. I’m particularly worried about sleeping outside in the open. With few exceptions the road back leads through open country, with an occasional small forest.

Three days later, we’re finally in luck. I run into Willi, the soldier who’d given me a cigarette when we first arrived in Königsberg.

“You’re still here.” This time he doesn’t even crack a smile.

I make a face. “Trying to leave, but we’ve got to have enough food or we’ll never make it.”

“May be too late.” Willi’s lips press together as he shakes his head. He looks awful—his expression drawn, his hands even dirtier. He seems unfocused, kind of distracted and twitchy. “Ivan is coming and this time, he won’t stop until he reaches Berlin.”

The shiver is back, a dread that travels through me in waves. “Can you help me…us?” I say in a low voice. “We’re three boys. All we want is to get our mothers and travel west.”

For the first time the man focuses on me. With a nod he says, “All right, this evening after dark, come to the commissary.”

That evening, with Willi’s help, Tommie, Lothar and I are on our way, our packs full of canned meat, more potatoes, three loaves of Kommiss bread, another canteen and twelve cigarettes for trading. Willi waves us off before I can thank him. Somehow, I know he won’t live much longer. He knows it, too.

By January 18, the artillery fire has grown to a steady grumbling. As soon as we reach the road to Insterburg, we come to a stop. People, carts, sleds, horses and wagons are coming our way. It’s like swimming against the current as we try to dodge the unrelenting stream. Even in the dark, they keep walking the way we just came.

Not only is it tough to cut a path through, but the uncertainty of whether what we are doing makes sense grows by the minute. How can we be sure that our mothers—and Annie—are not part of the treks? They may be on the way west already. We’d never see them in this crowd.

I try to look at every face—utterly impossible in the dark and even less possible because there are so many. All I can go by is my gut feeling that Mother wouldn’t just leave without me.

Since progress is so slow, we discuss getting off the road and walking across the fields instead. But we haven’t thought about the snow that piles up everywhere. Winters in Eastern Prussia always bring lots of it. Out here drifts reach up to our knees, sometimes to our hips. I’m out of breath, my legs numb with cold as we take turns fighting through the whiteness.

Sometime after midnight, we decide to rest beneath a few trees. My nose and cheeks burn from the cold. I try to wriggle my toes in the too tight boots, but they can barely move. The wool blanket I wrap myself in is no match for the weather. We crowd close together to share a bit of warmth, chew some bread, and doze.

Around five we decide to continue on the road. The first couple of hours are less crowded, but then the trek coming our way grows thicker by the minute. Most of them look down, their eyes sort of void as if life has left them already. Again, I catch myself scanning each face in search of Mother and Annie. Once, I think I see a former classmate. But her face is half covered by a shawl and I can’t be sure. Somehow everything has turned gray.

Lothar and Tommie are utterly quiet. I want to say things, want to discuss the possibility that our homes will be empty, but the air is so cold that my throat is sore just from breathing. To talk now takes energy I don’t have. So, we trudge along, heads low, dodging the onslaught of refugees. The only good thing is that the SS is likely not going to find us. We’ve rid ourselves of the armbands, buried them in the snow the first evening. Without them we look like the thousands around us.

A few times somebody calls out to us… “Where are you going, boys? It’s too late! Wrong direction! Turn around, Russians are coming.”

Each time I feel foolish. I sense it in my bones that time is running out.


Chapter Twenty

On the morning of the third day, we arrive at the outskirts of Insterburg. The artillery fire has been growing in intensity, the closer we get. Now the air vibrates with the sound of dropping air mines, followed by detonations that shake the earth beneath our feet. Smoke rises, here and there buildings are burning. Insterburg is under attack.

“What are we going to do?” Tommie cries as we take cover near an abandoned farmhouse whose door has been torn from its hinges. In the yard lies a dead horse on his side, its muscular hind quarters covered with a dusting of snow.

“Find a way through quickly,” Lothar says.

“Agreed,” I say. “Every minute we wait is one too many.” I’m bone-tired, yet a surge of energy is flying through me as if I’d eaten a pile of sugar. I envision Annie throwing her arms around me, see Mother smile when I enter the kitchen.

It appears the others feel the same, so we rush forward and fight our way through more refugees, until we can turn right into a side street. The path is deserted, the houses quiet. Most of the buildings have broken windows with curtains moving ghostly in the breeze. Nobody is living here anymore.

Somewhere on the other side of the row of three-story houses, a shell explodes. The ground shakes, and pieces of mortar rain down on us. My ears ring from the noise, a high, distracting buzz. We stumble forward, hurrying past ruins and rubble, torn apart kitchens and bathrooms. In the middle of the street lies a teddy bear. His brown fuzzy fur is completely intact, and his beady eyes stare at me as if he wants to say, “Finally, somebody is rescuing me.” I pick him up and stuff him into my pack.

“I don’t think we can go this way,” Lothar shouts into my ear. He points at the next intersection where smoke rises from what used to be a couple of houses. They’ve disintegrated and spread across the street. Climbing over will take precious time and may be dangerous on top.

We turn back and try another side street, rushing by the row of deserted houses. Already, last summer much of the old town fell to Russian bombers. Now it’s much worse, a foreign warzone.

The doubt is back. We are too late—Mother and Annie are long gone, somewhere on the road.

As we turn around the corner, we come to a sudden stop. A Russian tank sits squarely in the middle of the street. In slow motion, its machine gun on top focuses its barrel on us.

I hear Lothar suck in air, feel Tommie quivering on the other side. Ever so slowly, I lift my arms. Now I’m going to die. After all that running, we’ve come to the worst possible spot, right into the arms of the Red Army.

I huff or sob or something, I don’t know because I’m staring at the gun barrel, waiting for the inevitable. It’s going to be quick, just a rip of bullets that tears through us in an instant. I think of Annie…Mother…my Father someplace far away, fighting a war that is long lost.

The tank blurs. It’s been too short—my life has hardly begun. I see Annie’s naked body, feel her soft skin against mine. At least I had that.

Ahead, four Russian soldiers come running at us, Kalashnikovs at the ready. They yell something I don’t understand. Fear is a strange thing—it makes you alert and ready to run. Fright for one’s life is another thing altogether—it paralyzes, clogs the ears and removes all common sense. Even if they were speaking perfect German, I wouldn’t be able to understand them.

I just stare and watch them approach. As they draw close, I realize they’re not much older than us. They gesticulate to remove our packs. While two of them tear them open and spill what’s left on the ground, the other two keep their guns trained on us. I see the satisfaction in their expressions, the conviction only a victor can feel.

One of them yells something, likely confirming that we’ve got no guns. He bends down and takes the canteen, shakes it, opens it and sniffs. Then he sticks it into his coat. The other one has found the teddy bear, laughs crudely and stuffs it into his pocket. I look at it and notice the bear’s legs sticking out. He’s going to have cold feet. But then one of the other two in front of us sticks his barrel into my chest and points at my wrist.

“Watch…”

I slowly pull up my sleeve to expose the wristwatch Father gave me before he left for the war. Greed reflects in the man’s eyes, but I know he can shoot me and take it anyway. I unhook the armband and he rips it from my fingers. With a broad grin, he sets down his gun and attaches my watch to his arm to join the six other watches. His friend, realizing that he’s losing out, asks Lothar and Tommie to show their arms. Lothar has no watch, but Tommie does. Except he is so afraid, his fingers shake as if possessed. He fumbles in vain to loosen the band, until the soldier gets angry and smacks him in the face.

Damn idiots, as if that helps any. I want to step in and assist, but as soon as I move, the Russian smacks me as well. My right cheek flares and I watch two of the men tear the watch from Tommie’s wrist before shoving him to the ground.

The panic I just felt turns into rage. But what is a seventeen-year-old boy going to do against a bunch of Russians with Kalashnikovs and a tank?

I taste blood but don’t dare move. The four soldiers seem to argue what to do next. Apparently, they’re unhappy about the lack of treasure, and for all I know are deciding whether to shoot us or not.

The uncertainty and terror inside me rear up again. My mouth is full of blood and I begin to tremble. I want to live. I want to kiss Annie again, hug Mother, see my father. I don’t think begging is going to work. Lothar is the only one still standing, but he’s not moving at all, just keeping his arms raised.

I wish I could speak Russian and explain things, tell those ruffians that I’m just a school kid who hasn’t ever shot a weapon, certainly not killed someone.

The tank’s hatch opens, and a voice shouts something that sounds harsh and quick. The four soldiers stand to attention, then one of them, hand on his temple, reports to the man visible in the hatch.

Seconds later we are marching between the four soldiers, past the tank and the destroyed, burning downtown. Explosions can be heard off and on as we walk. Soon we’re back on the road, the two men in front marching at such a clip, I can hardly keep up. Tommie is worse. His legs are quite short, and he’s tired as it is. As soon as he slows down, one of the men walking behind us shoves him in the kidneys. Tommie stumbles and I help steady him.

We head north out of town. I recognize the path, have been here before with Father.

Behind me, Lothar whispers, “Where are we going?”

No idea, I want to say, but at least we aren’t dead yet. After a good hour, the stud farm Georgenburg comes into view behind a stonewall, a medieval-looking three-story building with a separate square tower. Father has taken me here to visit the horses, arranged multiple breedings with Julmond, their main studhorse. Georgenburg is the state’s foremost breeder of Trakehner and Rhenisch-German coldbloods, and they keep more than four-hundred horses.

I’m shocked when the Russian soldiers lead us through the gate into the vast property. A tank sits in front of the main building, trucks parked alongside. Red Army soldiers are marching past us toward the snow-covered paddocks. Inside lie dozens of horses on their sides, undoubtedly shot dead. Why? I want to cry. Why are you killing these beautiful creatures? They didn’t do anything to you.

We stop at the administrative building where a Russian soldier notes our names, birthdates, addresses and ranks. Of course, we don’t really have any, but he doesn’t seem to care. He scribbles illegible things into a notebook and gives each of us a piece of fabric with a crudely written number to pin on our chests.

One of the original four soldiers marches us to the horse barn, a rectangular building that is as long as a soccer field and built entirely of brick. I’ve been inside before. The horses kept here are well taken care off in huge boxes. Large windows let in plenty of light, and the straw is always fresh and replaced daily.

When we enter, all I see are men with dirty faces and tattered uniforms. Emblems or insignia have been torn off, undoubtedly by Russians in search of trophies. The noble stud farm has been turned into a prison camp.

We receive a shove, then the door slams shut. Tommie bends forward and is holding his middle. He can hardly keep upright, so I take his elbow and help him along in search of a resting spot. Each stall is filled with sitting, leaning and sleeping men. Halfway down the partitions thin out and we slip inside one. Luckily, they left us our blankets. The straw is clean, so we collapse and curl up to sleep.

I awake to commotion. Several dozen German prisoners are walking past and take up house in the next stalls. Tommie and Lothar are still asleep, so I get up and look down the broad aisle that seems to go on forever.

The horse smell still hovers and transports me home. I see our barns and Mother mulling over the books. Annie appears on her bike, waving and smiling. I’m not prepared for the sudden pain that cuts through me. Now that I’m not out there freezing to death, homesickness and longing consume me. A knot forms in my throat, threatening to spill into my eyes. I can’t cry right now—not where all those men might see me.

I recognize the eighth-grade history teacher from my school and a couple of store owners. One is our favorite baker, and the second one, Mother bought fabric and yarn from. The baker has a bloodied rag bound around his forehead, the face below as white and puffy as his pastries. All three just sit there and stare. They don’t recognize or acknowledge me.

“Werner, you here?”

When I turn, I’m face-to-face with Vlad, the caretaker from our farm. Vladimir is an old Pole who’s been living and working with us for decades. Apparently, Father met him after World War I and they became friends. That is, Father brought him home to keep an eye on him. Vlad is wearing the Wehrmacht jacket of a simple soldier and regular pants.

“Why they put me in here?” he asks. “This a barn, for horses.” His cheeks appear sunken beneath the broad cheekbones, and he seems to have aged five years since I left a few months ago. He grabs my hands, turns them in and out. “You all right? We hear nothing. Your Mother was worried.” He smiles at me, and I see that most of his upper teeth are missing. The rest are brown stumps. He had a riding accident when he was in his thirties and is pretty slow, but Father always protected him.

“What’s going on with Mother?” I know I’m speaking way too loud, so I lower my voice. “We came to get her.”

Vlad’s expression becomes a bit void, then the grin returns. “You mother miss you terribly.”

Frustrated, I squeeze Vlad’s work-hardened fingers. “When were you last home?” I ask slowly.

Vlad’s eyebrows draw together. “Just went to town to look for things. Ivan pick me up.”

“Where did you get the military jacket?”

“Vlad cold, so I get it from dead soldier.”

Stupid Vlad, I want to say, but I say nothing. He doesn’t know that picking up German military clothes is a bad idea when the Red Army is capturing town. “When did you last see Mother?” I try again.

Vlad’s forehead wrinkles in concentration. “I think yesterday or Friday?”

I grip Vlad’s paws again. “Which is it? Think, man.”

Vlad’s grin fades, his eyes glisten. “Vlad not remember.” A sob rises from his chest, a sad lonely sound that makes me regret my tone.

“It’s all right.”

“Vlad hungry.” He’s obviously already forgotten what we just talked about.

“Me too,” I say. “Better sit yourself down and rest. “Surely, they’ll bring us food soon.”

Obediently, Vlad sinks onto the straw. I pat his shoulder and return to Lothar and Tommie.

“Is that Vlad?” Lothar asks. Everyone knows him around town. Most ignore or tolerate him.

I plop down next to Tommie. “He doesn’t remember when he last saw Mother.”

“What are we going to do?” Tommie says quietly. I can tell he’s been crying.

“Better ask what they’ll do to our families.” Lothar’s voice is low, but not low enough.

Tommie turns on him. “Don’t say that—it’s driving me crazy,” he sniffs and wipes his eyes.

I shake my head at Lothar. The idiot is riling us all. My thoughts wander to Annie and Mother and to the rumors of what Russian soldiers do to the women they catch. I scan our stall to find an escape route. Impossible. The outer walls are built of solid brick. If anything, we’d have to break a window. But how does that work out when there are Russian guards everywhere and the entire yard stands full of tanks?

We’ve got no weapons and hardly any strength left. All we can hope for now is that they’ll let us go soon. After all, we’re just boys who’ve been attending school.

Somehow my gut knows that I’m naïve.


Chapter Twenty-one

During the night I awake fifty times. More men shuffle and stumble past us in search of space. Already the air is filled with the stink of too many people. Our toilet consists of tin buckets near the door that threaten to overflow. Last evening, the Russians delivered a few similar buckets, some containing water, others containing wet, gooey bread. A mad dash ensued, everyone surging forward, intent on grabbing a piece. By the time I made it to the front, the water was gone. I took a kick to the knee and a few jabs, but managed to get two pieces, one for Tommie. Lothar got his own.

I would’ve liked to help Vlad, who is way to slow and went without. He cried, whereupon the men around him yelled at him to shut up. But Vlad is like a little kid, he doesn’t get it. If he’s unhappy, he’ll let everyone know. And whereas a kid’s voice is weak, his is that of a man, deep and penetrating.

As the first light creeps inside, I drag myself to the entry to pee. It stinks terribly because the overflow is soaking the straw, but what choice do I have?

I’ve barely finished when the doors are torn open and three Russian soldiers with Kalashnikovs enter.

“Raus,” one shouts in bad German. I think it means we’re supposed to go outside. I want to be near my friends, but there’s no way to run back when everyone clogs the aisle. I sure don’t want to be pushed farther into the stinking corner, so I slip outside. The Russians make us line up in rows of fifty and I slip next to Lothar and Tommie. Being in front I can’t tell how many are out here, but there have to be a thousand or more. A shout at the barn makes me cringe. One of the soldiers is herding a shrieking Vlad outside. Vlad is tall and broad-shouldered, but now walks bent over and clutches his belly.

“Vlad hurt,” he cries which earns him another shove from the rifle butt. He howls anew, stumbles and falls to his knees.

Here and there chuckles rise, and a few of the prisoners comment. “Stupid Polack…village idiot…serves him right.”

Fury rises inside me. Just looking at him you know he has a handicap, but these brutes don’t care. Father was always worried some SS asshole would pick him up. The Nazis call people with disabilities substandard humans. Even before Father left for the war, he made Mother promise to keep Vlad on the property. “Don’t let him wander off,” he said several times. The fact that Vlad had been in town, helping himself to a free uniform jacket meant that either Mother hadn’t watched over him or he’d somehow slipped away.

As Vlad whimpers, a Russian officer steps forward with a clipboard. One by one he calls our numbers and marks his sheet. The whole thing is so excruciatingly slow, my feet are turning numb. It has to be near zero Fahrenheit again, and a nasty wind blows ice crystals into our faces. Next to me, Tommie and Lothar shiver so badly, I feel them quake. My stomach is an empty, aching pouch, and my mouth burns with thirst. I stare longingly at the snow on the paddock where a few horse carcasses lay frozen.

Here we were almost home—we are home—in our town where everything is equally familiar and eerily different. I think about Mother, see her being arrested and carted away on a truck. They are getting even for Hitler’s attack on Russia. Now it’s their turn.

“891?”

The officer has called Vlad, but Vlad doesn’t realize he’s supposed to read the number on his chest. He is hurt, not just physically, but in his heart, and he doesn’t do well under pressure. He’s gotten up, but he keeps his head low.

“891?” Like flipping a switch, the officer is instantly furious.

“Over here,” I call out, pointing at Vlad who stands two rows to the right of me. “Vlad isn’t well.”

“In the head,” someone mutters nearby.

The officer’s gaze travels down the line and lands on me. “You know this man?”

I nod, unsure whether to explain anything. I figure less is better and wait.

The officer waves impatiently, pointing at me, then Vlad. “You take care.”

Feeling self-conscious about the many eyes staring at me, I slip through the rows and take Vlad’s arm. “Come on, let’s stand together.”

Vlad throws me a wounded look. “Vlad hurt.”

“I know, I’m sorry,” I say, relieved that Vlad follows me. Of course, that relief doesn’t last long. Only about a minute or two later he asks when he can eat.

I shake my head and put a forefinger to my lips. We’re supposed to stand silently, which is a chore in the freezing temperatures, but for Vlad it’s impossible.

Soon enough, he asks again. That’s when a guy behind us mumbles “shut up” and smacks him in the back of the head. Vlad howls, whereupon the officer waves at one of his henchmen who in turn hurries over, forces Vlad to his knees, and points a gun to his temple.

“Please,” I hear myself cry. “Don’t kill him. He doesn’t mean anything by it.”

By the way the soldier stands there, I can tell he doesn’t understand a word of German. As Vlad whimpers, it seems he finally comprehends that this isn’t going to end well, I put my palms together and utter, “Please, sir.”

In front, the officer says something that makes the soldier pack away his gun. He abruptly turns back and assumes his position next to the officer. I help Vlad to his feet. He no longer cries or whines, just stands there with a shocked expression.

Another hour passes before we’re let go, back to our barn. I realize all our things, what little we had left has been searched and pulled apart. A few of the men shout out angrily. While we stood outside, the Russians have filched every last pack.

Tommie and Lothar are helping me with Vlad, who has moved into our compartment. Food continues to be atrocious—wet bread, watery cabbage soup, and a bit of salt fish that makes me unbearably thirsty. More men arrive daily, squeezing into every available space. The straw is no longer clean and fresh because the overflowing latrine buckets have created a swamp that is slowly making its way down the aisle. Usually, some unfortunate soul has to empty them outside, spilling a bunch along the way. My hands have turned black from the filth around me, and my coat is stained, my pants worse.

I’m ashamed of the way I look and smell, but I’m even more ashamed how I eye my fellow prisoners as competitors for the bit of sustenance. A few times, we have tried to create an orderly line for rations, the way we’d known with ration coupons. It works once or twice, but then we revert back to fighting each other, shoving our way to the front. Two older men have already died, and I’m worried for Tommie, who’s looking pale. All the lying around isn’t good—we’ve got too much time to think about our families…and death.

“What will they do with us?” Tommie asks after we’ve been there a week.

“No idea.”

“I heard some of the men talk that they’ll ship us to Siberia.” A shudder goes through Tommie’s slight body.

“Why would they do that?” I ask.

“To make us log forests or work their gold mines.” Tommie’s eyes are large and frightened. “I don’t think I could last very long.”

I force a smile. “Let’s wait and see. We’ve done nothing wrong. We haven’t even fought.”

“They don’t care about that,” Lothar pipes up from the ground. He’s been in a rotten mood for days. Without lifting his head, he says, “We’re German males; that’s enough for them.”

But when you’re stuck and have nothing to do, rumors have a way of creeping into your minds. They’re like poison darts that keep leeching out, until it is all you can think about. That is, aside from the best strategy for getting food.

I pick up discussions from the other prisoners who are sharing stories about the conditions in Russian gulags. They say it’s a death sentence, that temperatures fall to unmentionable lows, and that the men are starved and worked to death.

Coldness grips me when I allow myself to think about being taken away. Who cares about some boys who should be attending school right this minute? Yet, there’s a glimmer of hope that they’ll see reason if they just take the time…once this horror of a war is over. That it’s going to be over is only a matter of time. Germany’s soldiers are finished—incapable of stopping the Russian power, the millions of trained men, and the thousands of tanks and artillery.

I throw a glance at Vlad, who’s sitting with his back against the outer brick wall, his eyes far away. Ever since the near-shooting, he hasn’t spoken. I’ve got to try and get him to talk about Mother.


Chapter Twenty-two

Three months have passed. I’m keeping track by scraping tick marks into the wooden partition. The place is so crowded, there’s hardly room to lie down at night. Not that I want to sleep at all because when it’s dark, the demons arrive.

During the day, Tommie, Lothar and I keep ourselves busy. With what, you might ask? Let me tell you, there’s a lot going on. We organize lice races, chase and count bedbugs, delight in squishing them, listen to stories from arriving soldiers, sew up our torn pants with borrowed needles, strategize about when to move closer to the door to get a better chance of a decent ration, and play endless rounds of tic-tac-toe with pebbles and straw. The food is still bad and hardly enough. All of us have lost weight, but Vlad the most. His once broad chest has shrunken, and the shirt around his neck is loose. I feel his eyes on me…sad, confused eyes that try to make sense of this new world. I’ve tried to find out about the farm, about the day Vlad was taken by the Russians, but the experience here has left him more confused. He could easily fight ninety-five percent of the men and still win, but he doesn’t know his own strength. In his heart, he is a frightened little boy.

At night, when there’re no distractions, things get bad. Squeezed between Tommie and Lothar, I stare into the darkness and into the ever-increasing hole in my heart. We know that the Russian Army came through Insterburg and that all civilians either left or were killed or arrested. The best case scenario is that Annie and Mother are on the run heading west. The worst case is they’re dead. Though I always imagine I’d know if something had happened to them. But is that really possible?

My mind wanders to my old life, growing up on our horse farm, being with Annie…our last encounter. Her skin was so smooth and soft like silk, warm against mine. I think about her breasts, small and high, and perfectly round. A sigh escapes me, bringing me back to the present. I’m no longer mad that she didn’t come to the train station. I’ve got the memory of our night in the barn. It has got to be enough.

That’s what I tell myself. Until I think about the hell I’m living and the giant looming question…how much longer? The weather has improved, which has warmed the place considerably. Except that the air is now hardly breathable. I can’t wait to get outside, where we have begun to turn the former paddocks into farmland. We hardly have tools and the physical labor easily tires me, but it’s a chance to trick myself into feeling a bit more normal, breathing air that isn’t tainted by a thousand of lungs and bodily evaporations, stinking clothes, and latrine buckets.

I worry about Tommie, who’s shrinking in front of my eyes, and Vlad, who’s only a shell of his former self. Lothar, who used to talk a lot, is now a taciturn stranger, shuffling along with a faraway expression.

We’ve only been here three months and it’s only a matter of time before we lie down and give up. Already, a number of men have been carried away. They usually die at night as if death is afraid to show us his face in the light. The dead aren’t necessarily the small weak appearing ones, but often the ones who on first impression seemed powerful and self-confident. Because it isn’t all a matter of one’s physical strength; it’s really in the head. Once that switch is flipped and a man gives up, he just withers away. I tell myself that I won’t go there, won’t allow myself to despair. I’ve got to return home and find Annie and Mother. And I’ve got to reunite with my father, too.

An ironic laugh reverberates through my mind, followed by a voice. You fool! The Russians are setting up house in your town. Do you really expect to see your family and girlfriend again?

And so it goes back and forth, my head turning this way and that, analyzing, hoping.

On May first, after we assemble outside, the officer we met in the beginning is back. He’s sort of smiling, which is strange because these Russian soldiers only smile when they take away your valuables. The rest of the time they look like they want to shoot you and talk in a language I cannot decipher.

“Your Fuhrer dead,” he says without preamble. “Kill himself like coward.” He spits and waves at the soldier with his clipboard. As our names are called, I think about Hitler and his mad war. Except for the battle around Stalingrad, I always considered it far away. Eastern Prussia lies so far east, it feels like its own little country. Like everyone, we’ve had ration coupons, but we were known to be Germany’s granary, producing vast amounts of wheat, rye, and potatoes.

Mother always managed to grow and trade for extra food. We had plenty of room for a garden, and out here are few people to steal crops. I realize I was naïve to think the war wouldn’t catch up with me…with us. I should’ve at least realized it when we were drafted last fall. It feels like a hundred years have passed since then. Even Annie’s features have begun to blur in my memory. How is that possible when she is the one thing I long for most?


Chapter Twenty-three

Over the next days, more men arrive, and others leave. I know they’re likely not to go home, but to be transported east. Fear hovers in the stalls—someone has painted the words “Die or Siberia” on the wall. We never know who is next, though. It seems they take the former German officers before anyone else.

Sometimes an officer arrives—his emblems freshly torn away—and expects special treatment. They march around looking for a place to sit and sleep, some place comfortable and clean. There’s nothing clean left in this place. Since we have been turning the pastures, and all equipment has been destroyed or removed, we’ve got little to no new straw. What remains is black and moldy. More vermin has moved in, though the men catch and eat anything that moves. Rats and mice are traded like delicacies.

All of us have lost more weight. Vlad has been attacked twice by other inmates, once when he stepped on somebody’s foot and once when he eyed somebody else’s bread a little too closely. Afterwards, he curled up on the ground in our partition and cried.

I try to help him, but I don’t feel too strong anymore. At least Tommie is holding his own. He’s thin as a twig, but continues stoically…remember what I said about the big and tough-looking.

We’ve got the advantage that I know this place, and on a few occasions, I’ve explained things to the overseers. Like when they ordered us to dig up the drainage system for the manor’s sewer system, I quickly figured that those guys only knew outhouses and latrines. On any given day you saw dozens of them peeing and shitting behind the next best bush.

“What?” the overseer, a burly heavily bearded guy with arms the size of my thighs, barked. This one appeared particularly stupid with deep-set eyes and thick eyebrows.

“You destroy the pipes, you’re going to have a problem,” I said. By the way he looked at me, I could tell that he had no idea what I was saying. I pointed at the pipes, then my bottom and shook my head. “Nyet.”

Lothar, who was working next to me nodded and shouted, “Shit,” which elicited a ruckus of laughter from the men nearby.

Frustrated about our display, the overseer waved his rifle for us to continue, but one of the other Russian soldiers appeared to notice and ran toward the huge manor.

Minutes later he returned with a smallish guy in civilian clothes who turned out to be a translator. I explained to him that tearing up the pipes would cause the facilities in the manor to back up. He shouted something to the guard who made us move to a different section. That evening a soldier appeared in our stall and motioned me to follow him.

The officer who had ordered me to take care of Vlad and the translator waited outside.

“You know this place?” he asked.

“We used to buy horses here,” I said.

The officer’s face gave nothing away. “You from Insterburg?”

“Yes.”

He seemed to want to say more, but then motioned another guard to hand me a bundle and walked off.

The bundle contained an entire loaf of bread and a piece of hard cheese, which I shared with the boys in my stall.

Of course, it’s never good to be singled out when hunger reigns. A starving man will do just about anything to get food, even double-cross his fellow inmates. Hunger and misery also breed envy and rage.

That’s how I find myself on latrine bucket duty the following day. Here and there a leg sticks out to make me stumble. The brunt of the men’s anger falls on Vlad. It’s no secret that I am trying to support him, and he is an easy target—naïve and simple-minded. His formerly strong body has weakened to that of a frail man with arms no thicker than mine. The skin hangs loosely on him now, an assembly of wrinkles that jiggle with every move.

In the evening I find Vlad in our stall with a bloody nose and a half-shut swollen eye. I’ve joined a new detail, setting and repairing fences for a herd of cattle that the Russians have moved here. The work is easier and the guards friendlier. We have plenty of water and a bit more bread. I’ve even managed to get Lothar and Tommie to join me.

“What happened?” I ask, but Vlad only cries softly and stares into space.

Theo leans over the partition, an ugly grin on his face. “Your friend needs to stop bothering us.” In his thirties with a reddish beard and penetrating green eyes, Theo is what they call a bully, with a quick temper and a meanness about him that keeps most of the men at a distance. In some ways he reminds me of my old classmate Ralf, except worse. There must be a Theo in every camp—a man who is as mean and as ruthless as a mafia boss in Sicily. He isn’t even that big or particularly strong. The other thing that happens with men like these is they assemble a following of weaker characters who do their leader’s bidding. Wherever Theo goes, his admirers even his way, do him small kindnesses like hanging up his shirt or cleaning his bowl. Theo throws me a nasty look and says, “Shut him up, or we will.”

I bend low and whisper to Vlad, “Come on, man. Be quiet. You hear Theo. He’s going to punish you and me.”

Vlad focuses on me, his eyes wet. “You didn’t do nothing.”

“I know, but he’s upset, so just try, all right?”

Vlad slings his arms around his knees and nods. “Vlad tired and hungry.”

“I know.”

I pat his shoulder and straighten. My back aches from bending so much, but for some reason, I feel less desperate. If it helps me—us—I will continue working with the Russians. I’ve got no secrets to share, nor did I carry a weapon or fight.

That’s why I don’t think much of it when the guard tells me to follow him after dinner.

I’ve only been inside the manor once with my father, but I can tell that the Russians have torn apart every inch of the place. Much of the old cabinets, ornaments and wall hangings are missing, and the floor is covered in filth from hundreds of boots. Nobody seems to bother to clean or straighten up.

I’m led into a bare room with a single desk and two chairs.

The door bangs shut behind the guard, and I’m alone. It’s nearly dark in here. The window is tiny and the walls at least three feet thick. I’m freezing and tired, but I don’t feel comfortable enough to sit. Is that where they decide who goes to Siberia? Nothing good can be happening there—an incomprehensible three thousand miles east. The inmates speak of gulags where men are working like slaves until they die of exhaustion, cold, or malnutrition.

Please let me stay.

I search the walls for secret messages from other prisoners, but there is nothing except gray damp stone.

“You are from Insterburg.” The officer who spoke to me earlier is back. He points at the seat in front of the desk while he slides behind it.

Unsure what to say, I remain silent. He already knows that I’m from here, so I can’t see the point in answering. He must see the question mark on my face because he continues, “You know this area well.”

I nod.

“The people?”

I nod again.

“You know some of the men who are held here?”

Nod.

“The baker, for instance?”

Nod. One of them. Before the war, Insterburg had plenty of bakeries because Germans love bread.

The officer bends forward. He’s clean shaven, and his fingers—even his nails—are also clean. Unlike mine, which look like I’ve dug with bare hands in the coal cellar.

Now he produces a smile, but not a real one because only the corners of his mouth turn up. “We need information. You can give it?”

What information, I want to ask, but still I can’t bring myself to speak. Something cold and calculating emanates from the man. My stomach churns, fear creeping through me.

The man seems to wait for my answer.

“What?” I say at last.

“You tell us things…you know, we give you food, help protect your friend...Vlad.” The same strange smile spreads slowly across his face.

They want me to snitch on the other inmates. Even though I don’t know anything or anyone well enough.

“You know which men in SS…Nazis?”

I think of Hillmeier and how he conveniently disappeared before things got bad in Königsberg. He had to have known and just left us to fend for ourselves. If he were here, I’d turn him in. But he isn’t, and if there are SS-men in camp, I don’t know them. Thing is, they’ve arrested thousands of men from all over, and many aren’t even from Eastern Prussia, let alone from here.

“I don’t know any,” I say.

“But you from here. Your family have horse farm.”

“True, but—”

The officer’s expression changes, not even the corners of his mouth are up any longer. Instead, he squints, appears suspicious.

“What you hiding?”

“Nothing, sir.” I feel like a noose tightens around my neck. I let out a huff. “They sent me to Königsberg and all I did was collect dead bodies from the streets.”

The officer says nothing, just looks at me with that skeptical squint.

“Before that I went to school. I never fought…”

“But your family well connected, right? Have money…land…horses?”

I look at him, trying to figure out what he wants. “My parents bred horses.”

“So, you rich.”

Until now, I never thought about it. Maybe it’s dumb, but many people out here have land and raise animals or crops. I think of Annie and her family, their small farm. Compared to them, we were well off.

“Yes?” The officer’s voice is sharp.

“I suppose.”

Throwing me a nasty look, the man abruptly gets up and leaves. I think about what I learned in school about Russian communism. In the late 1920s, Stalin had begun a program called dekulakization, where larger farmers were dispossessed, either shot or moved to gulags or, if they were lucky, made to join state-owned socialistic farms.

Stalin hates anyone who owns land, like my family. Like me.

All of a sudden, I know exactly why I’m here. I will be sent to some gulag in Siberia for the crime of having a family who raises horses. Wow. Realizing this, I jump up. I’m fuming angry, full of the desire to hit something. Then the dread hits. It’s been horrific to live with so many people in such filth, but somehow I’ve taken some reassurance from the fact that I’m near my home. That it’s just a matter of days until I’m released.

After what seems like an hour, the officer reappears. He seems calm, even aloof, as he sits back down. “You bring me information about men.”

Or else. I taste the man’s threat in my mouth. That’s how they get people to do their bidding. Blackmail them, scare them. The feeling of helplessness makes me lower my head. I don’t want to look at the man, don’t want him to see how defeated I feel. How scared I am.

The door opens and a guard grips my bicep.

I lie awake until early morning. Luckily, it was dark when I returned, and I could hide my face. Since then, I’ve been trying to come to grips with the fact that I’m now spying for the Russians. I wish I hadn’t told them about the drainage pipes. I should have just let them croak in their own shit. A gasp rises, it’s my own. Somewhere a man coughs, others snore. I take no comfort from Tommie and Lothar next to me. I must tell them.

But opportunities for private conversations are rare. We are crowded together at night, and we work next to each other during the day.

“Man, where were you?” Lothar whispers as we assemble for roll call.

I shrug and mumble, “Later.”

While we eat breakfast and afterwards march into the fields, I feel Lothar’s eyes on me. But not just his. All of a sudden, I feel like they’re all looking at me as if I’ve got a target on my back.

As we sit down for lunch break, Theo slinks near and hisses, “You were gone a long time last night. You speak to your Russian friends?” He carries a nasty grin. “Better watch your back. Nobody likes snitches.”

I stare straight ahead, hoping my face won’t give me away. Tommie and Lothar are taking care of Vlad, but I don’t hear what they say, my mind inward. When I head for the latrine, Lothar hurries after me.

“What’s the matter?” he asks.

“Nothing.”

“What did they want from you?”

I shrug, no longer sure, I can talk to anyone. Lothar may say something to Tommie, somebody may overhear.

“Come on, man. I can see that something is eating you.”

Lothar is getting on my nerves.

“Leave me alone,” I bark, feeling equally angry at Lothar and regretful that I can’t tell him.

A look of hurt crosses Lothar’s face. We’ve been friends as long as I remember. I turn away, not wanting to give in. I can’t.

I do my business and return to the resting place where Tommie stares at me with his sad eyes. I ignore him, too, only able to muster the strength to check on Vlad, who’s sitting in the shade. At least he’s not judging me. His face is red and puffy though it’s not that hot today, and the eye is no longer closed.

“Everything all right?” I ask.

He hardly lifts his head as if it’s too heavy. “Vlad tired all the time.”

“I know. Hang in there. Soon we’ll go home.”

A glimmer of hope lights up his features, and for a moment I envy Vlad for his simple mind. I produce a grin and move to the water bucket. Theo, who recently joined our group, shoves me in the side.

“Traitors don’t get any water.”

I’m so flustered, I just stare at him. He has taken the water bucket and ladle out of my reach. He’s not that much taller or heavier than I, but he’s sinewy and tough. I won’t be able to fight him.

“Asshole,” I mumble under my breath just as the whistle sounds. With my throat dry, the afternoon will go on forever.


Chapter Twenty-four

With Lothar and Tommie staying at a distance, I feel lonely, so I concentrate my attention on Vlad, help him get his rations, keep him company. In those quiet moments as I sit with Vlad, I rack my brain how to find out anything meaningful from the men, at the same time loathing myself for wanting to try.

Most of the talk inside the stalls is worthless and revolves around the next meal, family stories, and when to get out of here. Nobody speaks a word about their involvement in the war. Not because they’re intent on hiding things, but because they saw things they don’t want to relive. It’s edged into their faces, reflected in their eyes.

I think back at the merchants in town, the men I knew during the war. Other than visiting Georgenburg with my parents and accompanying Mother to a few shops, I never paid attention. The Russians want something juicy I can’t deliver.

I consider making something up, but any assertion will be checked, no doubt. Short answer is, I don’t have a clue of what to tell them, and live in fear of being called into the interrogation room.

Worse is that Theo keeps watching me, and if not him, one of his lackeys. At least in the past I could relax once we had returned to the barn. Now I am tense all the time. I think of Annie and where she might be, if she’s safe…happy. My throat grows tight, tears press. I can’t afford to be weak here, so I push the memory of Annie deep insight me. I know she’s there and that has got to be enough right now.

Two days later, the officer announces that the war has ended.

“Germany kaput, your Fuhrer kaput.” He laughs, watching us in a way a fox watches a henhouse before he strikes. The guards around him laugh too. I follow the inmates to the field where we are pulling weeds between the small cabbage plants. Most of the day we work on our hands and knees, crawling through the dirt. I listen here and there for reactions to the news. None of the men seem particularly sad or angry about the war being over.

“Maybe we can go home now,” Lothar says. Somehow, he’s made his way over to me without me noticing.

Home where? I want to say. I doubt very much that Mother and Father are back, or Annie. Still, the thought they may be there, resuming their lives, brings me a tiny bit of peace.

“Why don’t you talk to me?” Lothar mumbles. “You’re hiding something.”

I keep my gaze on the dirt in front of me, twist and pull weeds. “Nothing to tell.”

“Right.”

I know Lothar is peeved, yet I can’t say anything. All I want is for this to be over, and to be released. My gut tells me otherwise. Likely, I’m not the only one they use as a spy, and more men arrive while others leave…a confusing mess that is likely hiding the Russians’ plans.

I shudder despite the sun on my back. If I can’t deliver, they’re going to send me to Siberia, too. The baker, the officer had mentioned has gone from bad to worse. He’s unable to work, just lies on his back, his formerly round cheeks caved in. Any day now, he’ll be gone too.

When we return to the barn, Vlad isn’t there. He’s been working a different field, so I’ve not been able to watch him.

“Anybody see Vlad?” I ask.

Across the partition, Theo grins his evil grin. “Lost your dumbass baby?”

I ignore him and walk down the aisle, ask the men whether anybody has seen him. They all shake their heads. Whether they know something or not, they’re afraid of crossing Theo.

When a guard brings in our dinner buckets with wet bread, half-cooked cabbage leaves and salt fish, I ask him.

“I’m looking for Vlad. He’s not here.”

The guard eyes me, his expression indifferent. What’s one more German missing, especially a simple fellow? “A man has disappeared,” I cry.

My outburst gets the soldier’s attention because he runs off shouting something. A moment later, another guard appears, so I tell him again that Vlad is gone. He walks off, talking to the other man.

As darkness falls—I’ve given my food to Lothar and Tommie—I think of Vlad and where he might have gone. Did the Russians take him, or did he wander off somehow, confused where he was?

Most of the inmates have gone to sleep, when a guard shows up and motions me to follow him.

I stumble past sleeping bodies into the open where two soldiers stand with torches. They lead me around the barn to the outside latrines. Half-submerged, face-down in the stinking muck lies a man I recognize even in the flickering light. It’s hard to say how long he’s been here, but one thing is clear. Vlad is dead. Blood puddles around him, and I see what looks like a wound on his head.

Despite my premonition, I’m shocked. I begin to tremble, turn away…the ground begins to swirl, so I blink and swallow, force myself to look again.

“What happened?” I whisper.

“What you know?” The officer has appeared next to me.

“He was killed,” I say. “Somebody smashed in his head.”

I know exactly who it was, but I can’t prove anything. No question, Theo will have an alibi. Besides, to the Russians it’s just another body. No big deal.

“Tomorrow we talk.” The officer motions for the men to pull Vlad from the cesspool. At least I don’t have to do that. Head low, I return to the barn. The door locks behind me as I make my way back to my stall.

“What happened, where is Vlad?” I feel Lothar’s eyes on me.

I crumble next to him. My vision blurs, a sob rises from my chest, loud and raw, it sounds like it’ll wake up the entire barn. “Vlad is dead.”

“What?” Lothar’s hand lands on my shoulder. “Did he hurt himself?”

“He was killed,” I croak.

“You think Theo…?”

“I’m sure of it.”

“Bastard.”

Eventually, Lothar goes back to sleep, but I lie awake for most of the night, thinking of how Father always cared for Vlad, Vlad’s simple smile, his devotion to my family. Now they’ll throw him into some mass grave. Nobody will even know where he’s buried. He’ll be just some fool who found an early end. Father was always afraid that somebody would denounce Vlad to the SS. Hitler not only hated the Jews, he wanted everyone with an affliction gone, too. People simply disappeared, and Father said they were being killed.

Had I really expected the end of the war would bring relief, or some kind of betterment? If anything, it’s worse. I’m a prisoner now, at the whim of some bully and a Russian officer who can send me away to disappear in a Siberian gulag. My family is gone, my love too. I’m squatting in a stinking pile of straw. Wouldn’t it be easier to end it all? Just provoke the Russians to shoot me?

I realize I’m not ready despite all the misery. I still have hope. I still want to return to my home. I still want to find my parents and Annie.

“What you know?” The officer slides behind his desk, his cold eyes on me.

I stare back at the man, his immaculate uniform and fingers, the clean-shaven jaw and the thin lips, who wants dirt on my fellow inmates. If I tell on Theo, his friends will kill me. But then, I’m dead anyway. “I only know that Theo didn’t like Vlad—considered him worthless.”

The officer inspects his lists. “Theo Tabke?”

“He threatened Vlad more than once.”

“What about others? Other men work for SS, your Gestapo, pioneers in your Wehrmacht…blowing up women and children in Russia?”

I wiggle on my chair. Why isn’t the man interested in Vlad’s murder? “I don’t know anyone in the SS. Nobody talks about what they did before… All they care about is food and going home.”

Obviously tired of me, the officer rises abruptly. “You go now.”

I’m marched back to the fields, where Lothar and Tommie are working side-by-side pulling weeds. The rain has created an entire new crop, which grows ten times faster than any cabbage.

Glad to hide my face, I squeeze between them.

“And?” Lothar whispers.

“They want me to spy on everyone.”

Lothar’s makeshift rake falls from his hand. “What?”

“They say I can either tell them stuff about the men, or I may go to Siberia. The officer hates that we raise horses.”

“But that’s your parents’ business,” Tommie cries way too loud.

I scan the area around us. Luckily, the others are thirty or more feet away. But you never know. “I told them Theo hated Vlad.”

“I’m sure he did it,” Lothar says under his breath. “If not him, one of his friends.” He takes back his rake and adds, “If they hear what you did, you’ll be next.”

“Let’s see what happens today.” I try to sound casual, but my insides are raw with fear. The officer may just take sides with Theo. “I want to run.”

Those words hang there for a moment. It’s a beautiful day in May, the sun glistens across the fields, the air is fresh. At home I may have taken my horse for a ride.

“You crazy?” Lothar says.

“More like desperate,” I say, attacking a clod of dandelions. “If I don’t deliver to the officer, which I can’t because I’ve got nothing, he’ll send me to Siberia. If I stay, Theo or his friends will finish me off.”

“How will you do it?” Tommie’s voice quivers with fear.

I scan the area again to check where the guards are walking. Most days, only two guards watch a single field. “You see those woods east of here. They almost border the field. When we get closer to the edge, maybe during a lunch break, I’ll sneak into them. They won’t do another roll call till evening. By then, I’ve got to be far enough.”

I feel Lothar’s eyes burn into my right temple. “You are going home, aren’t you?”

“Just to check. After that I’ll head west, maybe wait a while.”

“Annie’s place?”

I turn my head, stare at Lothar. Nod.

He blinks. “I’ve always known that you love her.”

Saying nothing, I turn my attention back to the weeds. Lothar is too smart for his own good.

“The Russians won’t leave,” Lothar says. “Ever.”

How do you know, I want to shout. Instead, I scootch forward to buy time. But Lothar can be a stubborn idiot, and now he follows me. “You have any idea what happens when they catch you?”

“I’ll go to Siberia.”

“Or they shoot you on the spot.”

I say nothing, just stare down at the rich earth. A beetle scoots along and takes cover inside the cabbage leaves. I want to follow him and hide away in the dark.

“I better come with.”

I’m so surprised, I look at my friend. “You are kidding.”

“Not at all, I—”

“But they’ve got nothing against you. Likely, they’ll let you go soon anyway. Why risk it?”

“I doubt they’ll let us go, but more importantly, I’m your friend.”

As the word friend hovers between us, my throat grows tight. Too tight to answer. I cough and finally risk a glance. Lothar grins from ear to ear. “You are just going to get yourself into more trouble without me. Besides, I want to be there when you see Annie again.”

I grin back when Tommie pipes up on the other side. “What about me?”

“You could come, too,” I say, thinking of our escape from Königsberg.

“I don’t think I can?” Tommie sounds as if he’s choking. “I’m so tired, I’d just slow you down. Surely, they’ll let me go soon. My dad was a doctor, surely, the Russians won’t mind that.”

“Never know,” Lothar says. “We’d help you.”

Tommie smacks his rake on the ground. It’s made from wood and two of the four spokes are broken. “I won’t risk it. You’d get caught and it’d be my fault.” He hesitates. “I could create a diversion.”

How are you going to do that, I want to say, but Tommie is already on a roll. “I’ll pretend I’m sick or…or hurt myself. Something to distract the guards. That way you two can run without being seen.” He hesitates, his eyes shiny. “Just promise me to check on my home…Danziger Str. 19?”

I meet Tommie’s gaze, blink a yes. “You should come, surely, we can slip away.”

He shakes his head. “Nobody pays attention to me here. I’ll be going home soon, you’ll see. Then we’ll meet and maybe go out together, you and Annie.”

The way Tommie says it, I almost believe it.

I scan the field, trying to estimate when we’ll reach the other side and come close to the forest. A day or two at the most. Tomorrow, we’ll try to be first in line to take a spot in front. That way we can hopefully determine the direction of the field work.

As we leave to return to the barn, I feel better. At last, we’ve got a plan. Maybe I’ll even find Mother and Annie. My thoughts are on what I’d do if I saw her, when I hear voices ahead. Theo is washing himself at the pump, and water splashes and runs down his muscled back. When he sees me, his eyes nearly close and an expression of loathing travels across his face.

I look away, trying to act normally, which means ignoring the guy. Somehow, I imagined him to be gone.

“Hey, cry baby or should I say traitor.”

Some of his buddies fall in, chanting, “traitor, traitor.”

I feel my cheeks warm, try to pass by them into the gloominess of the barn. A hand claws my forearm.

“Not so fast.” Now that Theo stands in front of me, he’s even meaner. “I told you before, watch yourself.”

Fury rises up inside me, fury at the Russian guards who just stand there and grin. Fury at the officer who’s been playing me, and fury at this ape of a man. “Or what?” I hear myself say. Damn. I’m dead now.

“What are you doing?” Lothar whispers from behind. I know he’s got my back, but we don’t stand a chance against these men.

Theo’s ugly face draws near. He bends over me as the vise on my forearm tightens. The pain is excruciating, but I clamp my teeth shut. He’s not going to hear me moan.

“Rollcall,” a voice shouts from behind. Two of the guards wave their Kalashnikovs. I tear loose from Theo’s clutches and join the others squeezing into a crooked line, glancing down at my mud-caked hands. Thanks to Theo, I can’t even get cleaned up.

Something else registers: I’ve got to leave as soon as possible.

All evening I look for an opportunity to speak with Lothar and Tommie, but each time I glance around, either Theo or one of his lackeys is watching me. Undoubtedly, they’re trying to figure out how to get me alone.

As if Lothar has heard my thoughts, he stays by my side like a Siamese twin, gets his ration next to me, heads to the latrine buckets when I go. Killing two boys won’t be as easily overlooked as one.

At some point I pass out, my last thoughts whether I’m going to see morning.

Lothar’s face bends over me, his hazel eyes hard to read. “Time to line up.”

I become aware of the men crowding toward the door. I haven’t heard the whistle. Sandwiched between Lothar and Tommie, I head outside, pass rollcall, get breakfast, and return to the field. I feel sluggish and tired, the worry about Theo disrupting my sleep, the constant work and bad food weakening my bones. Now, that it’s light, my plan seems ludicrous. Only a man with nothing to lose would run off into the woods, when there’re likely to be Russians everywhere. You’ve got nothing to lose!

Being near the front of the field, we are too close to the other inmates. I don’t even know what Tommie would do to distract the guards, let alone when.

Lothar nods at me a few times, his expression grave and at the same time expectant, as if he’s waiting for my signal. 

The morning creeps along in slow motion. At the edge near the forest, two additional guards carry buckets of bread and water—our lunch—when a whistle sounds, startling us all.

I drop my rake and march toward the food, watching from the corner of my eyes how the two men disappear, undoubtedly delivering food to the other fields.

We take turns at the water ladle, then grab bread and slump against the trunk of the nearest trees. Off and on I watch the two guards who are looking bored and hot. They’ve taken off their hats and coats and sit at the edge of the field to keep us in view.

Most of the prisoners lie down and close their eyes.

I wink at Tommie who grins back innocently. Does he know what I want? That this is the moment, I chose to ruin what little chance I’ve had? Obviously not, because he looks down again. Next to me Lothar fidgets and clears his throat, drawing Tommie’s attention once more. I see the light come on and not thirty seconds later, Tommie gets up and walks toward the guards. He’s bending over, clutching his middle. “Oh, no,” he cries, “oh, I can’t…” Then he collapses in a pile. If I didn’t know better, I’d be concerned.

The two guards have jumped up and rush to Tommie’s side. Our inmates are only partly paying attention, but the ones who are awake are watching the unfolding scene. Any distraction from misery is entertainment. Tommie on the ground writhes back and forth.

Next to me Lothar straightens. I follow suit, eyes on the crowd. As one of the guards is running toward the castle, we slide backwards into the thicket of the forest. Back and back, five steps, ten, twenty. The crowd disappears from view. Lothar and I turn simultaneously to run deeper into the woods. In here it is cool and quiet. As we continue between the trees, I listen for movement, whistles, cries or dogs barking. There’s nothing but the whispers of the limbs above and the rustle of our footsteps. Nobody has caught on yet.

After zigzagging for an hour, we come across a path, leading east. I hesitate. I want nothing more than to go home, but the least I can do is what I promised…

“What’s the matter?” Lothar has caught up to me.

“We’ve got to check on Tommie’s place first…before we leave town.”

Lothar clucks. “It’s too dangerous. You don’t know what’s going on there.”

“Let’s at least head that way first.”

Lothar says nothing, but I know he doesn’t approve.

We head south toward town and approach from the east. Danziger Street is near the train station. I think of our arrest in January, how we faced the tanks. They won’t let us go a second time.

Ghostly silence hovers above the town. Nothing moves, from the way the houses look, they’re empty. Nobody has repaired the broken windows, fixed the front doors. We rush forward, eyes on high alert, our steps crunch on the glass shards, nobody has swept up. Our formerly neat town is dead. As we reach Danziger Street, I slow down. I’m searching for house number nineteen…except there is none. Where Tommie’s house and his father’s office used to stand, a mountain of rubble rises next to a crater, in fact, the entire block has been annihilated. If Tommie’s parents are alive, they have moved somewhere else.

“Damn,” Lothar hisses.

I say nothing, too shocked about the destruction and the cloying silence. We turn back the way we’ve come and hurry across the fields, then back into the woods, until we cross a path.

We take it for a while until I recognize an intersection of two trails. We’re near my home, not more than a mile or so. Lothar sucks air and holds his sides. “Your place, then mine?”

I nod and we continue through the woods, the entire time thinking about the horrific destruction we just found. Where did all the people go? In January they were fleeing from the Russian Army, but now that the war has ended, shouldn’t they return? And more so, what will I find at my place? I can tell Lothar is brooding, too. His face looks all pinched.

In that moment I’m beyond thankful, not only that Lothar is with me, but for our connection. Not much has to be said to know what we mean.

The woods end abruptly, and in front of us the fields open up to a wide meadow…and beyond lies our farm.


Chapter Twenty-five

“Wait,” I whisper. “I’ve got to go to Annie’s first.”

I feel Lothar’s disapproval, but he remains quiet. I know it’s risky; the longer we remain near Insterburg, the more likely we’ll be caught. But I must check on Annie. She is what’s kept me going for the past eight months.

We hurry down the path, I’ve ridden a thousand times with Annie by my side. Her farm lies behind a small stand of poplars and as we near the entrance, I already know. There isn’t a single living soul around. The doors to the barn and house stand open and the windows have been broken, just like in town. I want to call for her, want to say her name, but all I do is stare. Above us the poplars whisper in the wind.

Lothar places a hand on my forearm and shakes his head.

I turn abruptly and sprint down the path, back the way we came toward my own farm. In my mind I see Annie and her mother escaping from the house, Annie’s eyes wide with fear. I keep running until I’m out of breath and have to bend low.

“Maybe I should check on our place,” Lothar says when he catches up. “We could meet again later.” Lothar lives south of the main road, about two miles away.

I don’t answer, too distracted about what’s in front of me. The fences around our paddocks have been mowed down. Not a single horse is outside. Normally, this time of year, they’re grazing and having a good time.

“You see anything?” I ask.

Lothar squints into the distance. “Nothing.”

Anxiety is making my heart hammer like crazy, and my insides quiver as if I’m possessed by some evil ghost. “Maybe we should stick together. At least until we have taken a closer look.” Our eyes meet and Lothar nods.

I move forward, across the wide meadows and broken fences. Normally, the grass would’ve been eaten by our horses or mowed for hay. Now it’s thigh high and the wind makes it sway in waves—nothing has been done all spring.

We sneak toward the main barn and look inside. A terrible stink rises from the back. Swarms of flies circle. Even before I move forward, I know what I’m going to see. For some strange reason, the Russian Army has no use for horses and seems to enjoy shooting them.

In the gloom of the stalls lie our half-decomposed mounts, their hides dried, their eyes hollow. Flies are everywhere. It’s only by chance that I discover the human form, by the way he’s dressed, of a field worker. The face is so distorted, I can’t even say if it’s a man or a woman.

Lothar gags and that sound brings bile to my mouth. But there is one more place I need to check: my mare who I left behind last October. Behind the chest-high door, Daisy lies on her side, her bridle still in place. Only her hide has retained some of the honey brown I so loved. She’d been a gentle thing, helped me learn to ride.

I’m crying, equally drawn to and repulsed by what I see.

Lothar tucks at my sleeve and together we walk back into the yard, gulping the fresher air. As if pulled by a rubber band, my eyes wander toward the main house. Most of the windows are broken, the white lace curtains fluttering in the breeze. Outside the open front door scatter assorted chairs, a bench and dresser, all broken, and even without setting foot inside, I know there is nobody there.

Still, I can’t stop myself from entering my home. Something pushes me forward, an urge to know and face the inevitable. Everything the kitchen once held is broken, the floor littered with shards of porcelain and glass. The kitchen table lies on its side, the cupboards are open, their contents spilled on the ground. In the living room every cushion is slit open, every piece of furniture torn apart, wood splinters mix with ripped books. Next to Mother’s overturned desk, letters, papers, and invoices cover the floor. The mirror above the fireplace has fractured into a thousand shards.

I turn abruptly, rushing up to the bedrooms on the second floor. The devastation repeats itself: our mattresses slit, feathers sticking to every surface.

Again, I turn and run downstairs. Lothar stands there in the middle of what used to be my home. His eyes shimmer in the semi-darkness. “We better go,” he says quietly.

My insides scream…I can’t, I must stay and clean this place, fix it up before Mother sees it. Mother, what happened to you? I run and climb across, searching for a note or a sign—some clue of where she may have gone. There is nothing here except a broken shell of my former life.

Lothar’s hand finds my shoulder. “We must go. Surely, that officer will come to look for us here. Also, we need food.”

I nod, realizing that my stomach aches. I haven’t eaten since breakfast. “Grab a pillowcase and go to the small shed on the side of house. Remember, I told you about the secret trap door. I’ll check the storage cellar.”

As Lothar runs off, I open the wooden cover to the cellar. Immediately, I notice the smell of vinegar and something I can’t define... By the light of a single bulb, I climb down, look around…

There isn’t one intact jar in sight. Plums, pears, applesauce, blackberry and strawberry jam, pickled cucumbers, the keg of sauerkraut cover the stone floor in a gooey mess. The compartments holding potatoes and onions are empty. I pick up two potatoes hiding under a glass shard and stick them in my pocket.

For a moment I just stand there, unable to think or move. Lothar is surely waiting. A dull sound jolts me awake. I turn to the stairs and rush outside. Somewhere on the other side of the building, I hear a voice…not Lothar’s voice, but that of a man, likely Russian, likely a soldier.

Panic rises, and my legs urge me to flee. But how can I run when Lothar may be in danger? I hurry back inside and scan the mess on the kitchen floor. Near the window, half covered by a broken clay pot, Mother used to keep garlic in, something glints. I pick my way across and retrieve the kitchen knife, wiping its twelve-inch blade on my shirt.

Then I tiptoe back outside, the knife in my fist. Hugging the house wall, I creep forward to the corner, worried what I’ll find, my ears on high alert.

The man speaks again, some gibberish I can’t understand. Ever so slowly, I peek around the corner. In front of the shed Lothar stands with his arms up, the bulging pillowcase by his feet. He’s facing me. A man in uniform whose back is to me, keeps a gun trimmed on him. Damn. If I attack now, he’s liable to shoot Lothar.

A tiny glint in Lothar’s eyes tells me that he’s seen me. He immediately turns his attention back on the soldier, who waves his gun at the pillowcase.

Lothar slowly lowers one arm to show the contents. A bit of wheat spills out.

“There’s more.” Lothar points over his shoulder. “I can show you.”

The Russian says something unintelligible, but I see that he relaxes his gun a bit. Lothar points at the entry to the shack. Mother kept the secret storage area beneath the floor, Father created for emergencies, well stocked. In 1940, before he left, I heard him tell Mother how worried he was about being so close to the Russian border.

“Go,” the man says now.

Lothar leaves the pillowcase and turns toward the shed. The soldier follows him. I sneak after them. It is gloomy in here, just a small window lets in light. The smell of dried grain—a mix of hey, sweet and dusty—lingers, though the sections where we kept wheat, rye and oats are empty.

Lothar walks deeper into the shack, the soldier on his heels. I am close now, but the man still has his gun trimmed on Lothar. In the back, Lothar stops and points at a wooden trapdoor.

The Russian waves his gun and motions for Lothar to open the hatch. Lothar complies, but then he pretends it’s too heavy. He pulls and grunts at the same time, letting the trap door’s edge slide from his fingers. He motions for the man to help.

Greed can be our friend because the soldier leans his rifle on the wall and bends next to Lothar. In a flash I’m on him and ram the knife into his back. I put forth so much energy, that it goes all the way through.

As Lothar jumps aside, the Russian drops to his knees and looks down in slow motion, then collapses with a gurgle. I just stand there, unable to tear my eyes away from the fast-spreading stain on the man’s coat and the puddle growing on the floor. The soldier’s fingers open and close as he mumbles in a foreign language.

Only when Lothar cries, “Come on” do I wake from my stupor.

I follow him outside, where the evening sun is basking our house in glorious orange. Lothar grabs the pillowcase and runs off. I follow more slowly because the image of the knife cutting into the man’s back repeats in my head. I’ve just killed a man.

The panic from earlier is back, just different. Instead of feeling an adrenaline rush, I feel exhausted, my legs heavy as if my bones were made of rocks.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see movement by the main barn…another Russian is shouting something. I spurn on my legs to go faster. Lothar is already at the edge of the first paddock, but now he turns and waits. You idiot, run, I want to cry, but I’ve got no air. A feeling of doom engulfs my mind.

Behind me shots ring out, by the sound of it a handgun. I expect to collapse with a shot in my back, but there’s nothing. I keep running toward Lothar, whose attention has shifted from me to his shoulder. A flower blooms on his shirt, spreads red and gory toward his arm and chest. He drops the pillowcase and turns a bit wobbly, but he manages to resume running.

I follow, zigzagging to attract the attention of the shooter behind us. Another shot is fired, then another…four…five. Lothar is moving much slower now, so slowly that I’m able to catch up with him and sling an arm around his waist.

“Come on, just a bit further. The woods aren’t far.”

Lothar doesn’t say anything, his breath loud and laboring.

The soldier behind us has quit shooting. Maybe he figures we’ll be caught anyway or he has to reload…or maybe he cares more about the food he’s just found. I drag Lothar with me into the trees, where we collapse.

He’s pale as flour, his eyes glassy. The red spot has spread across his chest and down his right arm. He’s going to bleed to death.

“Let me see.” I hardly recognize my voice, it’s so wobbly.

He shakes his head. “Better go.”

“Not in a million years.”

“Idiot.” Lothar huffs, but appears to be in too much pain to argue.

I open his shirt and look at the shredded, oozing wound. I don’t know a thing about medical treatments, nor do we have anything with us to stop the bleeding or disinfect the wound.

Moments ago, I was worried about having killed a man, but this new terror is quite different. My best friend may die unless I get help.

“Can you walk a bit more?” I ask. Now I realize that being so close to our farm and Insterburg is a recipe for disaster.

Lothar chews on his lower lip and nods. I help him up as he grunts and pants and we take a new course: south. Luckily, I know this area well enough to keep direction, even as dusk settles and it grows dark beneath the trees.

Near a fallen beech, we settle for the night. The cold is bearable, but we’ve got no water or food. Longingly, I think of the rations in camp, then scold myself for being so shortsighted.

Every time I wake, I hear Lothar’s breath rattling. He tries to suppress his moans, but I know he’s in a lot of pain. By morning, his face shines with sweat. The bleeding has nearly stopped, but I’m pretty sure the bullet is still inside because there’s no exit wound.

“I’m thirsty,” he whispers.

“Listen,” I say, trying to sound optimistic. “I’m going to get help. At least I’ll find some food and water.”

I read doubt on his face—it’s clear he’s afraid to be alone—but he nods anyway. That’s the moment I realize that my best friend isn’t just loyal, he’s brave as hell.

I straighten and produce a grin. “Be back soon.”


Chapter Twenty-six

A few miles south lies the village of Didlacken. On the road it’s a matter of less than an hour, but I decide to remain in the woods. Getting caught will be Lothar’s death sentence.

Bathed in sweat, my stomach hollow and aching, my throat dry as the desert, I approach Didlacken from the north.

A handful of modest homes line the country road. It’s still early, the sun barely up. Nothing moves as I sneak to the first house. The inside is deserted, ransacked like my home. I poke around and find nothing useful. Deflated, I move on to the next house. Slightly larger, it looks the same. In the third house I find a dented thermos, which I fill with water from the pump and drink until I’m ready to burst. After I fill it again for Lothar, I move on to yet another place. I’m about to enter when I hear grunting and a woman’s soft cries from the barn.

Alarmed, I slide behind a wild rosebush. I want to move away, yet, something keeps me in place. As I try to decide on my next step, a man with a thick beard the color rust appears in the barn’s entrance. He’s stuffing his shirt into his pants—part of a Russian uniform—and moves toward the main house.  

Come on, my mind urges. Get away before they catch you. But I don’t—I can’t. Something is terribly wrong here.

As I’m waiting, the Russian reappears, a rifle on his shoulder, and marches off down the road. Still, I wait. Nothing moves. There are no sounds, no chickens clucking, not even birds singing. A terrible hush lies across the place.

Ignoring the voice in my head, I run toward the barn. After my eyes adjust, I walk past the empty stalls. In the last one, a woman sits in the soiled straw, her right wrist held by a handcuff and a chain. She has to be at least thirty-five or forty, Mother’s age, yet she seems much younger. One sleeve and the top of her dress have been ripped away, exposing half her chest. She wears neither hose nor shoes, bloody rivulets have dried on her thighs. Her head lolls forward, she appears to be asleep. Next to her sits a bucket, emitting a strong smell of urine.

“Hello?” I say quietly.

Her eyes open wide as she looks around.

“Over here,” I say, stepping into her field of vision.

Our eyes meet, hers are dark, almost black and match her hair. She’s a beauty with full lips and a pretty pert nose.

“Help me.”

I fight over my embarrassment at her nakedness and inspect the chain. Remembering a pitchfork, I rush to the entrance and retrieve the tool.

Sticking one of the prongs through the chain link near the wall, I use the leverage of the fork’s handle and force the bolt out of the wall. Luckily, the wood is somewhat brittle and gives easily. As soon as the chain falls, the woman tries to cover herself.

“Here.” I throw her an old work shirt that hangs from a hook. She puts it on without hesitation and tries to stand, but the minute she gets to her feet, she struggles and falls back into the straw.

I hold out a hand and she takes it. Together we stumble to the barn’s entry. How long has she been held like this?

“We must hurry,” she says. “Sometimes he leaves all day, other times he’s only gone for an hour.”

“Do you have any medicine? My friend has been shot. We’re fleeing west.”

The woman motions me to follow her into the house. The kitchen is a mess, dirty dishes pile in the sink, flies swarm. She huffs with disgust and tells me to come along to the bedroom. Here she pulls underwear and socks from a dresser, selects an outfit from a narrow wardrobe and tells me to open the second drawer.

“Towels and things to dress a wound.”

While I collect the material, the chain rattles as she takes off everything, washes and scrubs as if possessed and redresses.

“You have pliers?” I ask.

“Kitchen.”

In a drawer I find tools. “Come over here,” I say when she appears. With her hair put up, and her face washed, she looks much different. In the light of the kitchen window, I remove the cuff from her wrist, throw it in the corner.

She retrieves it and hangs it on a hook by the door. She wants him to see it. Together, we open every cupboard, find dark bread, cans of sardines, hard cheese and a piece of smoked dried ham.

The woman smiles grimly. “These aren’t mine, but we’ll take them.”

In the root cellar we collect potatoes and onions and spread it across three packs.

In a last movement, the woman grabs a knife and a bottle of clear liquid from the kitchen table. “We’ll need it for your friend.”

At the door, she hesitates. Fear stands in her eyes, makes her tremble. She looks back, then sets her jaw.

Again, I offer my hand. “I’ll lead you into the woods. He went down the street, likely patrolling the main road.”

She nods grimly and then follows me. Already, I admire this woman for her grit and determination.

“We’re going north, just a few miles.”

Again, she nods.

We find Lothar where I left him. On first sight, I worry he’s dead. He’s lying so still, I drop to my knees and put my ear to his chest. There’s a slight gurgle in the throat, a soft rise and fall. Relief floods me.

“Hey, I’m back. Brought lots of food, help too.”

Lothar’s lids flutter open. He produces a weak grin, then slowly turns his head toward the woman who bends over him with a smile.

“I’m Cecile, let me help you.”

As I assist Lothar drinking from the canteen and prep the food, Cecile gently removes the shredded shirt and inspects the wound. “Bullet is still inside.”

She presses her lips together and pokes at the purplish skin. Lothar moans, his eyes squeezed shut again. Without pause, she grabs the knife, soaks it and the towel in the vodka and pours a healthy dose over the wound. Lothar’s eyes spring open and he screams.

I grab his good shoulder and one of his hands, “Easy boy, she’s going to take out the bullet and fix you up like new.”

While Cecile pokes around the shredded flesh, I try to distract myself, which of course, doesn’t work. Lothar moans, his pain transfers to me through his cramped fingers.

“There it is.” On Cecile’s bloodied palm lies a misshapen bullet from a small caliber.

Lothar moans again, blood is flowing across his shoulder and soaks the ground beneath. Cecile daps at the blood and then squeezes harder to make the flow stop. Again, Lothar screams. It must hurt incredibly. I’m shaking, too, and despite the coolness of the shade, sweat droplets run down my temples. They tickle but I can’t let go of Lothar right now. Somehow, I’m trying to infuse my strength into him, tell him through my fingers that he’ll be just fine.

The turmoil inside me continues. Even if the bullet is out, it doesn’t mean, Lothar won’t die. We won’t be able to travel for days, the Russians will be looking for us: the one at my home for killing his mate, the brute for Cecile.

I watch her face, trying to read her thoughts about Lothar. But she’s not giving me any signs. She just tears apart a towel and puts a piece soaked with vodka on his shoulder, then wraps a bandage around to hold it in place.

At last she sits back and leans against the trunk of a tree. The tension falls from her face and her mouth relaxes and she closes her eyes. Deep shadows lie beneath them. In a moment she is asleep. I eat mechanically and wait for Lothar to wake.

When he finally does, I feed him more water and bits of bread and cheese. From what I can tell from the dressing, the bleeding has stopped.

“How do you feel?” I whisper with a nod at Cecile.

Lothar moves the fingers on his bad arm. “Better. Who is she?”

“Found her in Didlacken south of here.”

“Found her?”

“Yes, I…” Reliving the scene in the barn, I know I can’t talk about it. Not right now. It seems as if I’m disrespecting Cecile. “Anyway, we ran away. I think she’ll come along.” Now that I say it out loud, I realize that I haven’t talked to her about joining us. Until now, all I wanted was for Lothar to survive. But life is never static. Situations change and voila, there is a new challenge.

“I don’t know if I can. Maybe you two should head out together.”

“I already told you, I won’t go anywhere without you.”

“Idiot.” A small smile plays around Lothar’s lips, replaced by a groan.

In the distance we hear voices shouting, trucks grind…the earth vibrates. Cecile’s eyes spring open, and she looks around wildly before she obviously realizes that she’s no longer in the barn. Our eyes meet and I place a forefinger on my lips.

She nods and sits quietly. Beyond the trees, Russian troops are moving. They don’t know we’re here, or what direction we went, but we have no way to defend ourselves. An injured guy, an abused woman and a murderer. Despite the situation, the gruesome scene in the grain shack repeats. I hear the man’s grunt, see him collapse and lie still.

Lothar pulls on my sleeve. “They’re gone. We should probably try to walk a bit.”

I look at him and notice how pale he is, with new pain lines around his nose and mouth.

“All right, we’ll try in a while,” I agree. “Now you sleep.”

We don’t leave until the next morning at dawn. All night, my ears are on high alert for any sound: twigs breaking, birds chirping, a rustle in the undergrowth…the breaths of my travel mates. I awake every hour, listen, doze off…repeat. It’s too cool for sleeping without blankets, but Cecile only brought one and I’m not asking her to share. She’s been through a lot and has helped me with Lothar. That’s all that counts.

I help Lothar up and hand him a hazelnut cane that I’ve cut with Cecile’s knife.

“I guess we won’t go to my place,” he says, his expression so sad, I have to look away.

We can’t, I want to say. There’re likely Russians everywhere. I think about Tommie’s home, the fate of his family, Tommie, who helped us selflessly. Likely put himself in terrible danger.

“What are we going to do about Tommie?” I say quietly.

Our eyes meet again. Lothar shakes his head ever so slightly. “I don’t think we can do anything.”

Helplessness is a terrible thing. It takes away your energy, throws your thoughts into turmoil, brings on an all-engulfing blackness.

Heads low, defeated, we stumble toward the west.


Chapter Twenty-seven

Lothar is slowly healing, but our progress is at best a snail’s pace. I figured Berlin is at least four hundred miles away, which at the current progress will take us six or eight weeks.

Everywhere we look, the war has left terrible scars. The roads are littered with carts, wagons, military trucks, broken down tanks, skeletons of dead horses, men, women and babies. A lifeless veil covers the land, a silence that carries over to us as if the deaths of so many are tearing apart our souls. At the same time, I’m numb and kind of mechanical. I get up, pee, drink a bit, fix food for the others, eat, and walk on with Lothar and Cecile by my side. We hardly say anything, not just because we’re listening for suspicious sounds, but because we’ve turned inward. I’m thinking about my home and the dead man in the shack, Tommie in camp, but also about Mother and Father, and most of all Annie, whose home was as empty as mine. Instead of getting her in January, I was stupid enough to get captured and wasted months in a prison camp. Back then, we may have had a chance to leave together. Regret gnaws at me and mixes with the fury of knowing that we’ve been too late. Too late for all our families.

In my dreams, I imagine walking up to Annie’s house and finding her sitting in the kitchen. She gets up from her chair, throws herself into my arms. In my mind, she’s always the same—always wearing those cute shorts and a top, her blonde hair in a ponytail. She smiles at me and lifts her face for a kiss.

I haven’t talked to Lothar, but I can imagine he’s thinking about his family and how he wasn’t able to see them. And Cecile? She often cries out in her sleep, then wakes with tears in her eyes. I want to ask her what the man did to her, but I can’t. Some pain is too deep to speak about. It is better to bury it and pretend that it never happened. Though I already know that this tactic doesn’t always work.

My shoes are in horrible shape, the soles loose and leaky. Pebbles, little sticks and debris keep crawling inside and forcing me to stop, take off the shoe and clear them out. On the bright side, Lothar’s wound continues to heal and he’s getting a bit stronger. He can even lift his forearm now—a real achievement.

Cecile says, he’s been lucky because the bullet barely missed the collarbone and one of the arteries. I learned her husband was a veterinarian and that she often assisted with the care of farm animals.

“Where is he?” I ask one evening as we settle near a small lake. June has brought hot and humid temperatures and mosquitoes are swarming. We found a few potatoes in an abandoned field which we are fixing over a tiny fire. Lothar has gone to sleep on Cecile’s blanket.

“Don’t know. He left three years ago and after some letters, there hasn’t been any news.” She looks at me, her eyes dark pools in the dusk. “What happened to you?”

I want to find some stupid excuse that will shut her up, but something in her expression makes me all soft. So, I tell her about leaving Annie and joining the Volkssturm, picking frozen children off the street of Königsberg, our escape to Insterburg, and the time in camp.

I leave out Vlad and the dead soldier in the shack.

“Lothar got shot at your former home?” A frown carves a vertical wrinkle into her forehead.

I nod. “Russians came while we were collecting food.”

She spits. “They’re like the plague, infesting everything.”

I want to ask her then about the burly Russian who kept her in chains. Again, I don’t.

“I never thanked you,” she says in a whisper… “You saved my life.”

“You saved Lothar’s.” We fall silent, and only the fire crackles. I’m lost again in my thoughts, in the sense I’m swimming in no-man’s-land, without direction, without purpose. All I know is that we have to get away. “You have any family over there?” I say after a while.

Over there is the west, anything beyond the reach of the Russians.

Cecile shakes her head. “Nobody close. I wouldn’t even know where to start. I’ll figure it out.”

“I wonder if I’ll find my parents.” Or Annie. Surely, if she made it out, I’ll locate her eventually.

“And my husband.”

If they’re still alive. That sentence hovers between us, a horrible ghost of uncertainty that we can’t even define. It’s a question that we carry in our hearts, a burden that never leaves us.

Nearly three weeks later, we approach one of the main roads south of Danzig. Until now we’ve avoided cities and stayed off main streets. Every night we creep into some bush or abandoned barn, search deserted homes in the dusk or right after dawn.

Every place we come across is as abandoned as Insterburg and the village of Didlacken. It’s not just that the people are missing from their homes, it’s that there seems to be nothing else alive either…no chickens, no cattle, no sheep, no cats or dogs.

The earth has been scorched in every sense of the world, bridges are torn apart, homes burned, people killed, factories razed. I feel like I’m in some surreal movie, walking past the ruins of houses and lives. Bitter resentment fills me and makes me shrink inside, as if somebody has poured vinegar into my soul. Hitler told everyone that he’d create a Great Germany. He’s done the opposite—destroyed everything and everyone. I’m glad he’s dead.

Not that it helps any. It’s too late, all too late.

Lothar is better, yet his feet shuffle and Cecile’s shoulders droop. Walking the land tells us more than any radio report or newspaper article. Eastern Prussia, where we grew up, that we called home, has disappeared.

We’re about to cross the road south of Danzig, when two Russians in army gear appear from behind the walls of a burned-down house.

“Stop.” One of them points his Kalashnikov at us, the other does the talking. “Where you going?”

“West,” I say, too surprised to come up with anything more interesting.

“You soldiers?” He eyes Cecile, though he doesn’t appear to be interested in her physically.

Likely because we look like animals crawled from under a filthy rock. Our clothes are stained and dusty, and we must stink to high heaven.

“No. Schoolboys,” Lothar says. “We’re trying to find our families in the west.”

The Kalashnikov waves at our packs as both men eye us suspiciously.

“You have weapons?”

Again, I shake my head. “No weapons, just a few things for the road.” I don’t want to invite them to search our things, because I know that they’ll take anything they like.

“You have papers?”

“No papers,” Lothar says. “We lost everything. Our houses burned down.”

The man with the gun whistles and a third soldier with a darkish beard that makes his face look like some wild plant, appears with a book.

“Name?” the bearded guy pulls out a pencil. “Where from?”

I look at Lothar, then Cecile. I didn’t expect to be asked for my name. Surely, the camp in Insterburg has put out a search request, we’ll be dead if we are caught. I see the cold eyes of the officer who asked me to spy on my inmates, the city’s baker who is long dead. He’d want to make an example of me.

Obviously, my travel mates feel similarly, not wanting to divulge their identities.

“Werner Ba…Becker,” I blurt. “From near Gumbinnen.”

The soldier scribbles something into his book.

“Lothar…Fontane,” Lothar says. “Also, from near Gumbinnen.”

I suppress a grin, thinking that he chose his favorite poet, Theodor Fontane’s, family name.

“Cecile Klausner, Gumbinnen.”

The man waves his gun, I can see in his eyes that he’d love to blow holes into us. But the other soldier seems more honest, maybe not as bloodthirsty.

“You are late. Many people already left,” he says, waving around him. “This here Russia now.” And after another look at the woman, “Go. You not welcome.”

We look at each other and scramble on, across the street onto a path along a field as the words, here Russia now echo through my mind.

The words of my history teacher return. Eastern Prussia looks back on a crazy history, being Polish, then a monarchy, and part of Germany since 1871. It’s never been Russian. What do they care anyway, when the land is burned beyond recognition and empty?

I follow Lothar and Cecile in a daze, thinking what the long-term effects may be. Does it mean we can never go home? Never resume our lives and raise horses? Never take rides with Annie? Never love her secretly in the barn? Never finish school and attend university in Königsberg?

I think of the consequences of killing the Russian, my new name. Becker is pretty common, not a name to raise attention. Without any papers to prove otherwise, I’m a new man, even if in name only.

Because I carry my past with me, my family, my heritage, none of that has changed. Not my connection to Insterburg, and certainly not my love for Annie.

I know that despite it all, I don’t want to leave any of it.

“We need to head farther south,” Lothar says when we stop that afternoon. The fright from earlier hasn’t left me and I catch myself repeatedly looking over my shoulder. I can tell the others are shaken up too. Cecile flinches at the slightest sound and Lothar breathes so loudly, he sounds as if he has bellows in his chest.

“We are in Poland,” Cecile says. “Why are the Russians here?”

“Maybe we should look for a train or a bus,” Lothar says. Our progress hasn’t been great, and after the stop, I’m more afraid than ever to get arrested again. I can’t imagine what Cecile must think after her ordeal in the barn.

We decide to turn south and west in hopes of finding a town or village—some place we may get food or shelter, or even better, a ride to Berlin.

The first place we reach is a village similar to Didlacken. Except these houses have people in them. But when we stop to ask for water and bread, the woman starts yelling and pumping her fist. I have no idea what she says, but cussing is a universal language.

We try two more and get the same reaction. At the outskirts we come across burned out Wehrmacht tanks and a couple of skeleton trucks. The Germans were here to kill people and take over the country. Now it’s their turn to kick us out. I’m not even blaming them, but I worry about our survival. Many of the fields we pass carry no crops, and gardens near houses are likely guarded. I have no doubt that they’ll shoot or skewer us with a pitchfork if we try.

Wild blackberries are the only food we find until evening, when we come upon another village. The few people we see glare at us, so we hurry through, intent on finding at least a well and a place to sleep.

My stomach growls angrily and echoes my frustration about the people. It’s going to take several more weeks to cross Poland. At this rate we’ll die of starvation before we ever reach Berlin.

“You hear that?” Lothar whispers and points straight ahead. “Over there.” Dusk is setting and it has to be near ninety degrees. My clothes are soaked with sweat and my throat is so dry, my tongue feels swollen.

I listen. Voices…several…a child’s cry. Thinking about our last encounters, I motion for Lothar and Cecile to follow me quietly. Not fifty yards ahead, right off the road, a man, two women, and two children are settling in for the night. They don’t have any carts or horses, and no fire—just a couple of blankets and a tarp, which the man affixes to the low branch of a beech tree.

One of the women is placing the two children beneath, speaking with a soothing voice, “All right now, sleep, tomorrow will be better.” She is speaking German, and even the dialect sounds similar.

Forgetting all caution, I hurry forward and cry, “Hello.”

The man spins around and grabs a walking stick while the two women crowd behind him.

“We come in peace,” I say, trying for a smile. “Heading to Berlin…from Eastern Prussia.”

Lothar steps next to me and Cecile waves. “We’re glad to find some Germans.”

A noticeable quake goes through the people, then the man lowers his staff. “Sorry, it’s just…” He grimaces. “The war is over and yet, it’s not.”

One of the women comes forward. “You are welcome to join us. We can’t go on any longer, not with the children.”

“Where are you from?” Lothar asks.

“Allenstein.” In the falling darkness, the man grimaces. “Russians gave it to the Poles—”

“They came to our house, told us to leave with just a suitcase. Emptied out the entire village.” The woman speaking is short and compact, much older than the other two. Her lips tremble as if she’s about to start crying. “We had just a few hours to pack, and then they kicked us out of our own home.”

“I suppose some Pole now sits on our sofa,” the man adds. His voice quakes too, but I know it’s from a terrible rage. “If I could just get my hands—”

“Hush, Mischa.” The younger woman pats the man’s forearm. “The weird thing is, his mother was Polish, but Mischa was born in Eastern Prussia and grew up German.”

Lothar sighs. “I’m so sorry.”

The woman nods and gazes at the children on the ground, now fast asleep. “Poor babies, already lost their home.” She looks up, takes in Cecile who stands sort of hunched over. “You must be exhausted and thirsty. We do have water, but we can’t offer any food.”

We all nod fervently. “Water is great,” I say as the woman hands over a jug. We refill the one canteen, and drink from it. My middle continues to roar, but there is nothing we can do.

“Whatever happened to you?” the man asks, inviting us to sit down.

We tell them about camp, bombed-out Insterburg, and our destroyed farm. They tsk and sigh, shaking their heads in the dark. What can you say in the face of such horror, such injustice? If I allow myself to dwell on it, the fury I feel is all engulfing. But I have no outlet, no worthy recipient for my rage. I think I’d be capable of killing again, if Hitler were to show himself. The Russians were right. He was a coward who bled us dry and made enemies of the entire world. And who has to pay for it? Us.

“What about your parents?” The woman asks.

Lothar and I exchange a glance. “Don’t know,” he says. “Everyone was gone by the time we made it home.”

“Home…what is that anyway?” The man thoughtfully massages his forehead. “I doubt we’ll ever go back—”

“Wait a minute, how are you going to find them?” The younger woman, who’s not said a thing until now, stares at us.

I shrug, seeing in their eyes the question that they don’t dare ask…if our families are even alive. “No idea. Maybe there’ll be records, some kind of search office. There’re so many, there has got to be a way.”

The man looks at the women, the sleeping children beneath the tarp. “I suppose we can be glad we still have each other.”

He is right. In the end, nothing matters but the people you love. Which makes our situation even worse, because we have neither a home nor a family. We have been stripped of just about everything that defines us. Except for one…I still have Lothar, my best and only friend, my connection to the past. I watch him, not smiling, just looking at the boy who has become my family. The lump in my throat grows and I swallow it away. Being sentimental makes things worse. “I guess we better get some rest.”

Lothar slumps down next to me. “Are you ever going to tell me about Annie?”

In the darkness I can’t see his face, and I’m glad he can’t see mine. “Why?”

“Because something happened.”

All I do is grunt. Then I curl up and squeeze my eyes shut where immediately Annie appears. It takes a long time before I fall asleep.


Chapter Twenty-eight

By midmorning we are leaving the family and their two children behind. They’re way slower than we are, and though we move at a snail’s pace ourselves, we can’t afford to take longer. The task of finding food weighs heavily on my mind. Cecile’s skin has taken on a transparent tone as if she’s fading away. Lothar stumbles over his own feet, and I’m losing focus. I can’t hear well, nor can I concentrate on my surroundings. Being careful seems not half as important as filling our stomachs. I’ve never experienced such hunger.

It’s not just clouding my thoughts. The constant gnawing turns into a painful ache that’s continuous, distracting, and worst of all weakening.

When we pass by a cornfield with ripe husks, I tear several loose and stuff them in my shirt, urging Lothar and Cecile to follow suit. Behind the next hedge, we inhale the raw corn. Not an hour later, the gnawing is back. It’s another hot day and my thirst is ever-present.

At the center of the next village stands an old church. Most of its windows are broken or boarded-up, but when we approach, I hear a trickling sound. Along the wall, water drips from a faucet into a stone basin. We throw down our packs and drink our fill. I dunk my head, wash my face, and cool my burning neck. Oh, glorious water. As Lothar fills our canteen and Cecile wipes her arms and legs with a rag, I realize, we’re not alone. A man in a black robe watches us from the entrance of the church.

“We’re on our way,” I say in his direction.

Instead of yelling an insult, the man slowly comes our way.

He must be seventy or eighty, judging by the lines on his face. His eyes are sad, with grayish puffy skin beneath.

“You’re escaping?” he asks simply, his German surprisingly good.

I nod. This morning, after yet another bad night of countless bad nights, after we learned about the fate of the remaining Germans in Eastern Prussia, a new worry begins to settle inside me. For weeks—no, months now—I’ve held on the belief that we’ll return home when things calm down. The war just has to end. People will resume to their jobs and lives. Sure, they’ve got to clean up and rebuild, but they’ll resume somehow…

The priest, who’s been watching us silently, opens his arms and points to the small church. “Would you like to join me?”

I must’ve made a face—I don’t have much use for prayer and wasting more time—because he hurries on, “I was about to eat breakfast. You are welcome to come along.”

My mouth falls open, I’m so surprised. I just gape at the little man in black.

Lothar throws me a quick glance and says, “We’d love that, thank you.”

We follow the priest into the church, through a side door, into a courtyard where in the shade of a cherry tree, a table is set for one.

“Lucy, we have guests,” the priest calls loudly. A woman with ice-gray hair becomes visible in the window of the adjacent modest house, made entirely of red brick.

“Father?” she yells back though she isn’t more than ten feet away. The priest leans into the window and shouts, “We have guests.” He motions us to sit and disappears in the house entrance.

The three of us throw our packs on the ground and sink down. When have I last sat on a real chair, eaten at a table? I feel I have devolved into an animal, sniveling on the ground, stealing and scarfing down scraps. After the fountain, my hands are marginal, but the rest of me is so gross, I’d throw myself out if I showed up at a man’s doorstep.

“Coffee will take a moment,” the priest says, placing a tray on the table. My eyes are about to fall out of my head, because there isn’t just a basket of fragrant, dark bread, but also some kind of jam, honey, butter, a white soft cheese, and even a salami. Across from me, Cecile leans forward while Lothar’s throat gurgles from all the swallowing.

The priest doesn’t seem to notice. He sets plates and cups with a dainty pattern of yellow roses in front of us. I take in the clean white tablecloth, the shiny silverware. For an instant I’m back home, having a meal with Mother. The table blurs and I swallow hard to get rid of the lump in my throat.

The gray-haired woman fills our cups and hands Cecile the tiny milk jug. “Real cream,” she yells as if we’re fifty feet away.

Cecile just smiles and nods, pouring milk—by the smell of it—into real coffee. Then she hands me the milk.

The priest just sits there, watching us. When the little woman disappears, he bends his head. “God, we thank you for sending us the worn and for protecting them on their journey. Amen.” He leans back and points at the spread. “Don’t wait for me.”

In a matter of seconds, we’re chewing and swallowing faster than we have in weeks. Again, the table and the priest behind it blur, this time because I’m chewing so hard. I try to slow down, reminding myself that I should show table manners and strike up a conversation, but my body has taken over my head. The other two act the same, their eyes glued to the food in front of them as if someone will tear it away any second. The woman returns with a water carafe and four glasses. She takes the empty breadbasket and refills it, soon carrying out a platter of cherry streusel cake.

The priest just sits there, sips his coffee, and watches us.

My stomach complains from the sudden abundance, but I can’t stop myself from trying the cake too. At last, I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

“You have come a long way, haven’t you,” the priest says.

“Insterburg,” I say. One doesn’t lie to a man who is showing such compassion. I introduce us, and when the man remains silent, I tell him about our travels. His eyes wander between us, sad eyes that have seen a lot of misery.

“Our world has become a mad house.” He gazes up into the patch of blue as if he’s addressing God. “Where will you go?”

“Maybe Berlin,” Lothar says with a shrug, “we don’t really know.”

The priest drains his coffee and looks at Cecile who hasn’t said a word. “You are welcome to stay for a few days while you get your strength back.”

She nervously scans the courtyard, rubs her throat. “We don’t want to bother you.”

He chuckles quietly. “Nobody will disturb us here. The villagers are used to it.”

We stay three days—three glorious days of peaceful, quiet rest—during which the old deaf woman washes our clothes, helps Cecile treat her sore feet and Lothar’s shoulder, and feeds us three solid meals a day. Lothar and I help by working the vegetable garden, picking cherries, and sweeping the church. The remainder of the time we rest in the shade of the tree. I doze and sleep, allowing my soul to calm and my mind to focus again—I even spend time in the church, inhaling the incense and watching the candles flicker, while I try to address God. Somehow in the gloom of the quiet, cool church, I mend a bit of my shattered self.

Father Jakub has shown us compassion that is selfless. He never asked or pressured us, only watched and waited. On the third day I tell him about the Russian soldier I murdered in my own home. He just nods and watches me without judgment. The silence between us is comfortable like that of old friends.

“Your heart is large,” he says at one point. “Without you, your friend might not be alive. By doing what you did, you helped Lothar, and then Cecile.” He takes a sip of water. “God works in wondrous ways.”

I’m curious if Cecile told him about her time in the barn. Obviously, he knows more than he lets on. “You think I’ll ever see my parents again?” I ask. “Or my girlfriend?”

Jakub sighs. “I pray that all the suffering hasn’t been in vain.” He studies me carefully as if he needs to make up his mind whether to continue. “Stalin and the other Allies have officially claimed Eastern Prussia. They decided it will be Russian…and Polish.”

“What do you mean?”

“There was a meeting in Potsdam. Stalin is taking most of Eastern Prussia for himself. I’m afraid the land…your land…is lost.”

I jump up and gesticulate at the man in black. “He can’t do that.”

The priest’s eyes find mine. “He certainly can. Germany lost the war and the victors take what they please.”

I think of the pastoral land, our horses, and the home I grew up in. I think of Annie next door, our school…Insterburg. The Russians haven’t just taken Georgenburg, the most famous Prussian horse breeding operation, and turned it into a nasty prison camp. They are trampling on everything I hold dear, and now they’ve stolen it for good.

My throat closes up. I don’t want to cry—I know my tears are useless—but it’s happening anyway. Depleted of energy, I sink back on my chair.

“It is a lot to take in,” Jakub says quietly. “And I’ve known you only for a few days. But…” The priest’s hand moves to his chest. “You have shown me that you are strong beyond your years, and I know in my heart that you will find your way.”

I sit there in the shade of that cherry tree and realize that for the first time in many months and despite the horrific news, I feel a shred of hope. Sometimes all it takes is a small gesture or a few words to encourage a person, to light a tiny spark after much darkness. That day, Father Jakub did that for me.

As we part ways the following morning, he places his fingers on my chest. “Remember, you carry yourself in there and nobody can take that away from you.” I grab his hand and squeeze hard, hoping that my face tells him how thankful I am.

Cecile, who has kept her distance for weeks, hugs the old woman and smiles at Jakub. Even Lothar has a bit of a spring in his step again.

I don’t know where they got the food, but our packs are filled to the brim with bread, cheese, a jar of strawberry jam, pears, cucumbers, apples, and potatoes. Lothar even received an entire cherry pie because he loved the old woman’s baking so much.


Chapter Twenty-nine

The closer we get to Berlin, the more destruction we see. The signs of war are everywhere, burned out cars, trucks and tanks, bombed buildings, craters, ruins, and rubble. Some roads are impassable, while others become smaller and smaller until they resemble foot paths crawling through a desert of debris. Some places are entirely black from fire, while others are covered with dust. One wouldn’t think there’d be people, but there are…like cave men they dwell in cellars and make-shift huts. Children of all ages roam the streets. On their shoulders they carry dirty sacks they fill with scavenged treasures.

None of us has ever been west of Königsberg, but what we find tears us apart on the inside. That feeling of despair and frustration is reflected on the faces of the women and children who subsist here. Men—healthy strong men—are few and far between. The ones we see carry the signs of war in their expressions and bodies. Many have injuries or are downright invalids. All look malnourished.

We pass by endless refugee treks, women, children lugging packs and carts, like the family we met in Poland. There are so many.

Off and on, Russian tanks block the road. Ivan is everywhere. I’m no longer afraid of being connected to the prison camp or the murder. It feels like a lifetime has passed since we left Eastern Prussia.

“What are we going to do?” Cecile asks after we pass yet another checkpoint. We are sitting by the side of the road, watching women in head scarfs and aprons in long lines, cleaning and stacking bricks. They work silently, their eyes downcast, intent on their work. Looking at the mountain of rubble, their task appears insurmountable…even downright laughable. But they don’t seem deterred by it. Their mouths and jaws are set.

All this way we’ve talked about going to Berlin and now that we’re here, I realize I don’t know what to do. Berlin has been extremely hard hit by bombs. How does one even go about looking for food, an apartment, and work? Yet, the prospect of walking farther is even less appealing. Likely, other larger towns have also burned to the ground. In the immensity of it all, I can’t help but think of Annie. Even if she’d come here to Berlin, I’d never find her. The lump in my throat is back, that certainty that there will never be a way home, a way to recapture my past. I mustn’t think about it, can’t allow myself to dwell and yearn. I must think of now and here…and my future.

I exchange a glance with Lothar who looks equally out of sorts.

“Jakub said Berlin has been divided in sectors,” Cecile says. “Each of the Allies administers one.”

“Looks like we’re still in Ivan territory.” Lothar eyes the Russian soldiers and the red flag on top of a tank.

“That’s the one place I don’t want to be,” I say. “Not after what they’ve done.”

“Agreed,” Lothar says. “We should head for the American sector. I always heard they were nice.”

Around us, as far as the eye can see, buildings lie in ruin. There isn’t a single intact wall, a single glass window left in place.

“You sure we want to stay in Berlin?” Lothar says next to me. “Where can we go in this mess? There aren’t even rooms or apartments.”

I don’t answer because I have the same thoughts, the same doubt. The feeling of helplessness returns, a kind of swimming sensation. Not swimming in a pool or a pond with clear edges, but swimming in an endless ocean where I see nothing but a hazy, uncertain horizon. Hunger has me back in its clutches, as days have passed since we had something decent to eat. The provisions we received from Jakub have long disappeared. I’m not even sure what day it is—probably sometime in late August or early September.

Ahead, a sign comes into view and what looks like a boom across the road. “Border US Occupation Zone” the sign reads.

We pull ourselves up and walk toward the American GIs.

“We’re coming from Eastern Prussia, and want to find a place to work here,” I say.

The black man, clean-shaven in his early twenties looks at us half-bored and says in terrible German. “You have paper?”

I shake my head. On a whim I answer in English, glad for Herrn Zeitner’s strict English lessons. “We have no papers, lost everything on the way. But we’re from Gumbinnen in Eastern Prussia and were forced to leave.”

If the guy is surprised about understanding me, he doesn’t let on.

Lothar adds, also in English, “We want to settle in the west.”

“Wait here,” the soldier says. I look at the nearby jeep, at the three or four men in uniform lounging there. Would they shoot if we just ran across? Would they arrest us?

The soldier returns with a second man in tow. “You need to continue to a refugee camp. We have neither shelter nor enough food, not even for the people who live here.”

All I hear is the word camp. Another camp like Georgenburg where we are stuffed together like rats in the bottom of a ship? No, thanks.

“What camp?” Lothar asks. I can tell he isn’t too excited either, because he sounds as if he’s going to spit any moment.

“Gießen.”

“Where is that?” Lothar’s voice is rising.

The soldier shrugs, appearing uninterested. To him, we are just three more of thousands of desperate people in ragged clothes he has to get rid of.

“Southwest…three-hundred miles. Or you can go to the British sector. They’ve started a camp south of Hamburg.”

“We’ve just walked five-hundred miles,” I say, staring at the soldier. “You want us to walk ourselves to death?”

The man flinches. “There’re trains…buses.”

“What will we do there?” I ask.

“They’ll decide where you should live. You’ll receive medicine, shelter.” His gaze travels across us, down to our disintegrating shoes, back up. “Ration cards for food…clothing. Maybe you’ll move to a farm.”

I’ve heard enough and turn abruptly. It’s been hell to make it this far, and now they want to settle us like livestock on a field?

“We’ll think about it,” I shout over my shoulder, motioning Lothar and Cecile to follow me. I don’t hear what the American yells; all I want is to get away.

“Where are you going?” Cecile calls after me. “I’m so hungry.”

“Shut up.” I wobble down the road, but I don’t have the strength to turn around. I’m so exhausted, I can’t see straight. My insides feel like mush from the hunger and thirst.

At some point I just sink to the ground and bury my head. Lothar’s boots show up next to me, then Cecile’s formerly brown and now dust-coated, scuffed ones.

I keep sitting because suddenly, I’m crying. I can’t go on, and yet, I’ve got to or I have to submit to another camp. Maybe I won’t be a prisoner there, but I know it’ll feel like it, all the same. I’m not making any decisions myself, but some fellow behind some desk does for me.

“What do you want to do?” Lothar asks quietly. He’s joined me on the ground.

I finally raise my head to look at him and then Cecile. “I want to finish school and live like a human being.”

Lothar pats my arm. “I want that too. But we need help.”

“I can’t go on like this,” Cecile adds. “I thought I’d never make it this far, but now that I’m here…” She stares at the ruins that fill the sky. “I will ask them to get me to that refugee camp. At least they’ve got food there…water to wash.”

I nod and straighten with effort. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. I just can’t go there, I can’t.”

She pulls me into an embrace. “It’s fine. You and Lothar will make it here, I know you will.” She leans back and smiles through her tears. “There was a time when I didn’t think I’d live another day. You saved me in so many ways.”

We pull together one last time. Then she walks off, a brave woman who overcame months of abuse and walked hundreds of miles to save herself.

After we sit for a while and watch dozens of refugees walk past, Lothar comes back to life. “I’ve got an idea.”


Chapter Thirty

“You see anyone?” I ask.

Lothar grunts in response, which I assume is supposed to mean no. We’re squatting behind the hedge to the entrance of a garden colony some place in the south of Berlin. In the dusk beyond lie hundreds of little gardens with huts, each of them separated by hip-high hedges or fences.

“Let’s go,” I whisper, tugging Lothar’s sleeve.

We climb across the gate and hurry along the walk. Here and there, lights show in the windows of the small homes. People are living here.

“I thought they weren’t supposed to spend the night,” Lothar says as we hurry past.

“Have you seen the city? Of course people live here.”

Along the back, I make out a garden that looks overgrown and downright neglected. Weeds cover flowerbeds and vegetable plots, bushes and trees melt into a wild tangle. The hut has seen better days too. The rain gutter hangs down and there are shingles missing.

“This one,” I say and climb across the hedge that looks like it hasn’t been cut in years.

We creep closer, but there is no movement. The little path to the front door hasn’t been used, and grass grows between the pavers.

The door is locked. “Let’s look for a key,” I whisper.

We check the doorframe, beneath the motheaten floormat. Nothing.

At last, Lothar waves. “Here, under the flowerpot.”

Inside, the air is musty and stale. I open the only window and look for a light. In the corner sits an oil lamp with a finger’s width worth of oil left. The matches are old, but the third one catches. In the yellowish gloom we take stock of our home for the night.

A cot with a crochet blanket and a stained pillow, a table covered in dust and dead spiders, an empty bucket in the corner, gardening tools hanging from a rack, chipped dishes and a few pieces of silverware on a rickety shelf.

“It’ll do,” I say quietly.

“We’ve got to find water,” Lothar says. “I’m burning up.” Without waiting for an answer, he picks up the bucket and disappears.

I decide to clean house, wipe the table with an old rag, sweep the floor.

I flinch at the approaching footsteps, but it’s just Lothar. “Got some.” Lothar sets the bucket on the table from which we fill two enamel cups. “Isn’t far, either.”

“Did anyone see you?”

He shrugs and grins. “Tomorrow, we’ll find food, too.”

I awake at first light. After taking another drink, I slip outside and relieve myself behind the hut.

The air is fresh and clean, so different from the dust and soot of the bombed city. The place looks even worse than last night. The beds are so overgrown with weeds, it’s hard to tell if there’s anything growing. The only good thing is a pear tree which still carries fruit high up. Everything in arm’s reach has long been picked by opportunists.

Along the side leans a ladder, which I use to climb into the tree. I fill my shirt with ripe pears and climb back down.

Juice runs down my chin as I inhale the fruit. Heavenly!

After eating a second one, I take the rest inside where Lothar stirs on the cot—we have agreed to take turns every day.

I feel almost happy, though the pears cannot quite calm the gnawing in my stomach. We need something more substantial, like potatoes or bread.

“Mmmh, pears.” Lothar wolves down a pear, then another.

“We better look for food. Or we should sign up for ration cards.”

“Don’t you need an address for that?”

I don’t answer because I’m distracted by a folder next to the dishes. In it lie two envelopes addressed to Wilfred Timm in Berlin Neukölln. The writing is hardly recognizable, but I know a field post letter when I see one.

April 2nd, 1942

Dear Father,

I’m so sorry to write late. We settled in last week, but we’ve been kept busy. I’m doing reasonably well though I miss you and Mother terribly. You’d asked what you could get me, I’d be happy about a new pair of socks. Mine are showing more holes than fabric, since we leave our shoes on all the time. Most of the men now wear foot rags instead, but I don’t like the feel and my heels get sore. I expect that we’ll be moving east again soon, but I’m sure they’ll forward your mail to me. I look forward to hearing how you are faring in Berlin. I sure hope they won’t make you close the shop. People still need to eat. Just promise me to be careful.

Love always,

David

“Maybe we should look for this man,” Lothar says. “If he has a shop, we may be able to work and get something to eat. We could ask him for permission to stay here.”

“Makes me wonder why he hasn’t been here in so long.”

Lothar opens the door, sniffs the air. “Maybe he was busy.”

But somehow that doesn’t ring true. I put the letters into my pocket and follow him out the door.

We find the street after asking around, but when we reach the house, the store on the main floor is empty, its windows busted, the stucco pockmarked from shrapnel. Timm’s Grocer, it still reads above. Inside, the wood has been stripped from walls and floors.

The two stories above appear empty too, and the roof tiles are mostly missing.

When a woman comes ambling up the street, I stop her. “Do you know what happened to the store, where the owner went?”

The woman squints. “Herr Timm was married to a Jew, so he was likely arrested.”

In the occasional newspapers, we’ve come across, I read horror stories about Jews and communists disappearing, then discovery of the death camps…Auschwitz, Dachau, Bergen-Belsen…and more. Hitler and the SS have got to be the worst ever humans to walk this earth. If there is a hell, I sure hope they’re burning for eternity. They killed all those people and then some. Most of them were innocent and didn’t even want a war.

No wonder the Russians took revenge, and no wonder Americans, French and British troops are occupying Germany. Germany isn’t fit to be a country. I stand there in front of that sad building as the rage inside me builds to new heights. The woman is long gone and I still stare at the torn apart store, some fellow once ran. It’s all so sad, so unnecessary. But rage needs an outlet and I don’t have one, just an empty middle and a feeling that life isn’t worth living any longer.

“Damn swine,” I huff. “All of them.”

Lothar, who has investigated the inside, returns with a dented cannister. “Empty, but I thought we may use it for storage. There’re books too, but I don’t feel like reading.”

All I do is nod. Despite my thoughts, I’m eager to find food. The pears from earlier have long disappeared and the churning inside me increases to an unbearable level.

In a side street we pass by a line of women and children, by the looks of it another grocery store. They’re clutching American ration cards.

“Next.” The woman behind the counter looks equally tired and irritated. We have asked our way to the new administration in the suburb of Neukölln. Apparently, the American occupation has elected a mayor and a bunch of locals to help govern the district.

“We need ration cards.” Lothar pushes out his chest.

“ID?”

“We lost them.”

The woman looks at us, a disgusted expression dispels the boredom. She’s got to work now and actually think about what she’s doing.

“Lost them how?”

Lady, there was a war on. Are you blind? Instead, I smile. “We lost our homes.”

“Address?”

“We’re from Gumbinnen in Eastern Prussia.”

The woman stares. I can tell she doesn’t know what to do with us. “Wait here.” She hurries away and shortly returns with a short man who’s making himself look important.

“You are not from here?” he asks.

“From Gumbinnen in Eastern Prussia,” I repeat.

“In that case you need to register at a refugee camp. They’ll help you get settled.”

He nods at the woman and is about to turn away, when I call after him. “We have family here…in Neukölln. That’s why we came.”

The man eyes us suspiciously. “And who would that be?”

“David Timm is our second cousin. Wilfred Timm is the son of my grandfather Friedrich, who also had a daughter who married my father in Gumbinnen. Uncle Wilfred had a grocery store and—”

The man waves an impatient arm, but I’m on a roll. “We wanted to join David, but we haven’t been able to find him. Nor Uncle Wilfred. But we’re staying in their hut in the gardens, so you don’t have to worry about shelter. We just need some ration cards to—”

Again, the man waves an arm to shut me up. But this time he turns to the woman. “Just give them what they want. We don’t have all day.”

“How old are you?” the woman asks.

“Seventeen,” we both say at the same time.

She exchanges a look with the man, nods, and taps a forefinger on a pile of printed papers. “You won’t need to fill out the denazification survey then.”

I feel Lothar shove me in the side as we watch the woman fill out two file cards with our names, birthdates and addresses. Then she hands us the ration cards, which will ensure our future.

Suppressing a grin, I add, “We also need ID cards.”

She squints again, points down the aisle. “That way, first door on the right.”

That afternoon, we don’t just return with bread, margarine, and canned meat—we also carry official IDs. Strange, how life changes on a dime. Earlier today I was ready to end it all, maybe hang myself or jump from a building, and now I’m triumphantly returning to our new home.

Granted, it’s a sad hole in the wall. But looking back is not an option, I’m not going to compare or remember right now. I can’t—won’t—think of Annie or my parents. Besides, it’s not even our place. The grocer and his family should’ve been living here. For being Jewish, they’re likely dead. Guilt washes over me—I’m still much luckier than some.

We’re about to unlock the door when we hear somebody yelling from beyond the hedge. “What do you think you’re doing?”

I turn in time to see a man in Wehrmacht pants and an old black and white striped shirt climb across the hedge. He’s short and wiry and wields a spade.

My heart sinks, I force myself to face the man, look him straight in the eye. “We live here.”

“No, you don’t.”

Lothar is trembling, but his presence next to me gives me strength. “Who are you?”

An ugly grin crosses the man’s face. “Let me say, I keep order in the gardens.”

“I’m a second cousin of David Timm, from Gumbinnen.”

“Are you now? That Jew lover?” The man spits.

“That time is over,” I say firmly. “If you haven’t noticed, Nazis are arrested by the Allies.”

The little man flinches a bit, enough for me to see that he’s afraid.

“I suggest you leave us alone,” Lothar shouts.

The man hesitates, but then he moves backwards and climbs across the hedge, mumbling something like “watch yourselves…communist vermin.”

Lothar and I close the door and sink on the cot.

“At least, we have a place to stay,” Lothar says.

How long, I want to ask. How long before the little man does something nasty? I’m sure he isn’t the only Nazi left after the war. Obviously, he thinks he’s ruling here. We’re going to need eyes on the backs of our heads.


Chapter Thirty-one

Every time we step outside, I have that creepy feeling that somebody is watching us. The joy I felt to get at least our ration cards and IDs has disappeared. The war I believed was finally behind us, has restarted.

People are angry and suffering, and there aren’t enough apartments, enough supplies, enough of anything. Even the simplest things like matches or lightbulbs are unavailable. By starting wars with thirty-five countries, Hitler bled out the German people.

Still, on our excursions into town, we notice subtle changes. Bricks are cleaned and stacked, roads are cleared and swept. A few places supplied by U.S. forces provide food. Of course, there are lines everywhere—not lines like at the baker in the morning, but lines that snake hundreds of feet around buildings. People sniff out such offerings like bloodhounds find injured squirrels and lines form in a matter of minutes.

Near such a line, I find a trampled Tagesspiegel, the new four-page newspaper. I stick it into my bag to read later. By the time we are thirty feet from the door, whatever they offered—sugar, flour and some kind of fat—has run out.

We’ve cleaned the flowerbeds and vegetable plots and have found a few onions, but we have no seeds or plants to grow winter crops. Instead, we scrounge the bombsites and abandoned buildings looking for treasures…a cooking pot without lid, a fork, two tablespoons and a soup ladle, a piece of wood. My mind is on the task of heating the hut in winter. Many of the shacks have makeshift ovens or stoves, but ours has nothing—no electricity, no running water. With the nights growing colder, we also need more bedding.

“Maybe we should go the other way,” I say to Lothar. “Farther out into the country, to look for abandoned houses there.”

“You do remember the maps showing the sectors? South and east of here sit the Russians. We’re locked in.” He throws me a glance and bites his lower lip. “Maybe we should go to a camp. At least they’d take care of us. We wouldn’t have to scrounge all day.”

I stubbornly shake my head. To distract myself, I take the newspaper out. Parts are torn away, others covered in mud. There is talk about the birth of democracy…a new beginning, a rising from the ashes, sort of a brief reckoning with Hitler’s reign. On the last page two ads catch my attention: Gsellius bookstore and Plahnsche Buchhandlung are looking for used books.

“Didn’t you see a bunch of books in that house, where Wilfred Timm used to live?”

Lothar looks grumpy, but nods. Without another word, I take off.

Seconds later, I hear Lothar catch up. “You know, it wouldn’t hurt you to occasionally talk to me. This isn’t just your life.”

I keep walking, my mind on the books and the approaching winter. Lothar is right. It’s tough and is likely going to get tougher. Every day we watch more refugees arrive. A few times we talked to them, learning they were coming from Silesia and Eastern Prussia, even Poland and Russia. They all have to enter camps to get sorted, because there is no room. People are irritated, infested with lice, hungry…desperate. The euphoria of finally having peace has been replaced by the realization that it will takes decades to recover. Not even the most basic things like towels or soap are available. Lothar and I have been doing birdbaths with the bucket, but how do you do laundry without soap? Besides, we own nothing except the clothes we wear. The seams on my shirt are loose, and holes are showing on knees and seat. But I’ve got nothing to mend with—no patches, no needle, no thread.

With our packs filled with books, it takes us the better part of the morning to find the bookstore downtown on Mohrenstraße. The front windows are boarded up, but the door stands wide open. We sell our books and promise to bring more, but the amount we get is so small—granted, the condition of the books is lousy—that it’s hardly worth the long trip. It’s not like walking down a street for a few miles, it’s an obstacle course to get through rubble city.

On the way out, I notice a sign by the door: U.S. occupation has opened search center for the missing. I grip Lothar’s arm and point at the notice. “You know what that means?” I cry.

Lothar, who hasn’t said a word all morning, focuses on the paper, then shrieks, “Finally we can look for our parents.”

My throat is suddenly too tight for words. All I can do is nod.

For months we’ve passed by walls, boards and poles plastered with notices…looking for Anton Meier, last seen September 1944 in Tilsit…who has seen Leni Stiller, missing since February 1945, Berlin Schöneberg…some of the notices show photos of men, women and children in their Sunday best, posing in some garden or living room, not ever imagining they may go missing.

As we near the search office, it becomes clear that we’re not the only ones. The line is even longer than the ones we passed before.

“Damn,” Lothar says. “That’s going to take hours.”

“I don’t care,” I say, getting in line behind a woman in a housedress, a little girl firmly attached to her hand.

While we wait, we eat a bit of the bread and share an apple we found in the small gardens where we live. It’s dangerous business to steal where you live because by now everyone knows we’re occupying the worst of the huts. Luckily, the mean little man has not shown his face, though I could swear he’s lurking wherever we go.

It’s nearly five o’clock before we reach the desk. The woman behind it seems tired, her eyes puffy and her hands blackened from note taking. In an adjacent room sit a dozen or so men and women, studying and sorting filing cards. The clack-clack of typewriters fills my ears.

“You are searching for somebody?” The woman’s tired eyes focus on me.

“My parents…and my girlfriend,” I say.

She holds out a hand. “ID? I’ll need your parents’ names, birthdates, address, last seen. Photos would be helpful.”

In that instant it hits me. I’ve got a false name, so does Lothar. How can we look for our parents when the names don’t match? Everything will come out. They may arrest us for lying and organizing false IDs. I lean over to Lothar and whisper, “We can’t do it, not our parents.”

Lothar’s eyes grow so large, they seem to want to leave his head.

“Excuse me,” the woman says, waving at us. “Let’s do this today, if possible. We’ve got thousands waiting.”

I step back to the desk. “I’m looking for my girlfriend Annie Manstein from Insterburg, born March 15, 1928.”

Again, the woman waves. “ID?”

I pull out my new identity card, hand it over, watch as the woman notes my personal data. Werner Becker…she writes on the paper. Damn, how could I be so stupid?

“Your parents?” she asks, handing back my ID.

I shake my head. “I’ll come back later.” Afraid what she’ll say, I hurry past the curious glances from the people waiting behind us.

Lothar catches up with me on the street. The doors to the building are now closed, the people who waited, disbursed.

He’s all red in the face as he shouts, “Damn shit, what have we done?” Then he sinks onto a stack of newly cleaned bricks and breaks into tears. “We’ll never find each other.”

I put an arm around him, squeeze his shoulder, wait for him to calm down. “A long time ago, you asked me about Annie.”

I feel Lothar’s gaze on me, but I can’t look right now or I’ll break down myself. “Remember when we left for the Volkssturm? I went to see Annie that night…”

I tell Lothar everything, I mean, not the intimate details, how Annie made me feel so complete, and the incredible sensations that flooded me and that I hardly knew what to do with. But I tell him the facts that we made love, and that I miss her so much, I’ve got a piece of my heart missing.

“Lucky bastard.” Lothar punches me in the bicep, then turns quiet. After a while he says, “You never heard from her…I mean after that?”

“I wrote too late.” The words tumble from me. “I could’ve done something, told her, we were all right. Maybe she could’ve told me where she was heading.”

Lothar makes a squeaky sound, his gaze far away. “Likely, she’s one of the thousands we saw on the road. Like my mother.” He takes in a shaky breath. “I guess we better get home and make sure the mean fellow didn’t tear down our shack.” He gets up and extends a hand.

I gladly take it. He’s all the family I’ve got.


Chapter Thirty-two

I honestly don’t know how we got through the winter. Like thousands of others, we were out every day, no matter what the weather, looking for treasure…food and anything worth trading. We broke into buildings, tore out floorboards and paneling, lugged them home to our outdoor firepit. It was just far enough from the hut not to light it on fire, but we used it to heat water and make soup. Mostly, it was a weak brew of whatever we had on hand that day.

After the experience at the search center we hardly talked for weeks, each of us lost in our thoughts. I’d wanted to leave my old lost life behind and assumed a new name would provide a fresh start, not just distance from the murder I’d committed. Instead, the little hope to reunite evaporated like a match in the storm. I’d permanently robbed myself of finding my parents, especially my mother. If they were alive, they’d look for Werner Baran, and the search cards wouldn’t match up. Officially, I came from Gumbinnen now. The only chance I had was to find Annie and possibly, through her, my parents.

Lothar had it worse, because he’d forfeited his opportunity to find his mother. It was by no means clear, if they were even alive, but now he could not go through with it either. He didn’t have anyone left except for me.

After that initial phase of silence, we began discussing whether it might be worth it to confess our lie to the authorities. Surely, we weren’t the only ones who started over with new names. But the men in uniform, carrying machine guns, frightened us. So, we never did, afraid they’d suspect us to be spies and arrest our sorry behinds.

Over everything lies the threat of the little man who shows his ugly face off and on. A few times, we’ve caught him hanging around near our place, and once I saw him peeking into the window. We’ve made sure to always lock up and take the key, but it would’ve been easy to break in. Not that we had much to steal.

“We’ve got to do something,” Lothar says one evening, when we return with a pack of laundry detergent and five pounds of potatoes, courtesy of the U.S. occupation. Again, we’ve seen the man lurk near the entrance to the gardens, then follow us at a distance.

“Let’s pay him a visit,” I say, though I don’t particularly look forward to spending more time outdoors. January has started with a bunch of snow and a frigid wind that cuts through everything.

After roasting potatoes and drinking hot water, we slip into the dark and make our way along the paths. By now, every hut is occupied, but the weather keeps people inside. The little man’s place is near the spigot where everyone collects water. As an alibi, we take our zinc bucket. A tiny light shines from the grimy window and after waiting for a few minutes, we decide to climb the fence and sneak to the hut.

Through a slit in the curtain, we watch the man sit in an old easy chair, drinking from a cup. When he moves his head, I duck, but when I hear nothing, I look once more. Now the seat is empty. If he opens the door, he’ll see us for sure. But after a minute or so, the man returns to his seat, in his hand a bundle of rags.

Cradling the bundle, the man unpacks a military pistol, pulls it close to his face…smiles.

Lothar gasps. “It’s a Luger,” he whispers.

Inside, the man lovingly rubs the skinny barrel with the rag, then tucks it inside the cloth once more. Again, he disappears from view.

Lothar pulls my sleeve, but I want to see what the man doing next. The chair remains empty.

“Come on,” Lothar says.

“Just a moment.”

I scan the inside, try to see what else the man has hidden away, some sign of his Nazi past.

A shadow falls on us… Too late do I see him before a stick crashes onto my shoulder.

“Damn spies…”

Lothar screams and pulls me away. Fighting the sudden pain, I follow him, fly across the hedge, and overturn the bucket. Lothar grabs it and down the narrow paths. The little man is behind us—I can hear him panting. Luckily, he’s too slow to catch us, but he knows where we live.

“Fine idea,” Lothar huffs as we approach our place.

I investigate my aching shoulder. Luckily, he missed my head, and the old wool coat I got with our ration cards buffered the blow.

A shadow lurks in front of the door to our hut. How could the nasty man be so quick?

But then I see, it isn’t him. In the near dark the figure seems much taller and thin as a pole.

“Can we help you?” I ask the shadowy figure.

“I sure hope so. Maybe you can explain what you’re doing in my father’s garden house.”

Heat rears up my throat, burns my cheeks. Next to me Lothar makes a squeaking sound. The letters, my mind yells.

Forcing my voice into action, I say brightly, “You must be David Timm.”

The man shifts slightly on his feet; maybe I did surprise him. “And you are?”

“Werner Becker and Lothar Fontane. I’m a second cousin from Eastern Prussia.”

David is quiet for a moment. “Strange, he says. I thought my father was an only child.” A racking nasty bark rises from his chest. He spits and leans against the doorframe, obviously exhausted.

“I knew you were no good,” a voice shouts from the path. “Bastards, I’m going to get you!”

“Who is that?” David asks us.

“A nasty man who used to be a Nazi,” Lothar says quietly.

“Better shut up,” David shouts toward the gate. “We’ve got no use for the likes of you.”

I don’t know if the small man is surprised or scared, but he slinks away without another peep.

“Most of them are cowards,” David says. And after a pause during which I ask myself what he is going to do with us, he continues, “Are you going to ask me inside or what?”

Lothar and I scramble for the key, and while Lothar waves at the guy to follow us, I light our only oil lamp. Two men is barely doable, but three is a crowd.

“Looks like you’ve made yourself at home.”

“You want tea?” I ask, trying to delay the inevitable, him throwing us out for lying.

David sinks on the cot and now in the dancing light of the lamp I realize that he must be quite sick. His cheekbones stick out like those of men who were liberated from Hitler’s concentration camps.

I offer him a chipped mug with lukewarm peppermint tea, which he takes and sucks down in two seconds flat. Next, I hand him a piece of the bread we were going to have for breakfast.

He wolves it down in similar fashion.

Clearing his throat, he says, “Sorry, I’ve got terrible manners. Spent the last year in prison camp.

“I’m sorry for taking your place,” I say. “It’s just, we had nowhere to go.”

David smiles ruefully. “Berlin is a disaster. Well, every town I’ve seen.” He looks around. “I actually thought I’d find my parents, or at least my father…”

“We saw the store and heard that your father was arrested.”

Again, the rueful smile. “Mother was Jewish, and that was enough for those bastards.” He sounds as if he’s going to spit, but then he just sighs. “I’m terribly tired.” In slow motion he sinks on his side with closed eyes…and is asleep.

Lothar and I exchange a glance, then we take David’s arms and pull him straight onto the cot, cover him with a blanket.

“What are we going to do now?” Lothar asks in a whisper while we eye the second foam pad, which we scrounged from a bombsite. Tonight, we’ll be cramped and cold on the floor. Likely, it’s nothing as bad as what David has experienced.

In the morning light, David appears even worse. Though he can’t be much older than twenty-five, his face looks as wrinkly as a fifty-year old. His hands are near black with filth, and the remnants of his clothes aren’t any better.

I’m worried, he’s going to kick us out, but he looks so poor, I don’t even care. My shoulder aches, and when I peer down at it I see that it’s blue and swollen.

“How about we’ll take you to the American office, so you can register for food and clothing.”

David nods. “I must stink to high heaven.”

Lothar nods earnestly, but then the three of us start laughing. “No worse than the latrine in prison camp,” I say.

“You were in camp, too?”

“Georgenburg near Insterburg. Russians got us.”

David nods. “I’ve heard horrible things about gulags. Though the French weren’t exactly nice.”

That afternoon, outfitted with a new suit three sizes too large, that hangs on David in folds, we reconvene in the hut. David has received rations and new ID papers and after another coughing fit, lies down on the cot once more.

“We’ve got to do something,” Lothar whispers as we watch David sleep. “It’s too small in here for three.”

I nod. I can’t fight the pity I feel for the young man who’s lost his parents…like us. Deep in thought, I fix potato and lentil soup on the outdoor firepit. With David’s rations it’s actually going to be enough for a decent dinner.

He has borrowed our only spare towel and washed himself in the icy water outside. He reminds me of a skeleton with skin, but he seems to be in better spirits when he returns inside.

“I wish I could find my fiancée,” he says while we slurp our soup.

“You were engaged?”

David looks out the window. “Seems like a hundred years passed, but Margie and I had planned to marry two years ago.”

“I bet she’s searching for you,” Lothar says.

“If she’s alive.”

“Did she know you went to prison camp?” I ask.

David shrugs. “Not sure.”

Seeing the pain on his face and his terrible exhaustion, I decide to drop the subject. We’ve got more important things to attend to, like finding more food for the three of us because the American ration system is faulty at best. Just owning coupons for certain foods means nothing when you can’t exchange them for the real thing.

Every day, Lothar and I take off scrounging while we leave David to rest. The situation is getting worse. Lothar and I are bickering about what direction to take, what to look for, and how far to walk. January has brought arctic temperatures, my hands and feet ache, and my face seems permanently frozen. At night, we’re squeezed together on the foam pad as David cries out in his sleep. On top of that, the mean fellow shows his ugly face off and on, apparently looking for an opportunity to get at us. At least now David is there to keep an eye on our place. And I’m thankful he doesn’t just throw us out.

Not that he is in any shape to do so. He often sits wordlessly and stares into space. Occasionally, I ask him to take a walk with me, just so he gets some exercise. Not that I need any after roaming the streets. He usually doesn’t say much, so I tell him about my life in Insterburg, and the horses I used to love. I don’t talk about Annie.

After an especially cold and windy day, I’m stepping outside to start a fire for dinner. It’s near dark and my hands are half numb, I’m worried, I won’t be able to get the matches going.

“David?”

Startled from my gloomy thoughts, I discover a shape by the gate. By the sound of the voice, it must be a woman.

“Just a second,” I cry and hurry to investigate. The woman wears an old wool coat and a scarf with a hat over it.

“Oh, sorry.” By the sound of it, she is deflated.

“You’re looking for David Timm?”

“Yes, I heard he may have returned.” The hopefulness is back. “I’m his fiancée, Margie.”

“He’s here.”

I motion her to follow me inside. By the light of the oil lamp, Lothar is fixing a pot with bits of onion, potatoes and a shriveled carrot. He looks up curiously when he discovers the woman in the door. Our gaze falls on David who is sleeping on the cot. For once, he appears peaceful, his lips slightly open, his forehead uncreased.

The woman’s eyes follow to the cot. She hurries over, stands over the man, studies him. Tears appear in her eyes as she puts a palm to her mouth.

“David,” I say quietly. “You’ve got a visitor.”

David opens his eyes. He appears confused before he looks up at me, and then to the woman by his side. He begins to shake and tries to sit up as the woman sinks next to him onto the cot. They sink into each other’s arms where they remain. Margie strokes his hair, begins to speak in a soothing tone like you would to a small child. A sob rises from David’s chest and fills the room. There is no more space for us, so Lothar and I tiptoe outside.

Neither of us speaks as we start a fire, heap wood on top, and warm our hands. The hut has turned silent and my mind is inside with the couple who found each other again. Is that how Annie and I would reunite? For a moment I allow myself to dream about her coming here. We start a new life, find an apartment…finish school.

The creaking door pulls me from my thoughts. David and Margie stand together, their fingers intertwined. Both are smiling, not huge smiles, but quiet ones that reach deep inside.

“I’m going now,” David says. “Margie’s apartment is in decent shape.” He looks at us and nods. “Thank you for taking care of me. I don’t think I could’ve survived here without you.”

“I’m glad we could help,” I say and mean it.

“You’re welcome to stay here as long as you want.”

“Take care of yourselves,” Lothar says. With another nod, David and his fiancée melt into the darkness. For a moment their happiness fills my heart. But then there is the cold…and my empty stomach.

Lothar hands me the soup pot. “My turn on the cot?”

After David’s departure, Lothar and I return to our routine. The nasty fellow is fresh on my mind now that we have to leave our home unattended. One of these days, he’ll do something. I’m worried he’ll break in the door and steal our things. From what I’ve seen, the other neighbors make a wide berth around him, so we won’t get any help from them.

Halfway to town, it hits me. “What day is it?”

Lothar throws me a glance as if I’ve lost my mind. “Tuesday.”

“No, I mean what day of the month?”

“Twenty-second, I think.”

I slow down. “Let’s make a detour.”

“Why?”

“This is more important, trust me.”

Reluctantly, Lothar follows me. “Will you tell me what is going on?” he asks.

“In a minute.”

But when the U.S. commandant’s office comes into view, he stops. “Either you tell me right now, or I’m leaving.”

Unable to suppress a grin, I say, “I’ve found a way to stop the nasty fellow. A few days ago, I read in an old newspaper that the Allied Control Council has forbidden the possession of all firearms.”

A light comes on in Lothar’s eyes.

“You have to turn in your weapon within ten days. The last day was the 17th.”

“Hot damn,” Lothar cries.

I would’ve loved to have witnessed when the Americans came to visit the jerk, but when we return from scrounging that afternoon, he isn’t home. Nor is he there the next day or the next. I’m pretty sure the SS gun is only the tip of the iceberg, and the Americans have found other reasons to lock him away as part of the denazification.

In the spring of 1946, at the age of eighteen, we enroll in school. We’ve lost nearly two years, but both of us know we need to finish if we want to have a chance to attend university. I’d been reading every shred of newspaper, every book I can get my hands on. I know I no longer want to study biology. I need to understand, comprehend how it has ever come to such a war, a war that has taken everything from us except our lives. I want to know how people could’ve been blind enough to believe Hitler and propaganda minister Goebbels.

I’ve managed to get an after-school job, working as a translator for the Americans, while Lothar is helping deliver milk and cheese from a local farm. Every night, when I return to the hut, I expect to find a note from the search center. None arrives.

I’ve found out that the German Red Cross has a much larger facility in Hamburg to help people find family members. Another office is working from Munich, searching for soldiers. And though I know I can’t go there, can’t ask for help, I read every bit of news I can find about it.

Neither of us talk about that day at the search center again, as if the wound we are covering would break open and destroy us. Instead, we focus our energies on creating a life and finishing Abitur, the high school level that will allow us to attend university.

We both study journalism, meet girls, and at some point, move into a tiny apartment. In 1950 the Red Cross search division calls for all Germans to register their missing. I drive to Munich to make sure they have Annie’s information and mine. The stupid thing is, if Annie were to look for me, she wouldn’t find me. The data system is set up to connect the searching parties on both sides. Annie is looking for Werner Baran. But when I ask the woman to check her files, she doesn’t find Annie’s name at all. I also add Tommie’s data, though I don’t expect to ever hear anything either. If he is looking for us, he’ll never find Werner Baran or Lothar Kimmel.

At night, he and Annie visit regularly. Tommie usually shows up angry, wields a knife in my face, accuses me of having left him in the hands of the Russians. Sometimes, he succeeds in stabbing me, other times I stop him just in time. Annie usually just watches me from a distance and waves, but then continues on her way. I run to catch up, but she keeps slipping away and the gap between us grows. At some point she turns translucent and vanishes into thin air. The dreams repeat every few weeks, leaving me breathless and sweating.

Like the city, we creep from the ashes of our past one step at a time. We clean up, grow up, and move into the Wirtschaftswunder, the economic wonder of Germany, and go on assignments. Mine are mostly oversees, while Lothar works at a local newspaper office.

At some point we both end up at Spiegel and while Lothar moves into editing, I remain on the streets, traveling to warzones and disaster areas as if I somehow could outrun and outsmart my own mind.

It doesn’t work.


Book Three: Annie, Berlin, November 1989 – October 1990


Chapter Thirty-three

When Annie awakes the morning after the border opening, Emma is busily fixing breakfast. “I picked up fresh rolls,” she cries, her happiness in stark contrast to her bloodshot eyes.

“Must’ve been late,” Annie quips and slumps on the couch.

“Rather early.” Emma rushes to Annie’s side. “Oh, Mama, it was glorious. So many people dancing in the streets, west and east connected and unified. We drank sparkling wine, we sang, we hugged each other.”

Annie sighs. “I hope it lasts.”

“Why shouldn’t it? The people have been upset with the government a long time. Something had to happen eventually.” She looks at her mother curiously. “Didn’t you say you went to bed? You look terrible.”

“Didn’t sleep well.” Annie abruptly rises and pours herself coffee. “Something is burning?” No need to involve Emma in her past. It’s ugly and over. Long time over. All that pining for things that are no longer doesn’t help anyone.

Emma returns to the stove and furiously scrapes the pan. “Damn, the eggs.”

Annie suppresses a reprimand and instead resigns to sit at the table.

“Sorry, Mama, I know how you hate wasting things.” Emma slides the remainder of the eggs on Annie’s plate. “Better eat something. You look all skinny and pinched.”

Annie forces another smile. “Nonsense. I’ve got to get ready for work. We’re expecting a new delivery of west books today. Maybe I’ll pick one up.”

“Oh, Mama. The living room is buried in books, and you can hardly walk into your own bedroom.” Emma throws an exasperated glance at the shelves covering two walls of the living room floor to ceiling.

It’s true, when it comes to books, Annie can’t say no. It’s like an addiction, a fever. “Maybe some of them helped you in your studies?”

Emma rolls her eyes.

“Let’s not squabble.” Annie straightens. “I’ll get ready.” The tiny bathroom is so cold she can see her breath, but she’s used to it. Besides, she needs quiet time to think. It’s been a pain to share the apartment, but after Emma’s divorce, it was the only way to get by. Emma’s husband, Paul, had been well situated, an SED party member with connections. Emma had not been able to get pregnant, so when she turned forty, Paul had exchanged her for a much younger model. Now, five years later, he has two boys. But the SED, East Germany’s communist party, doesn’t care about time spent in a marriage. It figures one can take care of oneself, so Emma never received any support from her ex. It was pure luck that she’d been able to find a position in an elementary school with her aged university degree in education, but it takes her almost an hour to get there every day.

When Annie returns from the bathroom, Emma sits at the table, eyeing a photo. “You never showed me this one. That is you, Mama, right? Who is the boy?”

Annie flies to Emma’s side. She must’ve forgotten the photo last night. She pushes air through her throat and takes a shaky breath. “An old friend.”

“From back home?”

Annie turns away, afraid Emma will see her tears. Of course, Emma knows her story, at least some of it—her flight from the east, and a wobbly new beginning in a place that felt foreign.

“It was a long time ago,” she says and disappears in her bedroom.

When Annie returns from work, the photo sits on the table, leaning upright against the basket with a lone apple. There is a note next to it. “Went out west again, looking at shops. E.”

Annie picks up the photo and taps it with a forefinger. I’ve got to tell her. She turns on the TV, which is still set on the west channel from last night.

Crowds of people stream through the streets past border patrols, who used to imprison and shoot people and now stand motionless, watching East Germans wander to West Berlin. A tiny flicker rises from Annie’s middle. Maybe, just maybe, there is hope. The signs have been there a long time—East Germans showing their discontent with the SED dictatorship more and more. People have been peaceful and patient, but they’ve had enough, just like her. The old anger roars to life, snuffs out the tiny flicker, and jumps into her throat. She huffs and smashes a fist on the table.

Damn tyrants. She’s spent nearly all her life under dictatorships: First Hitler nearly annihilated the country, causing 60 million deaths and the Holocaust. Then came the Russian Army, who celebrated themselves as the saviors when they had murdered, destroyed, and defiled tens of thousands of civilians, including her mother. And after the Russians, the SED took over control. Annie turns her gaze toward the window, where snowflakes dance outside, but she hardly sees them.

The tiny flicker is back. She takes a deep breath. What if this is her chance to finally break free from this life of dictators and oppressors?

On a whim, she puts on her coat and wool hat, grabs her gloves, and heads out the door. She is going to see for herself.

At the border crossing Bornholmer Straße, a line has formed. It is dark, and some of the crowd carries candles and flashlights. Somewhere a woman sings Rio Reiser’s song, Der Traum ist aus…the dream is over.  Alle Türen war'n offen, die Gefängnisse leer/Es gab keine Waffen und keine Kriege mehr… All doors were open, the prisons empty, there were no more weapons and no more wars… The woman’s voice is scratchy and obviously unused to singing, and yet it is beautiful. Here and there, other voices chime in…aber ich werde alles geben, dass er Wirklichkeit wird…I will do everything that it becomes reality.

Tears creep into Annie’s eyes. She isn’t the only one feeling emotional. The crowd moves forward patiently, listening to the scratchy voice, the refrain, the humming. Annie passes through the metal gate, past the patrol house, and the stony faces of the East German soldiers in their long coats and caps.

Annie pushes away the creepy feeling that always comes over her when she is near military men. And then she is on the other side. The crowd disburses, but Annie’s feet stop working. She stands there lifting her head into the night sky, welcoming the snowflakes that kiss her face. For the first time she stands in a country that allows its citizens to live freely. She is cold, but it doesn’t matter. She takes a deep breath and closes her eyes, taking in the sounds of the people walking past. She hears joyful conversations and laughter… Lightness lifts the dark veil on the other side of the wall. Inside her, something loosens a bit—a knot maybe— something black, hard, and unyielding.

Annie takes a tentative step, then another, before marching off into the west.


Chapter Thirty-four

Annie can’t remember when she returned home, just that some stranger handed her a bottle of bubbly, and another a joint. The combination put her in a dream-like place where she swept this way and that, along the wall—on the other side—and somehow looked for a man in a gray beard and a microphone. At some point she laughs, a big belly laugh. What nonsense, you idiot. He’s long gone and dead. You’re imagining things, just like you hung on to old dreams and his return for decades.

In the morning, her head pounds. She isn’t used to drinking—had never touched the stuff, not after hearing how it turned young Russian men into animals and killed her Oma’s voice.

After a quick birdbath, she heats water for coffee and rubs her temples while she waits. The black-and-white photo still sits on the table. She returns to it, grabs the magnifying glass, and scans her own features, the skinny girl with the home sewn short pants and white shirt, the slender neck. Then her eyes sweep over Werner, a tall boy in shorts and a white shirt. Those two are so young, innocent. They belong to a different world, one that no longer exists.

“Water is boiling,” Emma cries and turns off the stove.

Annie looks up, returning from her thoughts. “Can you sit a minute?” She pats the seat next to her.

“I’m pretty late,” Emma says, but plops down obediently.

Annie looks at her daughter, a woman she has protected with her life and shielded from the cruelty of her own experience. “I need to tell you something.” Where did these words come from? Is she even ready?

She takes a breath and hands the photo to her daughter. “The boy in the picture is your father, Werner.”

Emma stares, but then leans closer to study the stained paper. She doesn’t speak, just looks at it. Annie sees the emotion, the slight quiver in her daughter’s jaw, the swallow.

“I’ve always assumed he died in the war,” Annie says. “He never returned, not that he would’ve known where to find me.”

Emma lifts her head, her eyes damp like Annie’s. “What happened? Did you get a letter?”

“No, no, nothing like that.” Annie produces a watery smile. “It’s just… I think I may have seen—”

Emma grips Annie’s forearm, squeezes hard. “What, Mama? Come on, you’re killing me.”

Annie’s watery smile turns into a strange giggle. “There was a man on TV—on one of the West channels—two days ago, and he just seemed… Well, he reminded me.”

“You mean…of Werner? Did you get his name?”

Annie shakes her head. “It’s just in my imagination. I’m getting old and strange.”

Emma jumps from her chair. “But what if he is alive?”

“Child, it’s been 45 years, almost 46. People change…a lot.”

“But what if he’s real!” Emma insists, sitting back down. “We could at least ask or call someone.”

“Who? Who am I going to call?”

“The TV stations. There couldn’t have been that many.”

“And say what? That I’m looking for the father of my child? From 1944?” Now that Annie says it out loud, it sounds ludicrous, even crazy.

“But this is your chance.” Emma is on her feet again. She reminds Annie of when she was a little girl and things didn’t go her way. Annie suppresses a smile. “I don’t get why this is funny,” Emma cries.

“It isn’t, you are.” Annie straightens and puts her arms on Emma’s shoulders. “I know you mean well, but this chapter is long past. Werner is buried somewhere in Russia.”

“And if he isn’t? If he’s really alive and well?”

“If he really were alive, he’d lead such a different life. He wouldn’t want to know about us.” Annie scoffs. “He was going to study biology. Why would he become a journalist?”

“How can you say that?” Emma stares at Annie, her dark eyes full of passion. “You don’t know that. You said it yourself, people change. He may have liked journalism better.”

“What? Walk up to him and introduce myself as his long-lost girlfriend?” Annie laughs, though it sounds more like a sob. “He’s likely married with a bunch of kids.”

“So?” Emma pushes away Annie’s hands and steps back until she comes to stop in front of the sink. “I don’t understand you! It’s not all about you. He’s my father. Don’t you think that I have a right to meet him and he has a right to know?”

Annie’s arms drop to her sides. She has never seen Emma this worked up. Not even after she found out about her ex’s affair. “But it’s not going to be him. That man on the TV could’ve been anyone, a chance in millions.”

“People do win lotteries.” All of a sudden Emma smiles through her tears. She’s always been impulsive and quick to anger, but just as easy to return to a good mood and forgive. “If you never play, you can’t possibly win.”

As Annie tries to think of something to say, the church bells announce nine o’clock. Damn, she is going to be late. Resolutely, she grabs her daughter’s hands. “All right, I will think about it.”

In the store, Annie wanders around like a sleepwalker. Her friend Heidi throws her worried glances. She’s been here since Annie first arrived in the early 1960s and helped her get settled.

“What’s going on?” Heidi whispers when they meet in the history section, “Is it because of the border?”

Avoiding Heidi’s eyes, Annie nods, not wanting to break down at work. She knows she’s standing at the cusp of something and once she crosses the threshold, there will be no turning back. If the man on TV turns out to be some stranger, could she deal with it? Could she tolerate the disappointment? Or worse, what if the man is Werner, and he rejects her?

It’s not about you. Emma is right, this is larger. She grew up without a father, for a while a stepfather who struggled with the effects of the war and died when Emma was fifteen. If Annie is honest, she was never in love with Robert—marrying him was just a way to throw a blanket over her past and distract her from what she’d seen and done. She owes it to her daughter to find out if her father is alive. And she owes Werner the knowledge that he has a daughter. What they do with it will be their decision.

Annie sets her jaw and turns to face her friend. “I’m fine, just have a lot on my mind.”

Heidi grins, which releases an avalanche in her double chin. “Isn’t it wonderful? I can’t wait to go shopping over there…if I can afford it.” She pats her tummy. “Or at least eat some fabulous food on Kudamm.” She takes Annie aside. “I want to go to that KaDeWe department store. They say it’s full of the most decadent clothes and shoes.” Her eyes turn dreamy. “I’m going to get a pair of red ones, bright red with little bows.”

Annie smiles back. Usually, Heidi complains about her feet, so Annie’s not sure that a pair of fancy red shoes will be the right choice. Heidi’s twenty kilos overweight and all her clothes are tight. Since meeting her at the vocational school, where they studied the book trade, Annie has watched her gain every one of those pounds, Heidi’s foible for cakes as constant as her weakness for broiled chicken. Just like her body is large, her heart is warm and boundless. She never judges or speaks ill of anyone. Annie loves her for it, especially since Heidi gets a lot of pushback from others. The SED dictatorship hates overweight people, degrades and demeans them.

“Maybe we can go together,” Heidi says. “Saturday perhaps?”

Annie nods, thankful for the distraction.

Emma rushes at her mother as soon as she returns home. “I’ve asked around, and there are nine public TV stations in the West, plus assorted magazines and private stations. I can start calling tomorrow afternoon.”

Annie puts her purse on the side table and takes off her shoes slowly to buy time. “How are you going to find those numbers?”

“I already looked up the address of the post office on the west side. I’ll call information.”

“That will cost a fortune.”

Emma laughs. “If I find my father, it’s worth it.”

“I’ll go with you.” Where did that come from? Annie is breathless and yet, once she’s said it out loud, she knows it’s the right thing to do. “I’ll say I have a doctor’s appointment.”

Annie has never taken time off or lied about anything. But this is different, a whiff of something new fills the air like a promise of change. Now that she’s decided, time slows. She wakes every hour and checks the alarm clock with the luminous hands that crawl at a snail’s pace in a circle. Getting ready for work seems to take forever, every chore and movement drag out. Why is time so different, when you are waiting for something? All the while the voice in her head whispers not to get her hopes up.

In the late afternoon, the post office in West Berlin buzzes with customers and Emma locates a phone booth. Once inside, she calls information for each TV station. They have to hurry, unsure when each company closes for the day.

“Yes, hello, I’m looking for Werner Baran, he’s a journalist,” Emma pipes into the phone.

Annie pushes against Emma’s side, one ear as close to the receiver as possible. Her heart is beating so intensely, she feels as if it wants to jump out of her neck.

The voice on the other side returns, “Sorry, no such person working here.”

Emma hangs up and immediately dials again. “Hello, does Werner Baran work there?”

After Emma tries four more times, Annie takes over. She repeats Emma’s words. Werner Baran does not exist at the nine stations. They attack the Berlin phonebook next, scouring the records. Werner Baran is not listed.

It’s five o’clock and Emma puts away her paper. She doesn’t look at Annie who feels so deflated, she has trouble leaving the booth.

As Emma pays for the calls, Annie rushes outside. It’s snowing again, and light flakes dance into her face. She’s trying to recapture the feeling of freedom from last night, but the blanket of dread covers her, holding her tight. In the falling darkness, black air fills her lungs. She wants to lift her chest, knows she needs to take deep breaths, but there is no energy—just hopelessness.

“Mama?” Emma slings an arm around Annie. “It’s all right. There’re plenty more places where he could work.”

“He’s dead, Emma, I’m telling you.” Annie can’t keep the despair from her voice, from her bones.

Emma takes her hand, her eyes shiny. “You told me some of the things you went through coming here. I know there’s more, a lot more. Things you can’t say.” Emma clears her throat. “I don’t know, maybe they are too difficult.” She squeezes her mother’s hand. Hard. “It doesn’t matter, I don’t need to know. But what I do know is that you were never one to quit. You always fought. For me.” A tear runs down Emma’s cheek, hovers a moment on her chin before it drops into her scarf. “All I ask is that you continue for just a little while.”

Wordlessly, Annie pulls Emma into her arms. Two women stand there in the snow in front of the post office, hugging. Annie wants to say something, but her throat is all closed up so tight it’s hard to pull any air through, let alone words. Heavy words that take up space, demand space because of their importance.

At last, Annie loosens her grip and croaks, “Let’s go home.”

On Saturday morning, Annie meets Heidi at the border crossing. She has no money to waste on expensive shoes or anything fancy for that matter, but she needs a distraction—something to keep her thoughts from spiraling into the abyss. For so many years, she’s kept her feelings locked up, all that heartache and yearning she carefully covered with the grind of everyday routines.

As they reach Berlin’s famous department store, KaDeWe, Heidi abruptly stops and looks up to Annie. “All right, girlfriend, what is eating you? I don’t think you heard a word of what I’ve been saying.” Concern mirrors in her eyes, as she pokes Annie in the arm and takes her hand in hers.

Annie shakes her head. It’s true, she hasn’t been listening. No matter how she tries, she can’t get over the feeling of disappointment. All that self-talk doesn’t work.

“Maybe I should go by myself,” Heidi says. Hurt swings in her voice as she drops Annie’s hand and turns toward the huge glass doors of the store.

Maybe Heidi’s drooping shoulders and her resigned expression wake Annie. She spins around to follow her friend. “Wait, Heidi, please. I’ve got to tell you something.”

Instead of shopping, the women head straight for the sixth floor. “I heard the place is 75,000 square feet,” Heidi says breathlessly. Maybe it’s the rushing around, or the thousands of visitors or maybe it’s the sheer decadence of this place. There are breads, chocolates, cakes, pies, truffles, incredible fish counters, cheeses from every part of Europe, and the finest meats.

“Can you believe this?” Heidi asks. Annie just stares. For a moment she has forgotten why she is here or what happened on the street. This place is so large, so…what exactly? Crazy. If one could define western excess, this would be it.

They find a couple of seats at a counter, where waitresses with perky ponytails serve quiche and shrimp cocktail, pasta salads, and fresh strawberries.

“How can they have strawberries? It’s November,” Heidi exclaims while she peels out of her once again tight coat.

“It’s too expensive.” Annie puts down the menu. “Let’s go and find something more affordable.”

“No way. We’re going to eat something.” Heidi stuffs the menu back in Annie’s hand. “My treat. And we’ll have wine. Real wine from France or Spain or—”

“What can I get you?” The waitress behind the counter looks snazzy in a white blouse and black pants.

When Annie doesn’t answer, Heidi announces, “White wine, please, two glasses. I’ll have that broccoli quiche.” Out of Heidi’s mouth it sounds like quicky.

“Of course, perhaps a nice buttery Chardonnay, or would you prefer a Riesling from the Mosel region?”

Heidi enthusiastically nods. “Yes, please, eh…the Chardonnay.” She throws Annie a glance. “What are you going to have?”

Annie has barely looked at the menu and points at a fancy wrap with vegetables and roast beef. “That one, please.”

“Very well.”

Heidi punches her in the side and giggles, “It’s better than shoes anyway.”

“You shouldn’t—”

“Hush, I’m having fun. Haven’t had this much fun in years.” She turns to face Annie, which isn’t easy because the chairs are narrow and there is too much Heidi. “Now tell me what is going on.”

Annie takes a sip from the shiny glass. The waitress was right—the wine slips down her throat in buttery softness. It’s incredible and so crazy. It’s not even eleven yet, and here she is drinking wine from a fancy glass in an amazing restaurant.

Heidi’s eyes haven’t left Annie’s face, so Annie begins.

“You really think that may be Werner?” Heidi takes another sip of wine. Her cheeks glow.

“Believe me, I’ve gone over that TV scene in my head a thousand times.” Annie eyes the wrap in front of her, unsure how she’s supposed to eat it. “It could’ve been his face. His voice was deeper, of course, but the tone—that’s what really made me look, his voice. It was so smooth and full…like a finely tuned orchestra, all in one.” A smile has crept on Annie’s face.

Heidi pats Annie’s hand. “You really loved him, didn’t you?” She takes another sip before she continues, “A love like that needs to be tested. I mean, you’ve got to give it your all. Back then, you had no choice, you had to run, save your life. But now…”

Annie stares across the expanse of the food booths. The noise has swelled, and every place is filled with eating, drinking, and chatting customers. In the midst of this merriment she feels lost. She doesn’t belong here—hasn’t belonged since she escaped from Eastern Prussia.

“…You aren’t listening again.” Heidi looks at Annie, her expression a mix of concern and annoyance.

“Sorry, I don’t mean to ignore you.”

“I just think you shouldn’t give up so quickly. There are a number of political correspondents reporting world news. He may work for a magazine or a weekly paper.”

Annie nods slowly, realizing the glass in front of her is empty. So is Heidi’s as well as her plate.

“I’ve got an idea,” Heidi cries all of a sudden. A couple of people sitting nearby turn their heads.

“Shh,” Annie laughs. “You’re getting rowdy.”

Heidi’s double chin wiggles with mirth. “So, what.” But then she turns serious. “I’ve got a way, I think. Do you remember the west TV station you watched?”

“Of course—NDR.”

“All you need to do is call them and ask about their programming on November 9. They will have a record who they talked to, and what time.”

“I don’t know…”

Heidi’s fat fingers land on Annie’s forearm once more. “But I do. You’ve got to find out, one way or another. If it wasn’t him, you can put it to rest. If it was, well, then…” She sighs. “What are you going to do about it? I mean, if he’s alive.”

Annie turns her gaze on her friend. “I don’t have the faintest idea.”


Chapter Thirty-five

Monday can’t come fast enough. On the way back from the KaDeWe, Heidi and Annie stopped by the post office and looked up the phone number for the NDR. All evening, while Emma was out with her friends, Annie stares at the shred of paper with the number. She’s decided to call from the bookstore and ask her colleague, Therese, for a favor.

“I’m looking for an old friend,” she says, eyeing the phone on Therese’s desk.

Therese nods nervously and heads for the door. “Make it quick. Boss is out on an appointment.” She stops at the door. “Don’t forget to dial 0 and 9 for a free line.”

Annie picks up the phone, a model with a rotary dial. Her palms are damp like the shred of paper she’s folded and unfolded a hundred times since Saturday.

“Eh, yes, I’m trying to find out about your programming on November 9.”

“Just a moment.”

The phone clicks, then a cool voice. “Ackermann, how may I help you?”

Annie sucks air and repeats, “I’m trying to find out about your programming on November 9 after eleven o’clock in the evening. You had a journalist report from the wall in West Berlin.”

“Hold, please.”

Annie waits, forcing herself to take breaths through her nose.

“Are you there?”

“Yes.”

“After eleven, we had no reporters on the air in Berlin—”

“But I saw—"

“You may have seen a guest correspondent…please hold…”

Annie lets out another shaky breath. Outside in the hallway, a deep voice booms a greeting. The head accountant is back. Annie’s hand begins to shake. What is he going to say when he sees her sitting here? She considers putting down the phone and trying again later.

“Are you there?”

“Yes.”

“We had a guest journalist from Spiegel TV. You could try—”

Annie slams down the phone and races to the door where she collides with Therese’s boss.

“Annie, what are you doing here?”

“I was looking for Therese. She isn’t…”

The accountant is already past—doesn’t even care to listen—so Annie rushes back to her section. All afternoon, while she sorts through a new shipment and helps customers find books, she is thinking about the phone call. Could it really be that Werner works for Spiegel, the famous political magazine in the west?

The little voice inside roars to life. You’re so full of it, it giggles. Werner is long gone, you’ll never know what happened to him. Just like Mother…

Immediately, anxiety tightens Annie’s throat, makes her gasp. She hasn’t thought about that time in ages, has buried it deeply in some crevasse of her heart.

The evening drags on unbearably. How is she going to get through another night, not to mention the entire week? Emma has parent teacher conferences, and the apartment is creepily quiet. Neither west nor east TV programs are interesting. Except for stories about the border wall, Annie turns it on mute.

Something is definitely happening. The border is still open, and thousands swarm across every day to spend the evening. The East German dictatorship appears baffled. Erich Honecker, who’s basked in his glorified position of leadership, was removed from office last month. The SED’s decades-long methods of suppression, spying, and threatening no longer work. The people have gotten a taste of what freedom feels like.

Annie smiles grimly. What right does a government have to tell its citizens what to think and say, and to shut it away behind a wall?

She is still awake when Emma returns and catches her daughter in the kitchen, fixing a sandwich.

“Oh, Mama, you scared me,” she says, “I didn’t get any dinner.”

“He may be working at Spiegel…I called the TV station,” Annie blurts.

Emma’s sandwich sinks to the table. “Wow, that’s a really great magazine—lots of politics.”

Annie rolls her eyes and grins. “Subversive, exactly the kind of thing, the government hates.”

“When are you going to call him?”

Annie remains quiet.

“You are going to call him, aren’t you?” Emma rushes over and grabs Annie’s shoulders. “You’re so close.”

Annie let’s out a sigh. Whenever Emma puts something in her mind, she’s like a hunting dog following its prey; she won’t let go. “Sure, maybe tomorrow. I won’t be able to call Spiegel from work,” she adds. “I asked Therese in accounting, but she won’t let me call the most famous political magazine from her store. The Stasi will be on us.” Annie quakes. Stories of arrests have been told for years. People are detained for the slightest hint of anti-state actions.

“Just cross the border and call from the post office.” Emma remembers her sandwich and takes a hearty bite. “You won’t get a free line from here anyway.” She suddenly smacks her own forehead and rushes to her room, only to reappear seconds later with the latest Spiegel magazine.

“Bought it Saturday.” She stuffs it into Annie’s hands. “Surely, there’s a phone number you can use.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Annie huffs. “What if they check you?”

“They haven’t. There’re too many of us. They’re giving up, I’m telling you. Finally, they are feeling our presence.” A small smile creeps into Emma’s face. “The will of the people.”

Annie sinks onto a chair and opens the magazine, but the lines blur and she closes it again.

Originally, Annie was going to wait till after work, but instead, she’s taken off during lunch. It’s going to be tight to get across the border to make the call and return in time for the afternoon shift. But something inside her feels wild and unruly, something she’s not felt since…maybe that summer Werner left.

“Der Spiegel, how may I help you?” comes through the line.

Annie grips the phone tighter. “Yes, hello, I’d like to speak with Werner Baran, please. I believe he’s a reporter.”

“One moment.”

Annie’s breath rattles in her own ears as if she’s run up three flights of stairs. What is she going to say…remember me, it’s Annie, your long-lost love. Very funny! In that moment she realizes she hasn’t said or thought anything humorous in so long that it feels alien and absurd.

“…I’m sorry, there is nobody by that name working here.”

The words echo…nobody by that name. Werner is dead…has been dead for years.

“…You still there? Hello?”

Annie forces air through her lungs. “Eh, yes, I just thought,” her voice sounds so small, even feeble, “there was a reporter on NDR, the night…November 9…”

“Let me connect you.”

Annie has a feeling the woman just wanted to get rid of her.

“Programming, how may I help you?”

“Sorry, I…need to know who reported on NDR the night of November 9.”

“Just a moment.” The line clicks, but the voice returns in seconds. “That reporter is Werner Becker.”

Thoughts whirl inside Annie’s head. The man wasn’t Werner, and yet, he has the same first name. Is that a sign? But why would he change his name? It makes no sense. She could make sure, could ask to be connected.

As if the woman has heard her thoughts, she says, “Werner Becker is on assignment right now. Do you want to leave a message?”

“Thanks, no…” The handset slides from Annie’s fingers as she leans her forehead against the phone box. She is done. After all that excitement of the last days, she’s finally gotten confirmation that she imagined things.

Somebody raps against the glass window of the phone booth. “Hello, are you done? There’re people waiting out here.”

Annie returns to reality. She puts the phone back in its cradle and grabs her purse. Remembers that it is her lunch hour, remembers that she is in West Berlin.

Dreamlike, she wanders outside and back across the border, where green-uniformed guards with stony expressions watch a steady stream of men and women pass from east to west and back.

Heidi runs over as soon as Annie enters the store. “You’re late,” she whispers and guides her into the psychology section. “Boss has been looking for you.” Annie can tell her friend is worried for her. “I said you had a tummy ache and needed a bit of fresh air.”

Annie nods. She can’t concentrate, not on the threatening prospect of having to face her boss, nor on Heidi’s concerned and questioning face.

“What happened?” Heidi whispers. “You look like you saw a ghost?” When Annie remains silent, she adds, “Did you find him? Is he working…at Spiegel?”

At this very moment, Annie realizes that her hopes, that new energy she’s felt for the past week, have been crushed. Tears begin to stream. It’s so embarrassing—how is she going to face her boss in this state?

Heidi quietly hugs her to her ample chest and rubs her back. “I’m so sorry,” she repeats over and over.


Chapter Thirty-six

Annie has reluctantly agreed to accompany Emma and Heidi to West Berlin for some Christmas shopping. She neither has the funds nor much interest to look at the things she cannot afford. Still, she is determined to get over her stupid dreams and at least buy a small something for the other two. After all, it is only eight days to Christmas Eve.

The Kudamm, one of Berlin’s premier shopping streets, bustles with revelers. A mob crowds in front of KaDeWe’s windows where stuffed animals have been set up in adorable scenes…bears picnic with bunnies and hedgehogs. A Steiff bear in a blue-and-white striped suit rides a seesaw with a dog that looks like a mix between a beagle and a golden retriever. Children shout with delight and couples press together, holding hands and kissing. Out of a hidden loudspeaker, Frank Sinatra’s Silent Night floats down and mixes quite appropriately with snowflakes. Annie feels insignificant—almost transparent—as she turns away. She is thirty minutes early, and the other two are still out here enjoying themselves. They plan on getting hot chocolate upstairs before heading back east.

Annie turns west and smashes into something. Sharp pain creeps up her chin to her knee and down to her ankle. At the same time a voice says, “Damn, watch you step.”

She’s dropped her two lonely bags. In one are the truffles she’s bought for Emma. The other bag sits in a dirty puddle of melting snow, its red content leaking into it like blood. The expensive wine Annie has picked for Heidi is disintegrating in the middle of Kudamm. Damn, there won’t be enough left in her budget for another bottle.

Her gaze travels from the ground upward, along gray wool pants, a black duffle coat, up to eyes that watch her impatiently. The man wears a mottled gray beard, neatly trimmed, his hair hidden underneath a well-used knitted cap that seems too casual for the rest of his appearance.

“Sorry, I didn’t see you,” she says.

“That much is obvious.”

Her gaze returns to her ruined gifts, and she bends to pick up the truffle bag. It is soggy too, but at least the package appears to be intact.

Inside her, a lion begins to roar. She turns to confront the man, the anger in her throat so hot she has trouble speaking. “You’ve got eyes. It’s your fault too, walking so close to the windows.”

He appears surprised and turns toward the lit displays of the majestic department store. That’s when Annie sees the man’s face, sees that tiny scar on the right temple. It is so small now, faded, yet she sees it clearly, the day when a branch gave and he fell from three meters to the ground. He’d been lucky, because right next to him lay a sharp-edged boulder that could’ve broken his back. Sure, the wind had been knocked from him and he lay still, so still, Annie got scared and started shouting his name. Werner.

“Look, who is crying,” he’d joked, pulling himself on one elbow, a sheepish grin on his face.

“Oh, you…idiot.” Relieved beyond measure, Annie had swallowed her tears. Other than the bloody cut on his temple, he was fine. She offered him her handkerchief to stop the flow. “Better hold that there for a while.”

“…you’re right.”

Annie hasn’t heard a word…she stares as if she’s mute and deaf. It is the man she’s seen on TV. “What?”

“I said you may be right.” He appears impatient, even a bit rude.

“You are Werner…Becker.”

He doesn’t exactly roll his eyes, but she knows he’s heard it a thousand times. He looks ahead, then back at her, obviously trying to decide what to do. “Look, I’m sorry. How about I buy you another bottle. I just don’t have time right now—”

“It’s fine, I’ll manage.” Annie catches herself before her hand reaches for his face. She wants to touch that scar, knows it has to be the man she last saw in 1944.

“No, no, give me your address. I’ll have it sent to you.”

“I live in East Berlin.” She says it as if it’s a batch of shame. It is, kind of, her shabby clothes and scuffed brown shoes mark her as obviously as a yellow star marked the Jews in Hitler’s Reich.

A small grin flies across his features. “The post does deliver,” he quips. “Your address?”

“Send it to the bookstore where I work. It’s called ‘Das internationale Buch.’

“You sell books?”

The anger is back. Just because she looks like a mouse doesn’t mean she is an idiot. “What is it to you?”

He shakes his head. “Nothing, I…didn’t mean.” He shakes his head again. Then checks his watch. “Look, I’ve got to run.”

Annie nods. “Thanks for sending the wine.”

He smacks a palm against his forehead. “Stupid, what’s your name?”

“Annie,” she says slowly.

Ever so quickly, his attention returns to her face, his jaw tightens as he presses his lips together. There is something new there, something like pain or is it regret? She can tell there is recognition, a flash of something bygone, memories buried deeply. Then it is gone. He straightens a bit and says, “Sorry, your last name?”

“Lindmann.”

“Great, I’ll send it to you…before Christmas.” He turns abruptly and rushes off.

Annie stands there with that pathetic paper bag, looking after the man she once loved. Her feet are numb because the puddle has soaked through her soles.

He is alive! A well-respected reporter, smart and by the looks of it well-off. Unlike her, a sixties vintage nobody from East Berlin in worn shoes and gray clothes. No wonder he didn’t want to have anything to do with her.

“Mama?” Emma runs to her, assorted bags dangling from her arm. “What are you doing out here? I know I’m a bit late, but you should’ve waited inside.”

Annie focuses on her daughter, the smart woman she’s practically raised by herself. “I’m so proud of you,” she says teary-eyed.

Emma hugs her. “Where’s this coming from? Those lights and Christmas songs must be getting to you. Isn’t it glorious?”

Annie giggles, which is dangerously close to crying. Why in the world did he not want to acknowledge her? She is sure he recognized her. Absolutely in her gut sure.

The sidewalk blurs, and the crowd in front of the windows grows into a globby mess. Emma guides her mother to the entrance where Heidi is already waiting.

“What happened to you?” Heidi asks. “You were supposed to go shopping, not attend a funeral.”

Annie grins a watery smile. “Let’s go upstairs. I’ve got to tell you something.”

“I can’t believe he had the audacity to pretend,” Emma cries, taking a huge gulp of her hot chocolate. “Are you absolutely sure he recognized you?”

Annie nods slowly. “When I said my name…It was like…back then. Except he was totally guarded.”

“Why did he change his name? I don’t get it,” Emma says.

“I think we need something stronger than cocoa,” Heidi comments. She waves at the waitress as if she’s been doing it for years. “Three white wines please. That Chardonnay, if you have it.”

“Of course, right away.”

“My treat,” Heidi says, as soon as the waitress disappears. “I need to go on a diet anyway.”

Annie grins, feeling the urge to hug that little woman with the big heart. Heidi returns her smile and then all three begin to giggle. They laugh until tears run down their faces.


Chapter Thirty-seven

As soon as they cross the border to the east, the mirth that carried Annie through the evening vanishes. It’s like a heaviness lurks here—something cold, forbidding, and what? Disappointing?

It was hard enough to envision Werner dead in some mass grave in Russia, but this…this deliberate brush-off felt as cruel and icy as being smacked in the head. How can she live with this new truth, of having found the man she loved, only to be dismissed?

After saying good-bye to Heidi, Emma has walked with her, talking the entire way as if she’s afraid what her mother may do when there is a pause.

At last Emma unlocks the door, then hesitates. “Mama, will you be all right?”

Annie nods. She’s bone-tired, as tired as she was forty-four years ago after that long trek west. All she wants is to bury under the covers and leave the evening behind her, somehow eradicate it from her memory, from her being.

Of course, that’s impossible—she spends most of the night going over the encounter. Fate played a cruel joke, throwing him in her way. Why did she have to turn at the exact moment when he passed her by? What are the chances?

At work, Christmas music blares, lines form in front of the store, and shoppers come and go all day. There is no time to think as she rushes to and from, showing people what the shop has to offer. Too often, she tells them that they’re out of this and that. Most decent books come in such small quantities, if they arrive at all, and are sold out before they hit the shelves. At least now people can cross and shop over there…where he lives in his fine clothes.

A bitter grin crosses her features, and then vanishes as she heaves for air. It’s so hard to breathe these days, a task she never even noticed until now. She’s bitter, angry, and sad all at once—likely envious too. She’s turned from a boring to an ugly person.

A week has passed since the encounter and doubt has crept back into her mind, where it has settled and made itself comfortable. The man could’ve been anyone—the scar a coincidence, the voice no more than similar to what she thinks she remembers. More than eight billion people populate earth. They say there is a twin for every person, similarities for sure.

Besides, forty-five years have passed. There is that. He was a boy then, barely a man. He was changing rapidly, even the year they parted. Why would she think she’d recognize him?

When Annie enters the back office that night to change shoes and grab her coat, a package sits in her cubicle. Her name is written on the cardboard box as well as the address of a wine store. So, he had it shipped, didn’t even want to take the time himself.

In a sudden urge of anger, she grabs the box and considers tossing it into the waste basket. But there is Heidi, who she wanted to surprise. Christmas Eve is in three days, and she sure won’t go back west. She swallows and resolutely puts on coat and hat, stuffing the box under her arm as she heads for the door. She knows it’s been opened. The Stasi opens everything, letters and packages. They’re so afraid someone might not like the state. Where would they get that idea?

Annie scoffs. What an idiotic system, trying to control a person’s thoughts and sniff out any rebellious views by punishing them. Hard.

Well, that is over. At least it appears that the border will remain open. It’s like a dam was breached and the water mass keeps breaking away more ground to reach equilibrium with the other side.

At home, Emma curiously eyes the package. Annie hasn’t touched it, silently cooks a pot of spaghetti and sips a beer while she makes sauce.

“Aren’t you going to open it?” Emma asks.

“What for?”

“Isn’t it from him?”

“So?” Something sharp has crept into Annie’s voice. She takes a sip and gives the sauce a whirl. “It’s just wine. Not even for me; it’s a present for Heidi.”

“But he sent it.”

Annie turns back to the stove. “I don’t care.” She takes another sip. “It wasn’t him anyway. I likely just imagined things.”

“Right.” Annie feels Emma’s gaze on her temple, but refuses to face her daughter. “You mind if I look?”

Annie jeers something unintelligible and turns off the stove. “Dinner is ready, better get the plates.”

But Emma ignores her and carefully opens the cardboard seam. Annie pulls out plates and slaps noodles onto them. Plates clink, silverware clatters.

“Look, he sent a card.” In Emma’s hand rests an envelope made from expensive paper. She sniffs it.

Annie rushes over and snaps, “Give it to me.”

Emma smiles sardonically and lays the envelope on Annie’s palm. “No reason to get mad. It’s just a note.”

All of a sudden, Annie is no longer hungry. She’s without any needs except for the one: to read the message.

Dear Annie,

I’m sorry about the bump and breaking your wine bottle. The Barolo I’m sending is a pretty good one, hopefully you’ll like it.

I wish you and yours a Merry Christmas!

Werner

PS Germany is changing – at last.

Annie stares at the lines until the letters begin to dance. What did she expect, some confession? A summary of his life? Some explanation why he didn’t acknowledge her? She squints to clear away the watery haze and stares at the writing. At least he did write the note. She tries to remember his handwriting, but she can’t. Back then they were almost always together; he didn’t have much reason to write. Besides, his writing would’ve matured…changed.

Emma watches her from her seat. “What does it say?” The spaghetti are growing cold.

Annie hands over the letter and drains her beer. “Better eat.”

On Christmas Day, they meet at Heidi’s place, a tiny apartment in a second courtyard in Prenzlauer Berg where five-story houses squeeze together in unending rows. They have neither seen paint nor been kept up in decades, their facades as ashen and splotchy as pigeon droppings. Heidi is lucky to live on the fifth floor, where she owns a piece of the sky, which is snow-water gray today. Heidi keeps her place tidy and, despite her bulk, moves with surprising agility between kitchen and table. It’s really a table for two, but they’re making it work.

They’re feasting on beef roast and potatoes and Heidi has baked an apple crumble pie with real Irish butter. “Got it from the west,” she exclaims as they eat. When it comes to pies, Heidi means serious business.

“So good.” Emma scrapes the last crumbles off her plate and jumps up. “Let’s open gifts.”

She hands Heidi the wine box. “From Mama…actually it came from Werner.” Annie throws Emma an angry glance, but Emma ignores her mother. “You know, the wine bottle he broke. This is what he sent her.”

Instead of speaking, Heidi’s forefinger traces the engraved name and crest on the wooden box. “Looks fancy.” She carefully lifts the lid. Inside lies a bottle of red wine in a bed of straw. Again, Heidi studies the label…traces it with her finger.

Annie has been quiet, just watching her friend, fighting down her own curiosity at the beautiful wrapping.

Abruptly, Heidi looks at Annie. “This is much more than a bottle and an apology for breaking some cheap wine.” She closes the lid and hands the box to Annie. “This is your gift from Werner. You mustn’t give it away.”

“The original was for you, so is this one.”

Heidi resolutely shakes her head. “I love you, Annie, you know that. But this is not something I can keep.”

On the other side of Annie, Emma chimes in. “I agree, it’s your gift.”

Annie grabs the box and places it back on the table. “Fine then, I’ll take it, but only if you two share the bottle with me.”

Heidi grins. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Except if Werner shows up to take our place.”

“Haha, very funny,” Annie scoffs. “He’s found a neat way to forget all about our encounter.” She looks at the two women. “Besides, it’s not him anyway. Why should he have changed his name? Makes no sense.”

“There’re reasons why people change their names.” Emma looks thoughtful. “I looked it up. People are hiding from someone or something. Maybe he did something…committed a crime.”

“Or has an old girlfriend who is chasing him,” giggles Heidi.

“You two are too much,” Annie cries, but then she joins in. Like that evening at the KaDeWe, the three of them laugh until tears run down their cheeks.

At last, Annie wipes her face and leans back, exhausted. “I suppose we’ll never know.”


Chapter Thirty-eight

At the bookstore the madness continues after the holidays when customers return, exchange and buy more books. Annie is glad about the distraction that keeps her from thinking about the wine, about the man who may or may not be Werner.

Two weeks after New Year, Emma comes running into the apartment. Annie has been spending the day reading the new west book, she was able to reserve for herself, and is still in her robe.

“Tomorrow is a demonstration,” Emma cries and throws her purse on the table. She approaches Annie’s couch and looks down at her. “Are you still like that from this morning? Don’t you care what is going on?”

Annie looks up at her daughter and forces a smile. “Sure, I do. Tell me about it.”

Emma appears too excited to argue, so she sinks next to her mother. “You remember that the Ministry for State Security still continues working? I mean, they’re pretending nothing has changed, that they can keep spying on us. I’ve heard they’re destroying thousands of files, wiping away their crimes.” Emma pulls her woolhat off and shakes her damp hair. “Tomorrow, we’re going to the Stasi to demonstrate. They’re still destroying documents about their spy network.”

“Don’t you have school?”

“Oh Mama, it’s going to be after four o’clock. I’ll go straight from work.” She grips Annie’s hand. “Why don’t you come?”

“As far as I know our store remains open till six, so no, I’ll not be able to join you.”

Emma straightens and gets busy fixing a sandwich. Knife in hand, she turns to her mother. “Are you always going to be depressed now? You haven’t set foot outside since Christmas, other than to go to work.”

Annie demonstratively opens her book. “I need time to think.”

To her surprise, Emma returns to her sandwich without so much as a word.

Emma is right, of course. The knot is back—the knot that twists Annie’s insides and continues to grow tighter and tighter over the years. She is moping and depressed, and also angry about the man who broke her wine bottle. Though with every day she’s less certain that the man she met is Werner…her Werner. And while she’s incredibly relieved the East German dictatorship is slowly dissolving, not that much will change for her. She’s over sixty and in a few years, she’ll retire. Hopefully, Emma will stay with her, or it’ll be hard to afford the rent. With Germany changing, she doesn’t even know what will happen to her benefits. Will she even get paid, or will she work until she falls over dead? What will happen to the country’s currency, the East German Mark? She doesn’t have a lot of savings, but losing them would devastate her.

With so much uncertainty, it’s hard to get excited. Even in the bookstore there’s talk about restructuring. If people can buy their books in the west, why do they need to order them from her? A lot of the Eastern Block books will no longer be printed. Annie huffs. Who’d want to read such one-sided nonsense, anyway?

When she returns from work the next evening, the TV shows a huge crowd in front of the Stasi headquarters, people are watching the building, holding signs Name the spies…where are the thugs from the cellars of the SED…End the Stasi, SED, dictatorship and Nazism. Annie watches the crowd, searches for Emma. In the back of her mind, she imagines the secret police swarming out to arrest everyone.

Instead, a gate is unlocked and the crowd moves inside and swarms the corridors, pointing at a room with impounded west products. Another shows rows and rows of wiretaps, earphones dangle from walls. It isn’t much, considering that more than two hundred thousand fulltime spies controlled the state and collected evidence from its citizens.

Annie absentmindedly chews her sandwich, wishing for Emma to return home. Around eight o’clock, the crowd disburses. Emma is home shortly after.

“Did you see?” she cries. “These assholes already took everything. I tell you, they’re hiding their dirty work…or destroying it.”

“Of course, they will,” Annie says. “Authoritarians are many things, but they’re neither brave nor forthcoming.” Her voice is bitter as she thinks about Hitler and the crimes he and his cronies committed. That they cost her everything she ever cared about. “They hide behind power and threats.” She looks at her daughter. “It’ll be the same as with the Nazis. First, they go into hiding. After a while they crawl back out, dust themselves off, and claim that they weren’t involved. They get themselves a Persil Schein, a document that declares them innocent bystanders.” She takes a deep breath. “And then they crawl back into positions of power.”

Emma puts an arm around Annie’s shoulders. “At least, we’re making progress.”

Annie smiles softly. “Maybe we are.”


Chapter Thirty-nine

“Annie, somebody is asking for you.” One of her colleagues stands in the door to the storeroom where Annie is sorting a fresh delivery of books. 

“Coming.” It’s nothing unusual, because customers often ask for her by name when they order, some of them have been customers for years and she has a reputation of tracking down the rarest books.

Annie wipes down her hands and hurries to the front. “Over there,” the woman at the cash register says.

Annie is about to put on her smiley business face, when she pauses…thunderstruck. There, by the entry tables announcing the newest bestsellers, waits Werner Becker.

Their eyes meet, yet Annie isn’t able to make her legs move. She just stands there and eyes the stranger who isn’t strange at all. Something in the way he holds himself, the way he turns his head slightly to the left, she all of a sudden knows that this is Werner, her lover, the boy who joined the Volkssturm and left her pregnant—the father of her daughter, Emma.

She swallows once…twice. The cashier is saying something to her, but she can only focus on the man…who is now approaching her. Not with the light catlike, smooth way, she remembers, but much more deliberate—slower, yet powerful.

“Hi, hello, Frau Lindmann?”

Annie nods. Another swallow. Her throat is so dry, she’s wheezing a bit. Werner has come to the counter and is now focusing entirely on her. There’s something uncertain in his eyes, a vulnerability Annie didn’t see last time. She pulls herself together and says, “How can I help you?”

Werner glances at the cashier who’s still watching curiously, but then he puts on his serious face. “I’m looking for a particular book, and I was hoping you could help me.”

Annie tries a smile, but it refuses and glides away. She steps out into the store, feeling naked and ugly in her slacks and blouse. “What type of book is it? Fiction, nonfiction?”

“Nonfiction…historical.”

Annie swallows and says, “This way, I’ll show you what we have. Of course, you can always order.”

She runs off, not even looking to see if he follows. But as she arrives in the nonfiction area, there he is, right behind her.

Without the counter between them, she feels exposed. Come on, her mind comments. With a deep breath, she turns. “Werner Becker, right? You sent the wine.”

The man looks at her again, this time, there is sadness in his expression. “You and I know that isn’t my real name.”

The shelves behind Werner begin to sway and dance. In her dizziness, Annie lifts her head to look at the man. He’s tall, much taller than she remembers.

She was right all along. Before she can say anything, Werner bends closer and says with a low voice, “I’m so sorry. I should’ve said something when we met. I was just so…so shocked. I never expected to see you again.” He lifts his hand and places it on her forearm. It quivers a bit, just like his voice.

That last bit puts Annie over the edge. The lump in her throat spills over into her eyes. She shakes off his hand, roughly wipes her face with her sleeve, and croaks, “I knew it was you when I saw the scar.”

Werner’s hand wanders to his temple, and he touches the spot with his forefinger. “I’d forgotten about that.”

I didn’t, Annie wants to say. But she says nothing. All of a sudden, a terrible rage burns inside. Her blood has turned into lava. “I looked for you for years… But the search system was terrible. The SED ignored us mostly…all of us coming from the East.” The words fly out of her in torrent, hard and fast. “They didn’t even acknowledge we had lost our homes…lost everything.” Her arms flail as if she could somehow encompass the immensity of her loss. “They called us resettlers.” She thinks of the decades she’s struggled to feel at home, make peace with her past. Now it all bubbles to the surface.

“I looked for you, too.” Werner’s eyes are on her. “The German Red Cross has a huge database, but they didn’t know as much about the people in the east.” His gaze wanders off and returns. “You’re married.”

As if that means anything. “Was…I was married. Robert died long ago…never got over the war trauma.”

Werner takes a deep breath but remains silent. A faraway look clouds his eyes again.

Annie watches him carefully. The trimmed beard can’t hide the bitter lines around his mouth. It’s not the creased forehead that makes her realize he’s endured a lot and suffered like she has. It’s all in the eyes, which now carry a burden, an unspoken anguish he’s buried deeply. “You’re a famous reporter now.”

Again, a sigh. “Just trying to tell how it is…things that matter.”

“You always dreamed about being a biologist.”

He smiles, but it is a sad smile. “I dreamed of many things, Annie.” His dark eyes are on her and in that moment, she feels like they’re back in the barn. Time is insignificant—a concept that has no meaning for the heart, for love.

She shakes away the memory, his intense gaze. “Why did you come…now?”

“I needed time, felt bad…wanted to apologize. It’s the least I can do.”

She can tell, he’s not sure himself. Again, her body deceives her; she can’t think of something good to say, even though there is so much of it.

“I’ve got to go…an appointment.” He smiles at her softly. Is there regret in his expression?

“Thank you for coming,” she says as if he were some customer. Stupid idiot, her mind scolds.

He pulls out his wallet and hands her a business card. Then he tips two fingers to his wool cap. “Take care of yourself…Annie.”

Annie stands there, watching motionless how he walks to the exit, a broad-shouldered man who’s pursued a successful career. Her gaze wanders to her chest and hips, her legs, and sensible shoes. For over sixty, her figure isn’t bad, but fashion was never a priority. Not only did she not care about dressing up, she neither had money nor the opportunity to wear pretty clothes.

“I’m looking for a self-help book about dieting.” A woman looks at her expectantly.

Annie starts at the voice, catches herself, and produces a half-smile. “Of course. Come this way.”

Only when she walks home from the bookstore, does she allow herself to revisit Werner’s surprise appearance. He looks good for sixty-two. Not only is he trim, he has that air around him that successful people have—a kind of laissez-faire, relaxed approach at the world with the confidence that everyone will treat him right. Because he’s made something of himself, the little voice in her head comments. Unlike you, working in a bookstore. Only one thing is missing: the ease with which he moved as a boy. This new Werner carries burdens.

“Mama?” Emma bangs about the kitchen, fixing lentil soup.

Annie hasn’t even realized she stepped through the door. Seeing her daughter, she breaks out in tears, throws herself in Emma’s arms.

“What happened?” Emma rubs Annie’s back. Normally, it’d be the mother’s turn to comfort her daughter. When did the role reverse?

Annie sobs loudly, digs for a handkerchief and blows her nose. “Werner came to the store.”

“What? Tell me.” Emma pulls Annie to the table and makes her sit down. “What did he say?”

“He asked for me, told me that he’s sorry for ignoring me, pretending…”

“So, it is him. He is my father.” Emma sounds as breathless as Annie feels. She catches Annie’s thrashing hands and holds them down. “What did you tell him? What happened to him?”

A great feeling of sadness comes over Annie. It’s so strong, she can hardly lift her head to meet her daughter’s eyes. “Nothing. He didn’t say much…it was awkward, I couldn’t…” Annie remembers his intense gaze, the confusion she’d felt.

Emma jumps up. “What do you mean? He must’ve said something. You mean you didn’t tell him about me?”

Annie lowers her head, again it is too heavy to lift. “You don’t just tell a man you haven’t seen in forty-five years that he has a child.”

“Why not?” Emma’s voice sounds like a cry. “What did he say then?”

“That he was sorry for ignoring me before Christmas and that he was the man…” I’d loved back then. Annie can’t say it out loud, because even that little bit brings back all the pain of her past. “He said he’d looked for me, but that the East German government had no reliable database for us.”

“Us?”

“The resettlers from the east.” Annie realizes that Emma doesn’t know, doesn’t understand the difference. She’s grown up in this new and now old country, has considered the GDR her home.

“I still don’t understand. Why you didn’t tell him about me?” Emma’s eyes are full of hurt as she straightens and returns to the soup.

As she relives the scene between the bookshelves, Annie wants to say something, explain herself to her daughter.

But nothing is good enough to excuse the fact that she made her daughter feel insignificant.


Chapter Forty

On March 18, Annie and Emma visit the election office, where they cast their votes in the first ever free democratic elections of the country. Afterwards, they celebrate with a pizza dinner at Heidi’s apartment.

Heidi has discovered her new foible for Italian wine and bought two straw-encased bottles of Chianti across the border. “Can you believe it?” she says, raising her glass. Her cheeks glow with wine and excitement. “We’re becoming a democracy.”

“All I know is that I want it to be over…put the SED behind us,” Annie says.

“Damn dictators,” Emma says.

“Damn right.” Heidi cries and lifts her glass a second time. “Here is to our new country.”

“Looks like the Alliance for Germany is way ahead,” Emma comments, her eyes on the TV screen in the background, listing the parties’ election counts.

“They did promise us a unified Germany, equal exchange of East German and West German mark.” Heidi picks at the pizza crust on her plate. She never leaves any leftovers. She’d told Annie once how she’d starved for years after the war and that she’d sworn to herself to never waste food.

“Not sure they can keep all those promises,” Annie says.

Heidi pours more wine. “No matter. Anything is better than what we had.”

“The Alliance for Germany will want us to unify with the west,” Emma says. “Let’s drink to that.”

As they clink glasses, Annie thinks of Werner, something that automatically happens all the time these days. Since his visit, she’s looked at his business card a hundred times and carries it with her like a precious gem.

For several weeks after Werner stopped by the bookstore, Emma acted strangely, hardly talking to Annie and refusing to explain her silence. Heidi had recommended giving Emma time. It had to be difficult, not to know your father, and now that his identity was revealed, Emma still didn’t have a chance to meet him—nor did he know of her existence.

Whenever Annie turns on the TV these days, she expects to see Werner. When the weekly Spiegel magazine is delivered to the bookstore, she’s the first in line to buy a copy. During break she checks the bylines, photos, and articles for signs of Werner. He’s like a ghost who constantly hovers above their lives.

She is no longer afraid to cross the border to West Berlin. The guards have disappeared and the air has become easier to breathe. It’s as if this new freedom has lifted a veil to allow in the sun.

The days after visiting Heidi, Emma was still acting strangely—kind of reserved and short, which hurts Annie’s feelings. Doesn’t her daughter understand that it is impossible to come to terms with the past? All she can do is bury her memories and concentrate on what is going on now. Only this morning, Emma seems a bit more amiable, and even offers to fix Annie’s lunch.

When Annie returns to the apartment in the evening, Emma is not only home, she has cooked dinner—pasta with a Bolognese sauce, garlic bread and a tossed salad. A bottle of red wine stands on the table, two candles are lit in the middle, soft jazz is playing in the background.

Annie smiles, relieved that Emma has forgiven her. It was a hard day at the bookstore with a huge shipment that had to be inventoried and sorted onto shelves. There were a hundred calls to people, informing them that their orders had come in. Turns out, after the initial rush across the border, people are settling into their routines.

“What a wonderful surprise,” Annie says, tossing her shoes onto the rack. “My feet are killing me. I must’ve walked five miles today.”

Emma points at the wine. “Pour yourself a glass, it’s quite good…Primitivo from Italy.”

Obviously, Emma has already had some, because her cheeks are flushed. Despite the cool April temperatures, the window is open.

Annie plops down at the table and helps herself. That’s when she notices that there’s a third plate set.

“Is Heidi joining us?” she asks. “She didn’t mention anything.”

Emma’s eyes are glued to the stove top. “It’s a surprise.”

The doorbell rings and Emma flies to operate the buzzer. Moments later another voice can be heard in the hall and then Werner Becker enters the kitchen.

Annie’s stomach twists in a somersault. What did Emma do? How dare she—

“Hi Annie,” he says and hurries to her side. “Emma said there’s been an emergency. She thought, I should know…maybe I can help.”

Annie’s mouth falls open as she looks at Werner, then at Emma whose cheeks are as red as her Bolognese.

“It’s not exactly an emergency.” Emma drains her glass and joins them at the table. “I’m sorry, I needed to do this…” All of a sudden, she seems to run out of words. Tears shimmer in her dark eyes…Werner’s eyes.

Annie has swallowed her surprise and pats the seat next to her. No more excuses. “Better sit. I think Emma has told you a ruse because she needs you to know something.”

Werner settles into the chair, not saying a word. “So, you’re not sick or something?”

Annie laughs, but it’s sounds as if she’s choking. “I feel just fine. Especially now that we’re getting rid of the dictators.” She motions Emma to sit. “Since you orchestrated this meeting, you might as well join us.”

Emma nods, but then she jumps back up. “Would you like a glass of wine, Herr Becker? I made dinner for us.”

Werner appears glad for something neutral to say. “Sure, I’d love some. Call me Werner.”

“I’m Emma.”

As Emma fills his glass, Annie secretly watches the man who is in her thoughts most of the day, every day. He looks tired tonight, the skin beneath his eyes puffy and gray, as if he hasn’t been sleeping well. As soon as Emma is back on her seat, Annie says, “I don’t suppose you want to tell him, Emma?”

Emma just stares at her, then Werner, and shakes her head. Her usual boisterousness has left her.

Annie takes a sip of wine. “Fine then, I’ll explain.” All of a sudden there it is, the moment of truth. How often has she imagined what she’d say to Werner? At first, back then in 1945 when she still hoped to return home and reunite, she’d fantasized walking up this home with the baby in her arms, handing Emma to him with a smile. Over the years, the scenarios in her mind changed, but she always knew what to say and do. Now she sits here and her throat is clogged with so much emotion, it feels like a grapefruit has settled there.

She brusquely wipes her face and begins. “Back in 1944…before you left, we had…did.” She sighs. “Anyway, I got pregnant. While you were fighting somewhere, I was home with Oma Leo and Mother, waiting for your return. Of course, you didn’t come back, and in January of 1945, we were forced to evacuate. The Red Army was approaching Insterburg.” She looks up for the first time, meeting Werner’s gaze. All the color has gone from his face, and his mouth trembles behind the salt and pepper beard. “We fled to Pillau and…” the memory of her mother returns and all of a sudden, she can’t continue.

“You had a baby?” Werner’s voice is soft…wonderous.

“In July, I gave birth to Emma.” She looks at her daughter. “Werner, meet Emma.”

Emma’s eyes are full of tears now. She just sits there and looks at her father. Werner seems equally thunderstruck as he looks at his daughter. “You are my daughter.” A smile spreads across his face, small at first, and then so wide it seems it will split his face in two. There are tears as well.

“Emma,” he says, as if he’s trying out this new sound, addressing his daughter.

Annie clears her throat to kick away the grapefruit. “Anyway, Emma knew about you, but she could not bear the thought that you didn’t even know she existed. Especially, after I finally found you.”

In one sweeping motion, Werner gets up from his chair and approaches Emma with an outstretched hand. “I’m so happy to meet you, Emma.”

Emma rises, a bit wobbly at first, but then she takes Werner’s hand, and in an instant throws herself at his chest. “Mother told me about you long ago, but she always thought you were dead.”

She leans back to face her father. “And after you came to the bookstore, nothing was resolved. She didn’t tell you, and we don’t know anything about you. So, I had to…”

“Intervene?” Werner laughs. “You’re definitely my daughter.” Then he laughs again, so loud and hearty that Emma and Annie join in.

“I think we need a toast,” Annie says, pouring more wine for them.

Werner sits back down, but not before he has petted Emma’s head.

“Emma is forty-five,” Annie says dryly. “But in her heart, she’s still missing her dad like a little girl.”

Again, the hearty laugh. “And you’re still a strong woman, Annie.” Werner looks at her, a smirk on his lips. But then he grows serious. “Tell me more about your life.” He takes Emma’s hand, holds on to it. “Now that the biggest news has been shared.”

They spend the next hours recounting old memories, and talking about their lives on the farms in Eastern Prussia. They soon move on to their escapes—Werner fleeing west to Berlin, Annie settling in Magdeburg.

Every so often, Werner looks at Emma as if to imprint her features onto his mind, this wondrous news of having a daughter.

“Do you have other children?” Annie asks.

“None.” Werner seems to want to say more, but then he presses his lips together, all of a sudden looking equally surprised and upset.

Annie wants to ask him other things…about his current life, whether he is married, or has a girlfriend. But the words refuse to form. The thought that he goes home to another woman is too difficult to bear. You’ve got no right, her mind comments. He’s been on his own for forty-five years. Like you.

When he leaves, he hugs Emma, then turns to Annie. A bit awkwardly, he presses a quick kiss on her cheek, then turns to leave. The smile he carried earlier has vanished.

Emma holds open the door, where he hesitates. “I’ll call you after my assignment. There’s more…to talk about.”

What assignment, Annie wants to ask. How long will you be gone? Not wanting to appear needy, she says nothing, just smiles. Hiding herself is a habit she’s learned well.


Chapter Forty-one

Annie waits. Scolds herself for doing it, but can’t help it. Every day she gets up, thinking that today is the day Werner will get back in touch. He’ll call the store or send a note to the apartment.

A week goes by, then another. How long do these assignments take? Why didn’t he just say where he was going? Isn’t he a bit old to travel all over the world?

She imagines what he’ll tell her, what secrets he’s kept. Maybe she’ll be brave enough to ask him about his wife. Surely, he’s married. Maybe she got wind about Annie, the old girlfriend with the illegitimate daughter.

Emma is even worse. Every night, she talks about her father. “What do you think he’s doing?” she asks for the hundredth time. Annie smiles despite her own anxiety. Emma sounds like a little kid, going to the candy store and then finding the shop empty. “Why doesn’t he contact us? At least he could call you at the bookstore.”

“Maybe the assignment takes longer. There’s a civil war in Ruanda or he’s covering the Gulf war.” Annie is trying to imagine Werner in a helmet, bullet-proof vest and a media sign on his chest, lying in the sand next to a sniper. Somehow, she can’t imagine him wanting to be near a war zone, not after what he experienced as a boy. But then, how well does she really know him? He was nearly seventeen when he left, a mere boy, unfinished and then changed and molded by the horror of World War II and forging a new life, a new identity.

During dinner, he’d told Emma, he changed his name once he and Lothar were on the run from the Russians, not to draw attention to his former life and the murder he had committed. Once they arrived in Berlin, he had simply kept it—maybe to prove to himself that he had to start over.

He’d turned his attention to Annie. “I really did search for you. Asked the German Red Cross about your family, your mother and father, gave them your address in Insterburg.” He’d grimaced. “They didn’t find you. It’s as if you’d never existed.”

Like Mama, Annie had thought. But she’d said nothing about her mother, how she’d sent her to her death. Stupid horses. What had it mattered? But regret and guilt had a way of sticking around like constant, unwanted companions.

She had not even told Emma what had happened to her grandmother. When the subject had come up, Annie had moved on to her stay with the Lindmanns, her brief and unhappy marriage to Robert.

Chewing her cheese and tomato sandwich, Emma looks thoughtful. “Maybe he just wasn’t ready to tell us…about his life…his family…what he is doing.”

“Possible.”

Emma turns her attention on Annie. “You sure had it tough, I mean, listening to you leaving in the harsh winter, escaping from the Russians. You must’ve been so scared.” She takes a deep breath. “With me inside you.”

“It was hard. I think you were the reason I continued after…”

“After?”

Annie shudders. “I…killed my mother.” Suddenly, she’s choking.

Emma’s hands swoop down and capture Annie’s. “Mama, what?”

Annie lifts her head with effort, meets her daughter’s eyes. “I can’t, I’ve never told anyone.”

“Tell me now, Mama. It’s good to get it out.” Emma’s eyes are glistening with unshed tears. “I always knew you were hiding something.”

Annie begins to sob. The grapefruit is back in her throat, even bigger than before. “You see,” she says, trying to smile through her tears. “I had these two mares, Maggie and Lotte, my babies. They pulled our wagon west…until we got to Pillau.”

“Didn’t you take the ship there?”

Annie nods, forcing herself to go on. “It was around zero—so cold that people froze to death in the streets. But all I could think of were our horses. Mother and I had arranged passage on a minesweeper, when we returned to find two German soldiers talking to Oma.” Annie looks to the ceiling, then back at Emma. “I thought I didn’t hear right when they said that they’d need every horse to feed the thousands of refugees streaming into town.” A mountain of frozen meat and bones rises in front of Annie’s eyes. “It’s true, many of them were starving. But I, in my self-absorption, thought only of myself and my pet horses. I couldn’t imagine them being slaughtered like common mounts.” Annie covers her face with her hands and sobs.

Emma massages Annie’s forearm. “Mama, what happened?”

Annie takes a shaky breath. “I asked…no, begged…Mother to save them. She agreed, wanted to do me a favor because she loved me so much. So, she took them north…out of town.” Annie’s voice peters off. She feels empty inside, as if somebody has ripped out her heart.

“She didn’t return?” Emma sounds incredulous.

Annie nods. “The field worker who’d accompanied us to Pillau and went with her was able to escape. He told Oma Leo and me that Mother had been taken by the Russians as a slave…I killed her with my selfishness.” She lowers her head as a giant sob clears her throat—a cry for forgiveness that she’s denied herself for so long.

Emma moves closer and puts an arm around her mother. “You didn’t know…how could you have? You only meant well for your horses—because you had a good heart.” She moves even closer. “You’ve got to forgive yourself. If anything, you should blame the Russians. They took your mother.”

Annie turns toward Emma and buries her head in her daughter’s shoulder. “I am so sorry. I have tried over the years to take it back, have reimagined the scene.”

“That’s the nature of forgiveness, Mama. It’s time. You were a young girl, a teenager pregnant with me, ripped from her home. How could you have known any of it?”

Emma’s words finally sink it. She’s right. Annie was young and naïve, would’ve never asked her mother had she known what was to happen.

She lifts her head and looks at her beautiful daughter as pride fills her heart. “The best thing I ever did was to have you.”

Emma smiles through her own tears. “Let’s drink to surviving the worst.”


Chapter Forty-two

It’s early May, and Annie and Emma have still not heard a word from Werner. Once again, Annie doubts herself, thinking that Werner only said those words in the heat of the moment, when he’d just found out he was a father.

Emma is less forgiving. “I can’t believe he’d do this to us,” she cries angrily.

“Maybe he was detained?”

“By whom…why? Don’t you think we’d have heard something in the news?”

Annie nods thoughtfully. She’s trying to continue her life the way it was before the wall came down…before Werner. Of course, that’s as impossible as forgetting how Werner sat at the table with them five weeks ago. “I don’t know,” she says. “But sometimes it’s not the person’s fault when they don’t come forward.”

“Oh, Mama, quit being so forgiving.” Emma laughs bitterly. “He’s just figured out he doesn’t want anything to do with me…with us. We’re just a stupid teacher and a book seller—East German idiots.”

“Stop it, Emma!”

Emma throws up her arms. “How come you forgive everyone but yourself?” Her words cut.

Fury rises inside Annie. How dare Emma questions her past? How can her daughter not see that life isn’t just black and white, but a tapestry of ups and downs, much of it hidden from view?

She gets up and grabs bucket and rags to clean the bathroom. Sometimes it’s easier to clear your head while doing menial work. She has the entire weekend off, so she might as well spend time caring for their home. Even while the East is being turned upside down, the political establishment has changed hands, offering new freedoms to the people, she and Emma will always live here.

What’s so bad about that? she thinks while scrubbing the tub. It’s true, a long time ago, she’d dreamed of bigger things, like joining Werner on his farm raising gorgeous Trakehner horses. She’d imagined living in that big house, even though Werner’s mother was never too warm to her. All those dreams are long dead. She’s learned to make do.

That’s when she remembers something and hurries to her bag, which she’s tossed into the corner. All week she’s carried the newest issue of Spiegel Magazine with her. Keeping her eyes on the cover that shows the assassination attempt of a crazy woman on German chancellor candidate Oscar Lafontaine, she pulls off her rubber gloves. On second thought, she rushes back to the bathroom to wash her hands and returns, skin still damp, to the magazine.

Maybe Werner has written an article that explains his project. She opens the title page, scans it, and moves on down the table of contents. Werner…Werner, where are you?

That’s when she sees a tiny note on the bottom of the page, no more than a footnote with the smallest photo of Werner with a camera dangling from his chest.

We are sorry to report that Werner Becker is unavailable for the time being. We will let our readers know when he’ll be back on assignment. -Spiegel Editorial Team

Annie reads the lines again and again. Something has happened to Werner. After a while she gets up to look for Emma and lays the magazine on the table in front of her.

As Emma reads, she mumbles something unintelligible. At last, she looks up. “What do you think it means?”

Annie shrugs, but then she sets her jaw. “I’m going to find out.”

Remembering the business card, she takes it to the phone booth down the street and dials his number. After several tries, the connection finally works. But the phone just rings a few times before Werner’s voice asks to leave a message.

He’s not working, and he’s not answering his phone. Something like panic engulfs Annie. She hasn’t felt this terrified since she fled from the East. The worst part is, she doesn’t even know what she’s scared about—can’t define her sudden gut feeling of doom.

All weekend, Annie and Emma discuss what to do next. Calling Spiegel appears to be the only logical choice. “We’ll go to the post office in West Berlin, call from there,” Emma says. “I’ll say I’m sick, will be late to work.”

“All right, let’s try.”

This early in the morning, the post office is somewhat quiet. Emma requests a booth and Annie dials.

“Good morning, I’m looking for Werner Becker,” she says.

“He’s not in,” the woman says without missing a beat. “Would you like his voicemail or to speak to somebody else?”

Annie takes a deep breath. “I must speak to Werner, Herr Becker. It’s very important.”

“He is not in the office.” A hint of irritation has crept into the woman’s voice.

“But if something happened to him, surely you would know,” Annie says way louder than necessary.

“We cannot provide private information about our staff.”

Annie huffs, but then she remembers Emma. “I’ve got Herr Becker’s daughter here, and she must know his whereabouts.”

For a moment the line is quiet, and Annie wonders if the woman has disconnected. But then she says, “Please hold.”

After three rings, a voice answers, “Lothar Fontane, how may I help you?”

Annie hesitates. How is she going to prove that Emma is Werner’s daughter? She may just have to explain things, so the man believes her and tells her what happened to Werner.

“I’m looking for Werner Becker,” she blurts. “I know he’s not there right now, but I must find out what happened to him.”

“Who am I speaking with?” the man says.

“Annie Lindmann. I know Werner from the past. Could you please tell me where I can find him?” When the man remains quiet, she hurries on. “I know you can’t say anything to a stranger, but Werner and I…”

Emma, who’s been listening, yanks away the phone. “Hello, sir? This is Emma Horn. Werner Becker is my father. I think I have a right to know where he is…”

Is it a huff they hear on the other side? Annie can’t be sure, but she shouts into the mouthpiece. “If he’s ill, we must know immediately.”

“Frau Horn, would you put Frau Lindmann back on the line?”

Emma hands Annie the phone. “Hello?”

The line is silent for a moment, but then the man says, “I was unaware that Werner Becker has a child. Are you sure you’re looking for the right person?”

“Absolutely sure. As I said, I knew Werner a long time ago and—”

“Is your maiden name Manstein?” The man’s voice seems to shake a bit.

Annie nearly drops the phone. “How do you know?”

“I think I know you from school. I’m an old friend of Werner’s…Lothar.”

“Lothar?” Annie tries to remember the lanky, freckled kid who hung out with Werner in school. Her memory is fuzzy…except for one thing. She knows that Lothar’s last name is as fake as Werner’s. “Please tell me,” Annie says. “He recently came to visit and I introduced him to Emma…his daughter.”

A choking sound escapes Lothar. “Son of a bitch, got himself a daughter and didn’t even know it.” Another pause, then a serious Lothar says, “I’m afraid I have bad news. Werner suffered a heart attack. He’s in the university clinic in Frankfurt.”

Something cold settles in Annie’s middle—a heavy, cement-like substance that throbs painfully. “When did it happen?” Annie whispers.

“Two weeks ago. He was on assignment in Bavaria and collapsed suddenly.”

“Have you gone to see him?”

Lothar sighs. “I did the first weekend. Took the ICE down. But he was in a bad state—didn’t wake up—so I left. I’ve talked to the doctors, but they’re not saying much, and he’s not really able to talk on the phone.”

Emma takes the handset from Annie once more. “We’re going to see him.”

“Will you tell me how he is doing?” Lothar says. “Just tell him he better not croak, we’ve got work to do.”

Annie laughs a little, but all she wants to do is cry.


Chapter Forty-three

In the end, Annie travels alone. They decided it may be too overwhelming for Werner, and Emma’s school schedule won’t allow her to leave for days.

Frankfurt’s university hospital towers above her, a white square conglomeration of buildings that scare her. Inside, people suffer and die. What if Werner… All the way down here on the train, Annie has been unable to do anything but stare out the window at the speeding landscape. The train goes so quickly, everything blurs into greens and browns, reflecting how she feels inside—a big haze of thoughts.

Why is she even going? She hardly knows Werner, has seen him twice. Even if he is the father of her daughter, she knows little of his life, and even less about his past. Most of their discussion during his visit evolved around Annie’s escape and Emma’s birth.

Halfway to Frankfurt, Annie wants to turn around. She should simply call and try to speak to him, or wait until he feels better. But what if he doesn’t, goes through her mind. What if he dies and I never have a chance to see him again? The fact that he had a heart attack means that he is not what he appears: healthy and robust. Something is ailing him deep inside. His body is carrying scars—or maybe he’s lived too well and clogged his arteries with rich western foods.

The information desk directs Annie to the cardiology building. Her shoes squeak on the linoleum with every step, the hallway seems to continue forever. Behind each door lie men and women whose lives have changed on a dime.

The door to room 1022 is open. It is a private room with a single bed, around which monitors blink in red and green. Werner lies on his back, his eyes closed. He’s pale and appears to have lost weight. Cables snake from beneath the comforter to the machines, measuring pulse and oxygen. A cuff around his bicep inflates as numbers flash. The blood pressure monitor announces 139 over 87.

Annie steps closer, quietly…carefully. She considers taking Werner’s hand, but then she just stands there and looks at him. His beard has grown long and shaggy, but all she sees is the boy she loved so fiercely. Something in the way he lies there reminds her of his vulnerability, the way he’d looked when they’d sheltered from the storm. Back then, he’d realized that he wanted her…had touched her skin like a lover. She wonders what would’ve happened if there hadn’t been a storm and she hadn’t fallen off her bike.

She feels herself smile. Such nonsense.

“Annie?” Werner’s eyes are on her.

Annie takes his hand, squeezes gently. “How are you?”

“How did you find me? I was going to—”

“Lothar told me…you and Lothar stayed close.”

“We saved each other’s lives… We were alone in the beginning.”

I know, Annie wants to say. Don’t you think I know what if feels like when you arrive in some strange town far from home, where nothing and nobody are familiar? And then eventually you realize that returning to your home and seeing your loved ones again will never happen. Never…what a strong word. There’s even a saying…never say never. But for her and Werner and millions who fled from the East, it is true. It is the plight of the refugee to endure and live with the knowledge that he’ll never regain his home, his sense of belonging.

Thanks to Stalin’s aggressive landgrab, she had lost everything—Werner even more.

“Did you ever find your mother?” she asks, thinking of the stern woman in the perfect dresses.

He just looks at her as if he can’t quite believe she’s there. “I was going to do a search.” He scoffs. “In the end, I’d made a huge mistake changing my name.” His eyes find hers. “I did go to Munich every couple of years to make sure they didn’t have an Annie Manstein looking for a Werner Baran.”

“Werner?” A woman sweeps into the room and looks Annie up and down before she moves to the other side of Werner’s bed. She’s dressed in an elegant sky-blue dress that matches her eyes, and an expensive pearl necklace adorns her graceful throat. Her makeup is as perfect as her blond upswept hair. She can’t be older than forty. “Who are you?”

Werner looks at the woman, then Annie. “Margret, this is Annie. Annie, meet Margret.”

Margret gives Annie that look, the kind that says, get lost, he’s mine, I’m better than you.

Annie, who’s been sitting on the edge of the bed, let’s go of Werner’s fingers.

“You know you need to rest, Darling.” Again, that look.

Werner chuckles softly. “That’s all I’m doing, lying around like a blob, being lazy.”

Annie gets up and takes a step back. “I should go.” Whatever small fraction of closeness they had has evaporated. The woman in blue reminds her of an ice queen.

Werner turns his head toward Annie and lifts a hand. He says nothing—just looks at her with that same serious expression he carried when he left her after they’d spent the night in the barn. There’s such heaviness in that look, a sadness that clutches her heart as if he’d taken it into his hands and squeezed.

Smile, her mind urges, so she produces a watery grin, then runs from the room, down the corridor, into the elevator, through the endless cavernous building, and finally outside. Only when she’s in the open does she burst into tears, loud ragged sobs of despair. In that moment, she feels all that loss again, all the pain she’s buried carefully, deeply inside.

She regrets she’s made the journey but is equally glad that she did. Now she knows that he has somebody, that she’s nothing but an ugly duckling next to a perfect white swan. The truth is always better than dreaming about impossibilities. When did she start hoping for some kind of reunion? How stupid, how naïve, to expect that one can simply wipe away forty-five years of independent lives? She knows Werner cannot just cast his life aside and pick up the old.

Annie sinks onto a bench, hardly feeling the afternoon sun. Around her, life continues. People meet, cars drive, families visit their loved ones in the hospital. They all have purpose, they belong. In that moment, she wants to disappear, simply jump into a hole and be gone. The life she’s lead so far has become meaningless, the bookstore tedious routine. Through reading endless books, she has lived her life through the fictional adventures of others, printed words that do not transfer.

She has dreamed stupidly to escape the harsh reality: her life is pointless.

A noise makes her look up. She’s sobbed so loudly that a woman hurrying past stops and gapes at her. Annie looks away. Let them all stare and wonder, just like in the old days, when they stared and wondered about the girl from the East. Other than the Lindmanns, she never made friends, not until she met Heidi.

Heidi!

Annie pulls herself off the bench and returns to a phone booth in front of the hospital.

When she hears her friend’s familiar voice, she bursts into tears. “It’s me…”

“Is that you, Annie, what happened?” Heidi’s voice is full of concern.

Annie tries to regain enough composure to speak. “He’s, he’s…”

“Dead?” Heidi cries.

“No, no, he’s in the hospital. There was a woman…Margret.”

“Tell me,” Heidi says, a bit calmer.

So, Annie tells her oldest friend about how she felt next to the elegant woman. “What am I even doing here?”

“Did you go down there to get engaged?” Heidi mocks. “Listen to yourself. Don’t you think it’s a bit unrealistic, I mean, you finding him and hooking up like nothing has happened. The tiny little detail of forty-five years?”

Annie chokes out a sob. “Right.”

But Heidi isn’t done. “I thought you went there to check on him, because he had a heart attack, and because he’s the father of your daughter. You did it for Emma. If I were you, I’d get myself checked into a room nearby, get a goodnight sleep, and see him again tomorrow. You two should talk more. If nothing else, you should spend a bit of time and make sure he’s all right.”

“Yes, Mother,” Annie mocks. But then she says, “Thank you, Heidi. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“I’m right here, if you need me. And don’t forget to call Emma.”


Chapter Forty-four

After getting directions at the hospital, Annie crosses the Main River toward the train station where she checks into a budget hotel. But as soon as she enters her room, the walls seem to be moving in on her.

Realizing she is hungry, she ventures into a diner and inhales a curry sausage and fries, immediately regrets it, and hurries back onto the street. People rush to and from, most of them carrying serious expressions. Nearby, she discovers a Rewe supermarket, where she buys a bottle of white chardonnay and two bars of hazelnut chocolate.

Back in the hotel, she pours herself a glass of wine and turns on the tiny TV. The reporter talks about the United States and Soviet Union agreeing to end production of chemical weapons.

Don’t believe them, she thinks. Somehow the Russians have always hidden their true intent until it was too late.

The wine makes her feel warm and more comfortable. The woman in blue no longer haunts her. On a whim, she returns to the streets. She’s brought money to spend, exchanged enough Deutschmark to buy something. At the reception she asks for directions to a department store.

The Kaufhof is huge. Annie lets herself be swept along the aisles, this way and that. She tries out a fragrance, receives a sample of a skin cream, takes the escalator upstairs.

Racks and racks of blue jeans draw her attention. She picks through them, looking for bargains. She can’t ever not look for bargains.

A saleswoman shows her several styles that are on sale. Annie takes six into the changing room, pulls them on one after the other, and eyes herself in the mirror. She’s remained reasonably trim, her hips and belly pretty flat, her thighs in shape from all the walking. The skin isn’t as tight as she remembers, though the light inside the room less than flattering—aren’t they all?

Annie decides on a midnight-blue pair with long straight legs that make her feel thin and tall. Pants under her arm, she lands in a section with jackets. How can there be so many models and colors? She feels the fabric, sliding her hand across lapels. A jacket would look good with those jeans.

This time she simply picks them off racks and tries them in front of a mirror, settling on a marked-down model as hot-pink as peonies with a short waist. In an instant she looks like any person from the west. She also buys two matching shirts, perfume, and a skin treatment.

As she walks back toward the hotel, she passes by a hairdresser who offers instant, life-changing haircuts. She grins to herself, life-changing is a rather stiff assertion. You are the product and sum of your memories and experiences, your background and family. You carry those with you, good and bad, until you die. Nobody wipes them out and presses restart with a haircut.

In the window she watches her reflection, the gray-streaked blond hair that has been allowed to grow wild, the beige summer coat. Her expression is thoughtful, the lines around her mouth sad. Again, her gaze returns to the special advertised on the poster.

In her room, Annie tries out her new wardrobe, eyes herself. Her hair has been cut shoulder-length, long enough for a ponytail, but no longer stringy, a warm blonde that frames her face. The frosty lipstick looks as odd as the entire figure in the mirror.

Who are you trying to kid? she tells herself. You may not look sixty-one, but you surely are nowhere near forty.   

She wakes up every hour, checks the time and falls back to sleep. Why did Heidi tell her to stay? Why didn’t she catch the train as soon as she left the hospital yesterday? What good is any of it? You can’t change the past—you’ve got to live with every minute of it. Every regret, every bit of guilt, every longing, every loss.

She mechanically eats breakfast…fragrant buns, butter, blackberry jam from a single-serve packet, and a boiled egg. She can’t help but check her watch every few minutes. It’s too early to show up at the hospital. They don’t have set visitation hours, but she’s afraid to make a nuisance of herself.

A little after nine she walks through the doors of the clinic a second time. Up with the elevator, down the forever hallway.

Werner is not in his room. She returns to the desk and finds out he’s in therapy.

Afraid that the woman in blue may show up, she rushes downstairs and waits in the café. Around her, people in housecoats visit with family and friends. Annie tries to guess what ails them but gives up. Maybe she should call Heidi again to get another pep talk. But then, how old is she to need such advice? Shouldn’t she know herself what to do?

Setting her jaw, she returns to Werner’s room. He sits in a chair by the window and stares outside.

“Werner?” she says and remains at the door.

He turns his head, their eyes meet. He smiles. “Annie.”

Encouraged, Annie moves toward him, pats him on the shoulder.

“Sit, sit with me.” He points at the other chair. “It’s so strange, I used to always rush around and now I sit here and can’t move a finger. It’s not nearly as difficult as I expected.” He laughs, but it’s bitter.

“You’ll get better,” she says, “People heal from heart attacks, just like from other illnesses.”

He turns toward her, obviously realizing her appearance. “You look great—so stylish.” His gaze stops on her head. “You did something with your hair…”

“Needed a change. All that old musty, dusty East German look.”

He grins. “I’m so relieved the country is moving forward.” Growing serious, he says, “It must’ve been hell to live another forty-five years of dictatorship.”

“The worst has been ‘not belonging.’ Not that that will change if the country reunifies.”

“I’m convinced it’s just a matter of months before the two sides come back together.” He suddenly takes her hand, holds it between his, looks at her. “I know exactly what you mean by not belonging. It’s the same for me. Always has…since.”

“You left.”

He nods. The room turns quiet, in the corridor a nurse rushes past.

“I thought you might’ve left yesterday,” he says. “Margret can be difficult.”

There is the one thing that Annie has wanted to know, but she can’t ask... “I decided we needed to talk some more. Maybe not now, not today, but soon. I owe it to Emma.”

Werner squeezes Annie’s hand which he still holds on to. “No, I owe it to you. I can’t imagine what you went through, getting pregnant, having to escape. Me never showing up. I did write around Christmas, but the letter must not have made it. I should’ve written right away.”

“I waited for weeks…months. After we left, I expected to return as soon as the war ended.” She scoffs. “How naïve I was. Then the baby came while we were staying at a farm near Magdeburg.”

“Surely, your mother helped you with the baby. And Oma Leo.”

“Mother was…” Annie lifts her head, looks at Werner. “I…”

He must see something in her eyes, must feel her despair because he leans forward, their foreheads almost touch. “Oh no, what happened?”

“I sent her to her death,” Annie chokes, her chest so tight, she has to lean back to get air. “When we reached Pillau, they were going to slaughter our horses…Maggie and Lotte. I wanted her to save them. Mila had gone along, was able to escape. He told us that Mother had been taken by the Russians. I never saw her again.”

Werner says nothing for a moment, just squeezes her fingers. “You were a fifteen-year-old girl who loved her animals. War is to blame, and the governments who started it. Not you.”

“That’s what Emma says. But I blame myself. Every day, I think about that moment when Mother took off with the wagon. I want to call to her to stay, want to take back my words.” Silent tears stream, ruining the bit of mascara she’s added this morning.

“Come here.” Werner opens his arms and she pulls her chair closer, sinks into his embrace. “I’m so sorry for all the anguish you’ve lived. It’s more than a lifetime for one person to bear.” Annie snuggles against Werner’s chest and takes in his scent, a mix of chamomile soap and maleness. She’d recognize him anywhere with her eyes closed. She’s back in the barn, during the storm, when he pulled her into his arms, the storm outside raging. Her wrist had throbbed as if possessed and yet, it hadn’t mattered.

“I’ve missed you so,” she mumbles, immediately regrets her openness. She feels fragile, helpless.

Werner rubs her back. “We’re lucky in the end. So many people died.”

Annie straightens and looks at Werner. “I wouldn’t have found you with your new name.”

He nods. “There’s that.” He looks outside, momentarily lost in thought. “I think I kept the name to make it easier to break with the past. Create a new life. Plus I already had papers, and it would’ve raised serious questions, had I tried to change back.” He focuses on Annie again. “You really recognized me on TV?”

Annie smiles. “I did. Not so much your appearance, hiding under that beard, but your voice. It was deeper, but it was you.”

He chuckles. “And then we smacked into each other.”

“You were nasty.” Annie leans away and their eyes meet. What now? How are we going to go from here? Casual friends…acquaintances who send each other postcards at Christmas?

A cloud moves across his face. “I had to move on.”

“It’s all right,” she says at the same time. She pulls free, straightens, grabs her purse. “I understand, of course, after all that time.” Do not cry now. Just go. She turns toward the door, waves over her shoulder. “Please take care of yourself.”

“We were so young—just kids.” Now Werner sounds as if he’s choking.

Do not turn around. But she does.

Werner’s eyes glint with tears. “It feels so wrong. I lost you then and now I’m losing you again.”

Annie forces a smile, is proud of her composure. “You’ve got Margret. Besides, you’re not losing me.  We’ll stay in touch, we’ll visit. You’re going to get to know Emma.”

He wipes his eyes and looks at her across the room. “You’re right. I’ll call you when I get back to Berlin.”

Afraid she’ll start screaming, Annie runs from the room. She hardly realizes she’s picking up her bag from the hotel and rushes to the train station. She’s so confused, she can’t make sense of the departure schedule. Her mind is a storm, jumbling up letters and words into gibberish.

She sinks onto a bench, holds her head in her hands, and waits for her thoughts to calm. At some point she picks up a loudspeaker announcement…ICE to Berlin Hauptbahnhof arrives five minutes late on platform three.

She looks around, gets her bearings, and marches to catch the train.


Chapter Forty-five

Life resumes in all its dullness. Annie goes to work, spends the weekends with Heidi and Emma, goes swimming and hiking, and even rides a used bike that Emma purchased at a flea market. But she can’t shake the feeling that whatever she has waited for has disappeared. She doesn’t really know what it was she wanted, except to find out what happened to Werner. Now that she knows, it’s not enough. Not nearly enough. And so she goes about her days resigned, grieving for what could’ve been.

The summer months in Berlin are warm. People sit in front of cafes and restaurants, in parks, and along the Spree River. Off and on, Annie ventures to West Berlin to window-shop and admire the facades of old buildings. The East had destroyed many symbols of the old Hohenzollern monarchy—even razed the Berlin castle from the Middle Ages—to build ugly, square monstrosities. As if those measures could erase the truth.

Annie shops for small things: a new lamp for the living room, a water cooker for the kitchen, strawberries and bananas. As of July first, the East German Mark no longer exists. Annie has converted her savings into Deutschmark, and the exchange rate was better than she expected. The first six-thousand marks were exchanged 1:1, the remainder 2:1.

One afternoon in August, Margret shows up at the bookstore. At first, Annie thinks she’s mistaken, that the woman gesturing at her is somebody else.

“I don’t know if you remember me,” Margret blurts, pulling Annie aside. “But what did you do to Werner?”

Annie stares at the made-up face with its perfectly applied lipstick and shaped brows. “What? I—I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Did you threaten him about your daughter?” Margret glares at her. “It’s not going to work, you know.”

“I have no idea what you mean.” It’s the truth. Werner called once after he’d returned to Berlin, said he was doing rehab at a clinic. They expect him to make a full recovery, though he’s supposed to take it easy for a while.

Margret squints, and the pretty mouth flattens into a sneer. “Of course you know. You were there…in the hospital. Werner told me.”

“I was…but just to talk.” Annie pulls her arm free, because Margret’s fingers hold her like claws.

Margret takes a step back, then turns to leave. “We don’t need your support. Leave us alone…your daughter, too.”

Annie stares open-mouthed as the woman disappears in the crowd.

Heidi finds her there. “What was that all about?”

Annie smiles weakly. “I don’t have the faintest idea.”

“Did you call your father?” Annie asks that evening when Emma returns from a day at the lake.

“Just once, to find out how he’s doing.”

“Did you ever speak with Margret?”

“His girlfriend?” Emma briefly pauses from unpacking her bag. “Why would I talk to her?”

Annie shrugs. “Margret showed up at the store today acting all huffy. She asked us to leave them alone.”

Emma frowns. “Weird, maybe you should call Werner.”

Annie says nothing. After leaving him at the hospital she’s been working on putting distance between them. She needs time to sort through her feelings and allow herself to adjust to the new truth. She knows she should be happy—and she is happy, particularly for Emma. Werner has promised to spend time with her once he’s well again.

But then Annie is not, because she now realizes how she had expectations—ridiculous, unrealistic expectations of reconnecting, not just as friends, but lovers. There it is. She’s a complete idiot. Heidi said so, too. But Annie understands. Heidi was once engaged, and the man she loved left her for a slimmer model. Since then, she makes a wide berth around men.

It isn’t so bad, one gets used to being alone. Of course, there have been suitors—men she met at work or at some event. But after Robert, Annie has kept to herself. Except for a couple of one-night stands, she’s refused to form relationships—certainly nothing lasting.

Now she is no longer so sure. She’ll retire in four years, provided she’ll have income. It seems that the Christian Democratic Union, West Germany’s leading political party is pushing hard to secure retirement for all East Germans. Maybe she’ll be lucky. She’s even considered moving west to some quiet village where she can take hikes and ride her bicycle. But that would mean leaving Emma and Heidi and starting over. And that, she knows, she doesn’t have the strength to do.

Calling Werner means giving into her weakness for him. It’s safer to stay on neutral ground.

The next day, Werner visits Annie at work. He looks well again, even tanned, wearing a white and blue striped shirt and blue jeans. He appears much younger, his beard neatly trimmed and a shade whiter than Annie remembers.

“How are you?” he asks as he approaches. “I can’t reach you at home, so I figured I’d find you here.”

Annie is sorting books onto a shelf and nearly drops the one she’s holding. She wants to ask him about Margret but can’t quite find a way to do it. “How are you?” she says instead.

He smiles and she notices how white and even his teeth look. They have good dentists in the west. “Much better. Finished rehab and now I’m free to do what I want.”

“What about work?”

“Early retirement. I had plenty of time to think about it and decided it was time to smell the roses. Spiegel made me a generous offer. I’ll still do a bit of consulting and writing on the side, but nothing too strenuous.” The grin is back.

“I’m happy for you.” Annie glances at the back-office door, worried her boss might see her talking too long.

Werner follows her glance. “I shouldn’t keep you from working. I was just wondering…”

“What?” Annie refocuses on Werner.

“If you’d like to have dinner tomorrow. There’s an Italian place not too far from here with homemade pasta.”

“Shouldn’t you eat sensibly?”

Werner laughs. “You are just like the old times, Annie. You always say what you think…”

She can’t help but smile. “I’m free after six.”

“I’ll pick you up then.”

He pecks a kiss on her cheek and hurries off, leaving Annie staring after him.

Annie changes into her new blue jeans and a white blouse at work and finds Werner waiting for her outside. At this hour, the restaurant is still quiet and they find a table outside under an umbrella.

Werner orders nonalcoholic beer, but Annie requests red wine.

“Why did you ask me here?” she says as soon as the waitress has brought their drinks.

Werner finds Annie’s hand across the table. “Because I want you and Emma to be part of my life.”

“Margret doesn’t think so. She came to visit me.”

Surprise shows in Werner’s face, then he chuckles. “Margret comes from a wealthy family. She’s used to people doing her bidding. Life is supposed to do what she wants.” He leans back slightly. “You and I know that that’s an illusion.”

“She warned me and Emma to leave you alone.”

“It’s not her place.” Werner opens his mouth, but then closes it as if he can’t quite decide what to say. “I think it would be a travesty to…I want…I—”

Annie pulls away her hand. “It confuses me too. I mean, I want to be friends and all, and Emma needs to get to know her father. But…”

“But?”

“Oh Werner, don’t be so blind!” Annie takes a huge sip of wine. “It’s hard for me to watch you with another woman, especially one who is so much prettier and younger. I know it’s stupid. It’s ridiculous after all this time. But thinking about you…the memory of you…kept me going for years. Especially after Oma Leo died. I felt so alone. I always thought I’d find you again, but then I also thought you were dead. It was a confusing time…lonely.”

Werner tips a forefinger on his glass. Meeting her gaze, he says, “I understand you better than you think. When we were in that Russian prison camp in Georgenburg, the thought of seeing you soon kept me alive. It was horrific to see Vlad die… And we had to leave Tommie.” He looks into the distance. “And then to come home only to find every place deserted, Russians everywhere… I had no idea what had happened to you, or to Mother.”

“You went to my home?”

Werner nods.

The pain in his eyes reminds Annie of the young Werner… She takes another sip and reclaims his hand. “I’m so sorry. None of us knew where we were going. But secretly we all expected to return.”

For a moment they don’t speak. Cars and people hurry past. They’ve got purpose…they belong.

“For me, you’re a part of my past…my home,” he says. “How could I not want to hold on to that?”

“And Margret? I don’t want her to harass me.” Do you love her, she wants to ask. Instead, she just watches the man across the table and tries to imagine how it would be to have him always in her life.

“I’ll talk to her.” His gaze remains on Annie. “There’s something else.” He slides an envelope across the table. “I didn’t tell you… In May, before my heart attack, I went to Munich. I told you I know people at the Red Cross Search Office.”

Annie abruptly leans back and watches the envelope as if it’s laced with poison.

“It’s about your mother.” Werner’s voice is gentle, almost a whisper.

Annie doesn’t speak, can’t. Ever so slowly she picks up the envelope, opens it. Her hands shake so badly, she has to place the paper on the table.

In the right upper corner it says Deutsches Rotes Kreuz – Suchdienst München

Sought: Irmgard Manstein, born 9.21.1905 in Goldap

Dear Frau Lindmann,

In response to your search request about the above-mentioned missing person, we report the following:

A search of our records and those of the Russian archives resulted in locating Irmgard Manstein as a prisoner at the internment camp 517/Padosero in the Republic of Karelia in the Soviet Union, beginning on April 19, 1945 and ending on December 5, 1948 (deceased). Cause of death and her last resting place are unknown.

We regret that we have no better news…

The word deceased dances in front of Annie’s eyes. Werner says something but she can’t hear him. Her mind is fixed on the scene in Pillau, when she asked her mother to rescue their horses.

“I did that,” she mumbles. Guilt washes over her as she imagines her mother in some gulag, cutting down trees. She’s heard about the horrible conditions, the starvation, and the cold. Her mother must’ve suffered terribly before she succumbed, probably wondering whatever happened to her daughter and grandchild.

She begins to cry, deep sobs that shake her body. Werner hurries over and envelopes her in his arms, holding her tight.

After a while, she resurfaces and wipes her face. With a solemn nod, Werner smoothes away her hair.

“I wasn’t sure I should give it to you, but I thought it is better to have closure than to always wonder.”

Annie smiles weakly. “Of course, I knew she was dead. But seeing it so…in cold print.” She takes a deep breath. “I’m all right now. Thank you for finding her.” She pats the letter.

During dinner, Annie nibbles on homemade tortellini with cheese and mushroom stuffing. They hardly say a word. It’s a comfortable silence, the kind they knew when they were young. Sitting here no longer feels strange. Werner’s presence is familiar, a warmth Annie has not felt in decades. She has reclaimed this part of her past and connected Emma to her father.

Walking home alone, having declined Werner’s offer to accompany her, she feels equally happy and deflated. It’s amazing to have added a new aspect to her life, a new presence. Yet, she must deny her longing. If she’s honest, she is hanging on to some memory about him. He’s not the man she loved back then, nor is she the girl. She’s romanticizing their relationship like one of those cheap romance novels. This is life, not some book. Her thoughts return to her mother and this new truth. Werner is right—having closure will help her heal.

Resigned, she unlocks the door, only to have Emma rush up to her. “How was it?”

“Fine.”

“Fine? That’s it?” Emma watches her carefully.

Annie produces a weak grin. “It was nice. He definitely wants to stay in close touch. He says we have lost so much, we need to hold on to what little remains.” Someday soon, she’ll tell Emma about her grandmother, but not today—not while the memory and confirmation of her own failure is fresh.

“What about his girlfriend?”

“He’s going to talk to her.”

“Does he love her? I mean what does he see in her?”

Annie shrugs. “She’s rich and good-looking and you know, men like…”

“Sex?”

“Exactly.”

Emma walks into the kitchen and plants herself in front of Annie. “You aren’t so bad yourself.”

“I’m old.”

“He’s old, too.”

Annie sighs. “I can’t deny that I have feelings for him, but I’m not really sure if they’re real. I’m sort of infusing my old love into the present Werner. Except he’s nothing like the old boy. Well, he is and he isn’t. Nor am I… Oh, I’m confused.”

Emma pours her mother a glass of water. “I bet he feels exactly the same.”


Chapter Forty-six

On August 31st, West Germany’s interior minister signs a reunification contract with East Germany, a nine-hundred-page document, effectively dissolving the GDR. After forty-five years, East and West Germany are merging into one country.

“Berlin is going to be the capital again,” Emma exclaims. It’s Friday night and they’re eating pizza in front of the TV.

In June, they began to tear down the wall, and now all thirty-nine border crossings are open without guards watching. Instead, those guards are tasked to tear away any signs of the old ugly wall and reclaim the no-man’s-land, a strip of land between the two parts where people used to die when they tried to escape.

Annie lifts her glass, wondering what it will mean for her, and for the millions of East Germans who are now again part of a combined Germany. She’s elated and yet the feeling of loss remains. The country is reconnecting, but Eastern Prussia, Silesia, and other formerly German regions are not going to be part of it. “Let’s toast to the capital.”

“Why don’t you come with us?” Emma says after the news is over. “Werner is going to pick me up in the morning.”

“Visit Potsdam?” Annie shakes her head. Potsdam is a historic town southwest of Berlin, where in 1945 the Allies decided to split up Germany. That was where Stalin permanently took their homes and those of millions of Eastern Prussians and Silesians. “You should have some alone time with your father.”

Annie picks up the pizza carton and carries it to the trash. In truth, she doesn’t want to be reminded of what happened there. She has learned to bury her pain, but it is one that permanently resides in her heart. She can still see Herr Lindmann rush into the kitchen with the news, and she can still feel the shock—an iciness that traveled through her bones—when he said that Russia had taken half of Eastern Prussia and handed the other portion of it to Poland. Next to her, Oma Leo sort of sagged forward. Annie is convinced that Oma died that day, even if it took her two more years to leave earth.

“What’s the matter?” Emma hurries to Annie’s side. “You’ve gone all pale.”

“Nothing.” Annie remembers the pizza carton in her hand. “I was just thinking of your great grandmother Leo. You would’ve loved her. She was just as fierce as you.”

Emma gives Annie a quick hug. “What did she look like?”

Annie’s gaze travels to the wall, where the photo of Werner and herself now hang in a black-and-white frame. It’s a symbol of her loss—the only thing that survived Annie’s escape, and the only physical item left from her past.

“Why don’t you turn off the TV and I’ll tell you about Oma Leo? And your grandmother…”

“Werner wants us to visit him at his home tomorrow,” Emma says the next evening. “You know he bought a house now that he’s retired.”

“Is that a good idea?” The thought that Margret may greet them, wielding a wooden spoon, makes her giggle. “Somehow I can’t imagine Margret has changed her mind about us.”

“Maybe she is getting used to the thought… I mean, of us.” Emma eyes the potato salad, Annie has made. “Why would she consider us a threat?”

“Some people just want it all.”

“Werner’s undivided attention?”

“Exactly.”

“I guess we’ll see tomorrow. Three o’clock, the weather should be nice.”

Werner’s home in a quiet neighborhood of Berlin hides behind a tall hedge. They ring the bell at a stainless-steel gate, which opens with silent efficiency.

Fancy. What must he have thought visiting her and Emma in their dinky apartment? But there is Werner standing in the entry door, beaming from ear to ear.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” he cries.

He hugs Emma and takes Annie’s hands, pecks a kiss on her right cheek. She smiles and hands him a bouquet of rust-red gerbera daisies and sunflowers.

The tiled hallway is wide and leads in a swinging staircase to the second floor.

Werner takes them through the double glass doors into the living room that is larger than Annie’s entire apartment.

Floor to ceiling windows open to a large terrace and garden beyond. All Annie sees is green. “What a beautiful house you have,” she whispers, taking in the antique wardrobe, the black leather couches.

“I thought we could sit outside,” he says, taking them through the French doors to the terrace. The table is set for three. Margret isn’t here. As if he’s heard her thoughts, he says, “Margret is visiting her mother in Hamburg.” He hesitates as if he wants to say more, but then waves them to their seats. “Coffee is ready.”

As he hurries off, Emma looks at her mother. “Dad must have done well for himself,” she whispers.

Annie just nods, her gaze still sweeping over the terrace, the built-in outdoor grill, the flower beds along the edge, and the trees beyond. Some place water trickles and she discovers a fountain amid the daisies. All she hears are birds chirping and Werner clattering in the kitchen.

Werner carries a tray with an entire Black Forest cake, a plate of butter streusel, and a stainless coffee pot.

Annie assists him setting things down, and then pours coffee. “Why didn’t you say something? Shouldn’t you rest yourself?”

“Nonsense. I exercise every day, just nothing too crazy.”

Strangely, while they eat, the conversation drags. Every time Annie looks across the table, she catches Werner looking at her. Except she can’t interpret his expression, and he soon returns his attention to his plate.

“The cake is amazing,” Emma exclaims.

“I made it.” Werner points at the platters. “Have another, as many as you want.”

Emma laughs. “Come on, Dad, I’m going to get fat.”

Werner remains serious. “You’re perfect.” But then he smiles. “I still can’t believe, I have a daughter.” His gaze travels to Annie. “And found my old girlfriend.”

“Old is right,” Annie laughs.

Werner waves a dismissive arm. “Nonsense. We all have aged. You should see Lothar, he doesn’t have a hair left on his head. Doesn’t bother him, though.”

“I wonder if I’d recognize him,” Annie says.

“You would. In many ways he’s like always.”

Like you. Annie pensively looks at the man across the table. When he lifts his head, talks or smiles, she sees the old Werner, the seventeen-year-old boy from Insterburg.

“Dad wants us to go to Austria—”

“How quaint!” Margret stands in the kitchen door, her beautiful face scrunched into a frown. “I thought I’d return early to surprise you and look what I find.”

Werner tries a smile, fails, and half-heartedly waves at her. “Come and meet my family… Annie and Emma, my daughter.”

Margret remains at the door. “Your family? I thought I was your family.”

“You are, but…”

Emma rises from her chair and approaches Margret with an outstretched hand. “I’m glad we can finally meet.”

Margret, taken by surprise, returns the handshake. “Likewise,” she says though Annie knows it’s a lie. Where does Emma get her openness, her ability to laugh away adversity?

“We’re about to leave anyway,” Annie says.

Werner jumps to his feet. “Don’t. Please, I want to show you the garden…the house.”

Annie eyes Margret, who lurks in the door like a praying mantis. Even her arms are raised as if she’s ready to devour them. “Maybe another time. It was wonderful.”

Putting on a big smile, she rises and puts an arm around Emma’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”

Since the kitchen door is occupied, Annie marches through the living room to the entrance hall where Werner catches up with them. “Wait…I’m sorry about Margret.”

“It’s all right,” Annie says.

Werner hugs Emma, but Annie is already out the door. Werner called them his family. Why is she feeling as if she’s been dismissed like a maid?

“We should’ve stayed,” Emma says, rushing after Annie.

“Absolutely not.”


Chapter Forty-seven

“What was that about Austria?” Annie asks as they enter their apartment, which now seems even drearier and dinkier than before.

“Werner wants us to go on vacation with him,” Emma says. “At the end of October during my fall break.”

“That sounds nice.”

“He wants the three of us to go.”

Annie stares at Emma, who’s pulling together ingredients for a salad. “Why me?”

Emma pauses, looks at Annie. “Is it so hard to comprehend that Werner wants to get to know us better and spend time as a family?”

“But we aren’t his family.”

“Why not? He’s my father and you are my mother.”

“Ha!” Annie scoffs. “You neglected to say with a forty-five-year break in-between.”

“It doesn’t change anything.”

“It changes everything.” Suddenly Annie is fuming mad. “You saw where he lives, the woman in his life. There’s no room for us. That dream died back then…” The day Werner left for the Volkssturm. Emma blurs and Annie roughly wipes her face with her forearm.

“What do you want to do then? Forget about him?”

“Not forget, but keep our distance. I’m happy you two see each other. You take that trip with him. I’m sure you will have a good time.”

“And you?”

“What about me?” Annie is dangerously close to crying outright. “I’ll do what I’ve been doing for decades. I work and live my life as best I can.”

“In your shell.”

Annie stares Emma. “Maybe so, maybe I’ve got a shell. I had to take care of you. Putting an armor around my heart was the only way to survive, so I wouldn’t wither away like Oma Leo.”

Emma’s expression softens. “Nobody doubts that you had a horrific time. You lost so much. But…” she walks up to Annie and takes her hand. “You have a chance now to make a few changes and let in a bit of light.”

Annie lowers her head. “I can’t.”

“Heidi was right. You are afraid,” Emma says.

Annie lifts her head and faces her daughter. “You two are talking about me now? Afraid of what? I had to overcome plenty of fear.”

Emma gently rubs Annie’s fingers. “I don’t mean that. I mean you’re afraid of letting anybody back into your heart.”

“Like Werner?” Annie whispers.

“Exactly.”

Annie smiles grimly and meets Emma’s eyes. “I’m afraid it’s much too late for that.” She pulls loose and marches to the refrigerator, takes out a beer, manhandles the cap, and takes a sip. “Don’t you see? I lost him once. He’s with Margret, and I’m not allowing myself to ever be in that situation again… I refuse to lure myself into some kind of hope that he’ll return to me.” She shakes her head, takes another sip. “How ridiculous. Did you look around? This place…this ugly hole…and me.”

“This isn’t an ugly hole, and you’re a good-looking woman.”

Annie drains the bottle. “Right.”

The beer does its magic and as she resumes fixing the salad, cutting up tomatoes and cucumbers, shredding carrots, and slicing onions. All the while, she can’t help but think of Werner. Why would Emma think that he’s interested in her when he can have women like Margret? Agreed, she’s a pill, but she’s likely quite nice as long as she gets her way. She considers asking Emma, but stops herself.

September drains away in a last glory. The sun shines and people are out in the streets, enjoying it all. Something lies in the air, an excitement that soon history will be made. East Germany will soon cease to exist, and as the old country ends, a new one will begin.

The evening of October 2nd, Emma and Annie head downtown. Tonight, at midnight, Germany will be united. Emma has packed two bottles of sparkling wine, which they begin drinking as soon as they leave the house. By the time they arrive at the Brandenburg Gate, Annie feels no pain. The huge area on both sides of the gate is crowded with people. Flags sway, and people sing, shout, and dance. Annie and Emma sing along, drink, and watch the hundreds of thousands. Emma pulls Annie with her to the Reichstag, where Chancellor Helmut Kohl and Federal President von Weizsäcker are supposed to speak at midnight.

“Over here, Mama,” Emma cries. The noise around them has swelled in the last hour as more and more people are crowding into the open plaza. At the corner of Scheidemannstraße and Friedrich-Ebert-Platz, she stops.

“Let’s go a bit farther,” Annie says, cranking her neck. It’s like standing in the surf, except it’s made of people and not water. “I’d like to see Kohl.” She feels a bit woozy already, but this is a moment she plans to enjoy. All those years, forty-five of them, a government decided what she had to think, say, and do. At last freedom is returning. Germany will be a democratic country where people have rights to speak, write, and disagree openly. She is part of that history and she is going to see it change right here…tonight.

“Hi Annie.” Werner smiles from ear to ear as he kisses her cheek.

She’s so perplexed, she just mumbles something.

“I thought it’d be nice to celebrate together,” Emma says. She has opened the second bottle of sparkling wine, a west German brand with an expensive label, she now hands to Werner. “You aren’t driving,” she chuckles.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Werner laughs, giving Emma a squeeze. Annie can tell that the two of them have gotten much closer. “Isn’t it glorious.”

Annie catches herself and goes after the bottle. After that last visit at Werner’s, she’s kept her distance. “Where’s Margret?”

“Had other plans,” Werner says. Placing himself in the middle, he leads Emma and Annie toward the Reichstag.

Not fifty meters from the stairs they wait and pass the bottle. Annie hasn’t felt this good in a long time. Off and on, she bumps into Werner, who seems a lot more stable than she is.

“Sorry,” she says a few times, but her voice is easily swallowed by the noise of the crowd. As a giant gong begins a countdown to midnight, fireworks light up the sky, flags sway. “…we want to serve the peace of the world in a united Europe,” Federal President von Weizsäcker announces from the steps. At some point the crowd begins to shout, “Helmut, Helmut…Helmut.” As Germany’s chancellor steps to the microphone, Annie, Werner, and Emma cheer.

And then Annie cries. In this moment, she knows she will never feel oppressed again. She’s happy, relaxed, and more excited than she can remember feeling in years. Werner throws an arm around her and bends low.

“Isn’t this amazing? I never thought I’d see the day…”

Their eyes meet. Annie takes in his scent, some kind of expensive cologne, and leans into his chest, embracing him. “I’m so happy,” she says. She’s drunk, and his face is close…so close. He turns his head a bit, their lips meet.

As they kiss, Annie forgets where she is. Her heart pounds fiercely against her ribcage, her head feels like a swirly storm. Werner pulls her close, tightly against his chest, where they stand fused into one. Annie grows aware of Emma, who throws up her arms, waves and whistles. Annie had forgotten all about her.

“I’m glad we get to see this together,” Werner says into her ear. She feels one of his hands on the back of her head, the other on her lower back. How can she feel so safe, so protected? It’s like she’s in a cocoon.

His mouth finds hers again. The fireworks around them transfer into her body. She hasn’t felt like this in…what? Decades…a lifetime? Ever?

You’re nuts, her mind comments. Drunk, stupid, and nuts. The alcohol has made her reckless. But oh, it feels so good. His shirt smells of detergent, and his mouth is amazing.

Abruptly, she pulls back, pushes against his chest. “No!”

He looks surprised, the smile fades. “What’s the matter,” he says, or at least that’s what she thinks he says because the crowd is cheering louder again.

She shakes her head, turns toward Emma. “I’m leaving,” she shouts. “I’ll see you at home.”

Emma says something, but Annie ignores her. All she wants is to disappear. She turns away and dives between people, away, trying to put as much space as possible between her and Werner before she lets out an unavoidable scream. On she runs, head low between endless bodies. On and on until she reaches the Brandenburg Gate, then down the street.

“Annie!”

She freezes. Werner catches her arm and pulls her to face him.

“Let me be.”

“What is the matter with you?” A world of emotions plays in his expression…hurt, anger…confusion.

Annie catches her breath. “Nothing is the matter with me. I’m going home.”

“Why are you doing this?”

What? What am I doing, she wants to ask. But all she does is look at the man she has once loved…still loves. She knows it now—if she’s honest, she’s always known it. There is no one else, and even though she has changed, and he has changed, she feels like that day in the barn, during the storm when she knew she was in love. But she is old and feels it in her bones, that weight of her life.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she says aloud.

“Oh, come on, Annie. Isn’t it time you grow up?” A note of anger has crept into Werner’s voice.

“That’s exactly what I am, grown up. Like you… We’re two different people. You’ve got your big house…Margret.” She wants to ask him, why he is doing this, kissing her, confusing her further, making her present gray life even more miserable. But she can’t get the words out, and the lump in her throat is growing. Do not cry!

He flinches a bit, says nothing.

“I’m going home now.”

“I’ll be damned if I let you go.” Werner’s eyes blaze; this time he is angry. “I’ve just found you…you are my home.”

“But I can’t, it’s too complicated. Neither of us are the same. You’ve got your life, and I’ve got mine.” She turns to leave. You can’t bridge forty-five years and pretend nothing happened.

“Not the same—different and better,” he calls after her.

She shakes her head and stares down the road. Everything inside screams…leave, no, stay. In her confusion, she takes off, walking faster and faster. Stupid Werner, stupid alcohol.

Werner is no longer behind her and has given up chasing her. Tears press and she finally lets them go, sniffing and sobbing loudly. People are staring, the streets are still full of revelers. It’s a new Germany, a new beginning. How ironic that to Annie, it feels like an end.

By the time she arrives at home, her head is pounding. She downs a glass of water and an aspirin, yanks off her clothes, and digs beneath the comforter, waiting for sleep to come.

It doesn’t. She is dead tired, her mind rubbery and black like tar. Eventually, she hears Emma return and go to bed.

It is early morning before she passes out, only to awake with a sand-filled throat and nausea.

She drags herself past the kitchen, where Emma sits drinking coffee and watching TV. The water in the bathroom sink feels heavenly on her face. She gags, but nothing comes out.

In search of a dry piece of bread, she opens the cupboard, then the fridge. What was she looking for again? She decides on peppermint tea and heats water.

On TV scenes of last night unfold, Kohl’s speech…the fireworks.

“What a night,” she says in Emma’s direction. But Emma doesn’t seem to hear.

Tea in hand, Annie slumps next to her daughter. The TV commentator talks about the challenges ahead, unifying two very different countries. Germany has gained five states, the old National People’s Army has been dissolved, and is now part of the West German Armed Forces.

“Are you feeling all right?” Annie asks.

Emma keeps her focus on the TV screen.

Annie leans a little closer. “What happened?”

At last, Emma turns. “You ask me, what happened? What is the matter with you?” She jumps up and disappears in her bedroom, slamming the door shut behind her.

Annie leans back. The nausea has subsided a bit, but it’s hard to concentrate. Emma is fuming mad, as mad as Annie hasn’t seen her since finding out about her ex’s affair.

First, Werner is angry, now Emma. Werner. The scene of last night returns, and she once again feels his body press against hers, his kiss. Her stomach swirls in response, her breath catching. What an incredible feeling to have him near. But it was all because of the alcohol, she tells herself—it made them act like idiots.

Emma appears at the door. She’s dressed, puts on shoes and coat, and slams the door. Gone.

“Why don’t you talk to me?” Annie says an hour later. Emma has returned just as angry and silent as she left.

Emma huffs, then sits across from Annie. “What about?”

“About why you’re so upset.”

“Me, upset?” To Annie’s surprise, tears glitter in her daughter’s eyes. Emma hardly ever cries. “Where do you get that idea?”

Annie says nothing…waits.

Emma takes a deep breath and blurts, “I can’t believe how you acted last night…you, you—”

“What?”

“With Werner. He likes you, but you had to play high and mighty.”

Annie frowns. “What are you saying? That I should’ve kept kissing him?”

Emma’s laugh is bitter. “Why the heck not? Look at you—you’re so unhappy, have been for years. You go through the motions of living, but you aren’t really living. Not even now, with Germany making history. You are stuck in the past, in some deep, dark hole, too afraid to stick your nose out and smell the roses.” Emma gets up, throws her arms in the air. “You wouldn’t find happiness if it kicked you in the face.”

“You mean with Werner?”

“Why not? What’s so wrong about hooking up with the man you loved in the past. He is my father.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“Why not? You’re two adults who like each other.”

“He’s made it…there’s Margret.”

“So what?”

“You don’t understand!” Annie cries. “We’ve got baggage. Nasty things happened.”

“Everyone has baggage, and many people have experienced terrible things. You aren’t the only one, Mama.”

Annie huffs and gets up, too. What does Emma know about terrible? “You’ve got no idea, how bad it was.”

“You never told me.”

“I can’t…”

“Just like you can’t move on and create the life you deserve?”

Annie stares at her daughter. What is Emma talking about?

And then Annie gets it: when she arrived in Magdeburg and was told she was a mere settler, not a refugee who’d lost her home and identity, she was told to forget about her past and move on. She was denied even the acknowledgement of her past. And deep down, she’d believed she deserved no better. After all, hadn’t she killed her own mother? Sent her into the arms of the Russian Army, to a gulag in Northern Russia?

She learned to think of herself as a nobody—a plain, gray pill bug with a hard shell that nobody wanted. She had arrived with nothing, a ghost of her former self. That’s how she still felt: like a ghost who doesn’t matter.

She stares at Emma, opens her mouth, closes it. “I’ve never thought I would…”

“Find happiness?” Emma steps forward and pulls Annie into an embrace. “Mama, you are an amazing woman. You made it through all that mess and raised me by yourself. You are smart…well-read.”

Annie shakes her head. “I feel none of that…” She leans back, meets Emma’s eyes. “Except for you…I’m so proud of you.”

“Oh, Mama. You are no less worthy than Margret or Werner. If you think you have a chance with him, go for it. Go and tell him how you feel. What do you have to lose?”

Annie nods. What indeed? She’s already miserable, why not try? Worst case, she’ll resume her life here…


Chapter Forty-eight

A hush lies over Werner’s house, and the doorbell echoes loud and obnoxious. All the way here, Annie has argued with herself. That it’s ridiculous to come here the night after they fought, that she should do what her heart tells her. Several times she has considered turning around.

Relieved that nobody answers, she turns around, hurries down the drive, bordered by flowerbeds with a profusion of mums in all colors from purple to red to yellow and white. The gate is open, so Werner has likely gone some place. Disappointment sweeps through her, followed by relief. This was the most stupid idea she’s had in a while, maybe ever…maybe except for asking her mother to rescue the horses.

She is about to turn onto the sidewalk when she sees a car approach. Next to her, a dark-blue BMW turns into the driveway…then stops.

“Annie?”

Werner has rolled down the passenger window, but it’s too dark in there to see his face. Annie walks to the car, bends low, and tries for a smile but find she cannot produce one. “I wanted to…I think we should…” In her mind, she’s prepared a speech, but now it is gone and all she gets out are scratchy, nonsensical words.

“Come to the house,” he says.

She follows him, waits until he’s parked the car, walks up to her. Again, she tries for a smile, but again she fails. If she’d thought he’d help her out of her embarrassment, she’s wrong. Werner says nothing but silently opens the door and waves her inside.

In the back of her head, Annie registers that Margret can’t be there either, or she would’ve opened the door earlier.

He leads the way into the kitchen, puts down, no, throws down the paper sack of fresh buns.

Annie stands there, awkwardness fills the room. “I’m sorry,” she says. “For yesterday…for being difficult.”

Werner nods. There isn’t the tiniest hint of a smile, just a serious man with a serious expression.

“I was afraid, I…” Annie swallows. “The truth is…I have feelings for you and I was…am afraid to get hurt…again.” She is speaking quietly now, almost a whisper. “I didn’t think I’d be worthy of you…” She makes a sweeping move with her arm. “This…your career…Margret.”

“Margret is gone.”

Annie nods as Werner’s words settle in her mind. He separated from. In an instant, relief floods her or maybe it is elation, a lightness that lifts her, makes her smile. “Even without Margret…although…” She giggles but feels stupid for doing it and quickly grows serious again. “I didn’t think I’d deserve anything, after I sent away Mother, after everyone, even the government, told me I didn’t count.” Their eyes meet. “I raised Emma, got a job, lived as best I could under a regime I hated. I felt snuffed out. Insignificant…transparent.”

When Werner doesn’t answer, she continues, “When you kissed me last night, when I was in your arms, those feelings swamped me. I felt overwhelmed…scared. Drunk, too.” She stands there, feels lost again.

Werner who’s remained still until now, moves toward Annie. One step, then another, until he stands in front of her and takes her hand in his.

“I don’t know what’s happening, Annie. I’m confused myself. All I can say is that I want to be near you, get to know you again. I can’t promise how it’ll go.”

“I know that.” This time Annie’s smile holds. “Maybe we can take it slowly, see how we get along? Unless Margret…”

“We have separated. It was difficult even before my heart attack. Her ideas and mine don’t align. She’s needy…blamed me for remaining childless.”

Werner’s words echo through Annie’s mind. “But you fathered Emma,” she says, suddenly feeling giddy.

“One reason why she’s livid…that her theory and her blame attacks were wrong.” Werner looks down and rubs Annie’s hand. “There are others…”

“She was fuming mad, you know…Emma. She is the reason I came today.”

Werner grins. “Smart girl, my daughter.”

“There is something, I’ve been meaning to give you.” Annie pulls an envelope from her purse, hands it to Werner.

He unfolds the paper and peers at the photograph…then shakes his head and grabs a pair of reading glasses from the counter. His dark eyes grow still as they focus on the image.

“I remember that day,” he says quietly. He sniffs, rubbing a hand across his forehead. “We were so young.”

“It’s the only thing I saved…from home.” Annie bites her lip. “I always imagined Mother holding it. I told myself that I had a tiny piece of her because she took that photo.”

Werner remains silent, his attention on her. “I hope you have forgiven yourself.”

“What for?”

“Your mother…”

Annie’s eyes fill with tears, yet she smiles. “Working on it. Thing is, I often wonder what would’ve happened, had she been with us? I stole her chance to be a grandmother.”

“She did what she loved…help you. She made that choice, too, she was the adult and knew there were risks. War is never just, it has no soul.”

“You’re right.” The photo has been her connection to the past, a symbol of what she lost. But maybe, just maybe, it’s also a symbol for what she now holds…something new and bright. It is bridging old with new, offer a kind of permanence. “I never thanked you for finding her.”

Werner clears his throat, puts down the photo. “You know, it’s a good thing not to be able to see the future. Had anyone told us back then, what would happen…” He shakes his head. “I don’t know what I would’ve done. Certainly not gone into the People’s storm to fight a lost war for a madman.”

Silence settles between them. Somewhere outside, a lawn mower drones.

“So, what now?” Annie says.

Werner pulls Annie’s hand to his lips, kisses it. “Now we eat breakfast.”

It’s as if Annie has always been here, setting the table, making coffee. They relax in the nook, overlooking the garden. They talk and then fall silent…easy, comfortable. Somehow, Annie no longer feels pressured to do one thing or another. She’s watching things unfold. As the morning goes on, she asks Werner about the house and garden, his plans for the future.

“What about your plans?” he asks. “Do you want to continue working in the bookstore?”

Annie puts down her mug. “Why not? I love books, and I enjoy meeting people and helping them find the right read. It opens their minds to new ideas.”

Werner grins. “I better find something more to do then. I had visions of us traveling together.”

“I thought you are writing on the side.”

“Just part-time.”

“And I’ve got vacation time…plus there are weekends.”

The day slides past, talking…listening…walking the gardens. Off and on, Werner takes Annie’s hand and squeezes it. Every time, a wave of excitement floods her. At some point as they’re walking toward the house, she leans against him, places an arm around his waist.

That’s when he stops and pulls her close…like last night. This time there is no noise, no fireworks—except the one inside Annie—no speeches or distractions. It’s just them, two middle-aged people rediscovering each other…maybe themselves…the way they were…the way they are.

His lips are soft, their kiss long. Something strange is going on in Annie. Desire…longing, maybe. She pushes herself against Werner, takes in his scent, the feel of his body, his chest near her collarbone, his arms tight around her. She’s back in the barn. At some point, he begins to rub her back, up toward her neck, then down…across her bottom. The want inside her is growing, their breaths faster, melting.

“Maybe we should go inside,” he says at some point. His voice is a bit uneven…uncertain.

Annie takes his hand. “You haven’t shown me your bedroom.”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

As the light fades outside, Annie and Werner find each other, their bodies close…intermingled. She touches his chest, allows her fingers to wander…explore. Werner has his eyes closed, enjoying her touch, letting her determine the pace.

At some point, he takes over. Annie lets him willingly, lets him take her to a place she hasn’t been in decades. She knows it is different than in those days, even if she could remember the exact feelings, she had back then. They were mere kids, inexperienced and newly in love. Now they are much older, their skin no longer taut, a bit wrinkled and used and yet…Annie’s body responds with such passion, such fervor, she’s out of breath from the intensity of it all.

“How can this feel so good?” she says afterwards. “We’re old…but I swear, I could be a teenager.”

Werner chuckles. “You are… For me, you are timeless.”

“A bit vintage, maybe?”

“It only makes things better.”

“Maybe it does.”

Werner slides a finger along the inside of Annie’s forearm, smiles. “In that case, let’s try it again.”


Epilogue

Christmas Eve 1990

The dining table is loaded with roasted duck and rabbit, mashed potatoes, assorted salads and vegetables and gravy.

Werner bangs his glass, then gets up because the group around the table is as rowdy as a bunch of soccer fans at a home game. As the noise dies down, he looks around the room and takes in the expectant expressions of his guests. “Friends, I cannot tell you how happy I am to see you here. A few months ago, I thought my life was over. Now look at me.”

Everyone laughs while Lothar quips, “Obviously, love becomes you.” Along with his wife, he’s sitting across from Annie and Werner. Just like Werner said, he doesn’t have a single hair on his head, but the expression of deep appreciation for his friend is written there along with a kind of weariness of things seen and experienced.

Annie knows he nearly died from being shot, and then again when they traveled and almost starved to death. Little by little Annie and Werner have shared their pasts, sometimes Emma and Lothar have joined them.

Emma sits next to a fellow teacher who Annie suspects to be more than a friend. Only once did she see Emma take the man’s hand, flash him a smile. She’s been burned, too, by never knowing her grandmother or where her parents came from, and by the East German tyranny that abandoned her when her husband found somebody younger.

And there is Heidi, who beams from ear to ear. She generously gives of herself, yet has often experienced outright bullying. She may not have escaped from the East, yet, she is a warrior like the rest of them and carries burdens like the others.

But today is a day of celebration. Annie is wearing a black jumpsuit with a pearl necklace Werner has given her earlier today. Once in a while, their eyes meet and even if they don’t look at each other, Annie senses Werner’s presence like a warm blanket. A long time ago, she lost her home and everything she held dear, yet, she knows now that she is also carrying her identity, her sense of belonging inside herself. It isn’t perfect—it hasn’t eliminated that broken part of her heart—but by embracing herself as an equal and accepting her past, she has found peace.

The people she loves are her home.


Author Note

Choosing the Ending

I much bellyached over the ending, thinking that it was maybe too unrealistic to bring Annie and Werner back together. A dramatic, unhappy ending often leaves a much deeper impression, though it may also disappoint. But I am a romantic and do not like disastrous and depressing endings. I thought in my heart that Annie and Werner deserved better. On a whim, I researched couples getting back together after 40 years and guess what? There are more than you think. All of them had one thing in common: all those years ago, they had experienced something special, something deep and moving with their loved one, which they never forgot.

Refugees and Displaced Persons 1944—1950

The escape and displacement of ten to fourteen million Germans at the end of WWII and in the months and years after, until 1950, is one of the largest forced migrations in recorded history. During the arctic winter of 1944/1945, as Germany lost the war and the Red Army pushed west into Eastern Prussia, Western Prussia, Silesia and other formerly Eastern regions of Germany, the first wave fleeing from the atrocities of Russia’s soldiers were German women and children. They left with packs and carts, the lucky few with horses. But they didn’t get far before they were overtaken by Russian soldiers, violated, beaten, taken as slaves or outright killed. The luckier ones fled west to Königsberg and from there to Pillau, a small port city on the Baltic Sea, looking for a spot on a ship. At the same time, the German Wehrmacht was retreating, also sending their wounded to escape on the water. Those who made it past Russian mines, bombs, and U-boats traveled west in an unending stream to Rostock and from there with trains, trucks and on foot south and farther west. What they found was a country brought to its knees, where the people who’d made it through six years of war struggled to survive themselves. Those who didn’t go to camps landed in communities who were less than enthusiastic of taking in needy people.

In July 1945, during the Potsdam conference south of Berlin, Allied Forces England, the U.S., and the Soviet Union—France ratified the decision after the fact—redrew the borders in the East and effectively sealed the fate of many more Germans, forcing them to leave their homes, land, and possessions.

The Massacre of Nemmersdorf

On October 21, 1944, the Red Army shot between 19 and 30 civilians in the Eastern Prussian town of Nemmersdorf. On October 27, 1944, Germany’s propaganda minister Goebbels published an article about the attack and used doctored photos by changing the scenes of the crime. It is fairly certain that no women were abused during the attack, yet the images show women and girls with their dresses pulled up. Goebbels intended using the incident to rile up Germans and the world against Russia’s advancing Red Army. To this day, the Sowjetunion calls the attack pure Nazi propaganda. Based on the information available, it is clear that Russian soldiers did kill a number of civilians. Reasons and exact numbers remain unknown.

Fact is that in the push west in 1945, the Red Army did commit a large number of war crimes on German women and girls. Fact is also that the German Wehrmacht had previously attacked and killed plenty of Russians. Many of those fighting the German Army in the last months of the war had lost their families and wanted revenge.

Neither side had the right to destroy homes, rape and kill its inhabitants. Sadly, war crimes are almost always suffered by those who cannot defend themselves. To this day, historians continue reappraising the past and shedding new light on the atrocities committed by all sides. It is never too late to seek the truth and help us understand.

German Democratic Republic (GDR)

Officially, the GDR was established shortly after the West German Federal Republic of Germany was created in 1949. Though it carried the term ‘democratic,’ this new state under the control of the Soviet Union was anything but. Run by a single party, the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED), and controlled by a huge spy network, the communist dictatorship kept its people locked behind walls.

Over the course of its existence until 1990, more and more citizens grew unhappy. It was not only because there was no free speech, but because the system was an economic failure as well. The government decided over companies, production, prices, and wages. This controlled economy could not work because there were no incentives to do well, and no healthy, competitive markets. East Germans wanted to buy things and travel freely. In the end, the people voiced their dissatisfaction—not violently or loudly, but steadily. Bit by bit, they wore down the SED, and its leader, Erich Honecker. It was, so to speak, a peaceful revolution. Granted, had the Soviet Union continued to back the system, there may have been a blood bath. But they didn’t and in November 1989, a misunderstanding at a press conference led to the immediate opening of the borders to West Berlin. The dam had been broken and the GDR entered history as a failed state.

All this began on June 27, 1989, when Hungary and Austria agreed to dismantle their borders. Earlier that year in March, the Hungarian Prime Minister Miklos Nemeth traveled to Moscow to let Gorbachev know that Hungary was planning to open its borders to Austria. Gorbachev agreed. While the East German government didn’t seem to care, East Germans did. As soon as the Hungarian border to Austria opened—they learned about it through the Western TV channels—thousands traveled to Hungary only to be turned away. Not until September 11, 1989 did the Iron Curtain open. In the first three weeks alone, more than twenty-five thousand East Germans fled. The GDR forbid travel to Hungary—to no avail. The end of the GDR’s reign was sealed.
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