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Chapter 1

Jumping

I would never find another friend like Rebekka Liebich. She crouched on the narrow windowsill, one hand holding tight to the frame, and held the other hand stretched out in front of her, as if that would somehow shorten the distance of almost five feet between her and the trunk of the birch tree. I stood in the courtyard three floors below and would have liked to close my eyes, but I couldn’t even manage that. I stared up at her, hypnotized.

In a few seconds I would witness my best friend plunging to her death. I could already imagine what my mother would say about that. The beating that Richard and his gang threatened to give Bekka and me if they got hold of us again suddenly seemed harmless compared to what I had coming when Mamu got her hands on me.

My anxiety grew. Bekka was not someone who left things to chance, especially not her survival. She had only climbed up onto the windowsill after she had made sure she could jump five and a half feet from a squat.

I managed to get a little farther than that, at least in the sand pit. But I would have crouched on the windowsill like I was glued there. Ten wild horses couldn’t get me to jump into the birch tree! I knew it, and Bekka knew it too. She had offered to go first.

If she falls, I won’t have to jump! I thought. Ashamed, I put my hand over my eyes for a moment, as if to shield them from the sun. But on that gray September day in 1938, the sun hadn’t even made an appearance.

Bekka rocked gently and took her left hand off the window frame. By then, my heart was pounding so loudly that I heard buzzing in my ears, and for a few seconds I actually thought the approaching drone in the air was the bursting of my own fear-filled heart. Bekka just held tight again, impatiently, and waited.

The airplane moved away, and I saw the small black swastika that clung to its wing like a spider.

Now! Something else flew right over my head: small, with long blond braids, and so quick that it was over in the blink of an eye. A noise, rustling, twigs and dry yellow leaves rained down on me, and there was Bekka, triumphantly perched in the branches of the birch. Perfect!

Oh, help, I thought. Now it’s my turn!

A window flew open on the second floor. “Have you lost your minds entirely?” Mrs. Bergmann screeched. I had never been so happy to see the old nag hanging out of her kitchen window. “Franziska Mangold and her worthless friend! Running away won’t help, I saw you!”

Bekka clambered down from the tree as quick as a squirrel. We knew every little branch on this tree, which would save my life just a few weeks later. Well, almost. In any case, everything would have been different if Bekka hadn’t jumped into the birch tree that day.

“Damned Jewish brats!” Mrs. Bergmann’s deafening voice bounced off all four walls of the apartment buildings surrounding the courtyard. “I’m calling the police! They think they can just jump into our beautiful tree!” I heard other windows opening. The word Jewish, especially when it was shouted, was a sure way to attract attention.

Breathless, Bekka landed on the ground right in front of me. We took off.

“Ziska, wait a minute!” Bekka panted behind me. But I didn’t stop until we had taken cover behind the wall of the cemetery. I was the fastest runner, always had been, even in the first grade at my old school. That school had been “Jew-free” since summer, and Monika Bär had taken my place. She won the gold medal in the race, even though I had crossed the finish line first. They couldn’t let a Jew win.

“Jew-free” meant that Rebekka Liebich, Ruben Seydensticker, and I, the three Jewish kids in our class, had to get up an hour earlier in the morning and make the long trip to the Jewish school in Charlottenburg. Our former principal was given a commendation and got his picture in the newspaper. We found that rather unfair; after all, we were the ones who had to make our way through half of Berlin twice a day to keep our previous school free of Jews, not him.

“It’s just temporary,” said Papa.

I didn’t tell him that apart from the long trip to school I was actually very happy about the change. In the Jewish school we were left in peace. No one spilled ink on our notebooks or forced us to play “Out with the Jews” during recess, a popular dice game that could also be played with live people. Ruben, especially, with his sidelocks, was a favorite when it came to taunting and beating. The fact that he always knew the right answers didn’t help either. Last year the teacher completely ignored him, even when Ruben was the only student who raised his hand. The teacher was more interested in measuring Ruben’s long, narrow skull in a lesson about race, to demonstrate the superior anatomy of Aryan children. Bekka and I had made ourselves small and inconspicuous in the last row, even though we both knew that our ordinary skulls weren’t in any danger, since they would have ruined the teacher’s beloved theory.

We crept into our favorite hiding spot, a cave in the bushes. The homeless man who used to sleep here at night hadn’t been around since the spring. “Maybe they… krrrk!” Bekka made a motion at her throat.

But I didn’t believe that. I figured he was working for the Reich somewhere. After all, we constantly heard how the Führer took people from the streets and gave them work. The actual name of the Führer was never spoken at my house. Mamu made sure of that: Anyone who said his name or even the word Führer had to put a penny in a glass. That way we could go to Cohn’s on Hermannplatz and eat an ice cream at his expense every once in a while. The only trouble was, there were just a few pennies in the glass because Papa and I never wanted to talk about the Führer.

It wasn’t until Bekka and I were in the cave and sitting across from each other that I saw that her flight into the birch tree hadn’t exactly ended gently. She had scratches on her face and arms, nasty scrapes on both palms, and some twigs had such a firm grip in her hair that we tore out whole tufts when we tried to get them out. Bekka had long, white-blond hair. I, with my unruly mane, not really dark and not really blond, actually no color at all, was secretly envious of it.

Without a care in the world, she licked blood from her arm, turned halfway around, and grinned at me. “The tree is closer than it looks! I didn’t need that much momentum!”

“We’d better stay out of the courtyard for a while,” I said.

Bekka agreed. “Do you think Bergmann will really call the police?”

“No, she’ll just run to Mamu, like always.”

“So what if she does? Your mother will take care of her,” replied Bekka, who thought the world of Mamu. No wonder, since she didn’t have to actually live with her!

“It will more likely be me she takes care of,” I predicted darkly. A combination of Mamu and the gentle Mrs. Liebich, I found, would have been ideal.

My friend took off her right shoe, removed the lining, and dug out a well-worn piece of paper—our “survival plan,” Bekka called it. She and her parents and brother had been learning English for two years. That’s because the Liebichs were going to emigrate to America soon. They were already as good as gone, just waiting for a response from a cousin who had married into money over there and would have no problem at all sponsoring the Liebichs.

I didn’t like it when Bekka spoke English, and not only because I couldn’t understand a word of it, even though I had been plagued by it at school. No, it was much more because every English word reminded me that I would soon lose my best friend. The ranks of children in the Jewish school were dwindling. Teachers disappeared too, sold all their worldly possessions and emigrated. We never knew who would show up in the coming week, or who would be teaching us which subjects.

Crazy, said my father. You’ll see, next year the whole fuss will be over and done with, and they’ll be stuck in Cuba and Chile and Argentina and will have lost everything!

But “survival plan” sounded too sophisticated: The crumpled paper inside Bekka’s shoe was actually just a tiny, scribbled map of the best hiding places and escape routes in our neighborhood. With her tongue between her teeth, Bekka drew a tree in the appropriate place on the map and wrote “3rd floor, Ziska’s room” on it. Then she folded the paper together and stuck it back in her shoe. “Remind me to give you the map when we leave,” she added. As if she would ever give up the map, her pride and joy.

I took a long time to make my way back up to our apartment. I studied the ornamental wooden carving on the door to each apartment, the glass paintings on the windows in the hall. But I didn’t dare touch the banister with my Jewish hands. I don’t even want to think about what would have happened if Bergmann had poked her head around the door just at that moment! Not that I had ever heard that it was expressly forbidden, but you could never be too sure. On Sunday you’re happily sitting on the park bench, and on Monday, it’s not allowed anymore. “Jews and dogs not allowed.” No, I didn’t touch the banister.

Christine and her mother came toward me on my way upstairs. Christine’s mother looked away, as if a particularly hideous beggar were stretching out his hand toward her, even though I pressed myself against the wall in order to take up as little of their space as possible. Christine smiled at me, very quickly, so that her mother didn’t notice. She still did that, even though we hadn’t exchanged a single word with each other since public officials, including their families, had been forbidden to have anything to do with Jews. Before that I had been in her apartment often, or Christine came to ours. She was nice. I smiled back—a little conspiracy.

I opened the door and stepped into safety. Our apartment—spacious, bright—was the place where the outside world ceased to exist. Except for a few small blank spaces on the walls where pictures used to hang, paintings my parents had recently needed to sell, everything looked just the way I had known it my entire life. I took off my shoes so I could tiptoe from carpet to carpet without making any noise on the wood floor. Their voices came from the dining room. That was good—maybe I could slink past them into my room without them noticing.…

“We’re finished! Through, Margot, do you understand? That was it! It’s over, finito!”

Papa’s agitated voice rose, and fell again with the last word. I had already covered half of the foyer and was past the kitchen, but I stopped, anchored to the spot. Bergmann had actually gone to the police! Thoughts raced through my head and collided with each other. We’ll lose the apartment! My parents will be taken away! Bekka won’t be allowed to go to America! This is it! We’re finished!

“Always be careful how you behave,” my father told me. “Be polite, even if they get rough, and never talk back. Don’t speak loudly or thoughtlessly, but you don’t want to come across as too refined either—otherwise they might think you feel superior. Always wear clean clothes when you leave the apartment so no one can say we’re dirty. A single Jewish child that makes a bad impression reflects badly on all of us! The best thing to do,” he added, looking into my shocked and troubled face, overwhelmed with all that responsibility, “is not to attract attention at all, Ziska.”

Exactly what would happen if I was noticed or behaved badly he didn’t say, because we knew as well as anyone that we couldn’t rely on one particular punishment. The Germans could do with us whatever they pleased. But I had never imagined it would come to the point that we were finished, and all because of me.

“Finished? That’s ridiculous,” Mamu said impatiently. “Your clients weren’t paying you anymore anyway.”

My father didn’t answer. Mamu’s voice became more strident. “Let’s face the truth, Franz. We’re already living entirely from my money now. And it’s not so surprising that you’ve been banned from practicing law. Of our friends, who is still allowed to work? Schumann, of course. But there are always SA standing around in front of his store.”

As if led by the strings of a marionette, my feet carried me a few steps to the living room door, which stood ajar. While I pressed my ear to the door I prayed fervently, Oh Jesus, please only let us be goners if it has nothing to do with me!

“Maybe we should have tried to get out,” Papa said quietly.

Now it was Mamu’s turn to not answer. Uh-oh, I thought, picturing how she had her lips pressed together. Ever since I could remember she’d been badgering Papa, Let’s get out of here! But Papa wouldn’t hear of it, even when one country after another started to close their borders to Jewish refugees. “There’s still Shanghai,” Papa said now.

“How nice that you’re finally coming to your senses,” Mamu retorted in a frosty tone. “Ziska, you’re my witness. Do you think I haven’t noticed that you’re eavesdropping behind the door?”

Dazed, I entered the room and looked over at my parents. They were sitting at the dining room table underneath the large oil painting of Emperor Wilhelm, and Mamu studied me with one of her scrutinizing gazes through the thick strands of black hair that half covered her right eye.

I was all too familiar with this look, and it made me feel the usual combination of guilt, anxiety, and admiration. My mother was widely considered to be a “beautiful woman,” though in my opinion that didn’t begin to do her justice. She was tall, dark, and temperamental, with a loud voice and big gestures. And as if her appearance weren’t impressive enough, she emphasized it even more with hats and scarves in dramatic colors, wore pants and bright red lipstick. I loved, admired, and feared my mother.

Papa sat in his place, utterly miserable, his back even more hunched than usual, and made a grimace that was supposed to be an attempt at a smile. Whatever it was that he had found out today, it had clearly been a hard blow, and I immediately thought of the photograph hanging in his office. It was of a German soldier looking confident and stern, and it was only recently that I had realized it was a photo of my father! I had never seen him like that; all the troubles that had plagued his life started soon after I was born, slowly but surely wearing him down. My mother seemed to me to grow stronger, the smaller and quieter he became, and she loved him with a devotion that made me jealous.

But my parents had never fought as bitterly as they had lately. Just a week ago, Mamu had bought the Stürmer newspaper and brought it home, a repulsive Nazi propaganda rag. Repugnant, dark figures were featured on the front page, supposedly Jews. They didn’t resemble anyone I knew. Papa had run out of the room and slammed the door behind him, and I could still hear Mamu’s angry cry: “I at least want to know who I’m dealing with!”

“Ziska and her friend jumped out of the third floor today,” Mamu said. “And do you know why they do that? It’s their survival training in case that stupid group of Hitler Youth running around with Richard Graditz beats them up again. That’s how far it’s gone, Franz. Our daughter is jumping out of the third floor. The Liebichs, the Todorovskis, the Grüns, all of them already have emigration petitions in the works, everyone except us!”

My mother! Here I had spent the entire afternoon thinking of nothing but the various ways she would let me have it, and now she turned the whole thing around and used our crazy stunt to manipulate my father! All I had to do was play along.

Unfortunately, I glanced at Papa’s guilty face and knew I couldn’t do it. “But I didn’t…” I protested. Mamu glared at me so fiercely that I snapped my mouth shut again. She, of course, already knew that it wasn’t me who had actually jumped. My mother was the smartest woman I knew, and twisting little details to her advantage was her specialty. If I said that, she probably would have answered, “So what? Why didn’t you jump? If you had jumped, I wouldn’t have to stretch the truth now!”

“They won’t be able to get us anymore,” I told Papa instead, by way of encouragement. “We have hideouts and escape routes all over the neighborhood. There are already so many that Bekka has to draw them on a map so we can keep track of all of them.”

Strangely, this bit of good news didn’t do a thing to erase the worry lines on his forehead. Papa propped up his head in both hands and stared blankly in front of him.

“Well, what do you think of Shanghai, Ziska?” Mamu asked, smiling.

“How would we get there?” I replied, skeptical.

“On a ship, a trip of several weeks.”

“Is it as far as America?”

“Even farther, Ziska! Quite a bit farther away than America.”

“And when will we go?”

“As soon as I have all the paperwork together. I’ll have our names registered tomorrow.”

“Don’t we need someone who will sponsor us, like the Liebichs?”

“No, sweetie. We can go to Shanghai without a sponsor. We don’t even need a visa, just an exit permit and passage for the ship.”

Mamu kept glancing over at Papa. Our question-and-answer game was probably intended to point out again how simple it really was—how simple it could have been the entire time. “Of course, we’ll have to pay the emigration tax. But with my jewelry and the family porcelain… we’ll be able to keep enough to live from for a while.”

Papa stood up and left the room. His sadness stayed behind and draped itself over me. “What’s wrong with him?” I whispered.

Mamu looked off to the side. For a moment I thought I saw her eyes fill with tears, but I must have been mistaken. Mamu didn’t cry. Never. Papa maybe, and I definitely did, but not Mamu.

“Papa’s license to practice law was revoked today. We knew it was coming, but it’s terrible for him anyway, now that it’s happened. You know how much he had hoped…”

She didn’t finish her sentence, but I knew what she meant. My father still believed in the good Germany, the one he fought for in the Great War. In his mind there was a little blockade that held back everything that might have convinced him of the opposite: that his battles on the western front and even his Iron Cross Second Class didn’t count anymore; that he was no longer a German, but a Jew, even though the Mangolds had been Protestant for two generations and not one of us had ever stepped foot inside a synagogue. He couldn’t understand that we weren’t wanted in Germany, or in almost any other country in the world, for that matter.

“Shanghai,” I repeated, tasting the name on my tongue. “I think that sounds good.”
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Chapter 2

Richard and Ruben

As always happened whenever I caught sight of Richard, August, and Eberhard, my scalp and fingertips began to tingle. Had they seen me too? I didn’t think so, because as I backed into the nearest doorway I could see them, completely focused on kicking their ratty old soccer ball around.

I tried to stay calm and looked around. I was standing in an entryway near the south end of the Schiller Promenade, which meant we had mapped out four or five escape routes and two hiding places right around here. They wouldn’t catch me this time! I pushed myself off from the wall of the house. Leaving my three friends behind me, I leisurely walked back in the direction I had come from.

Right away, I heard that the soccer ball wasn’t bouncing on the ground anymore. That didn’t have to mean anything. The best thing to do was just continue on my way without turning around. I stuck my hands in the pockets of my jacket and strolled down the street, apparently in no hurry.

But I knew the tragic story of Lot’s wife, and that the brain basically ignores orders like “Don’t turn around!” I hadn’t gone five yards before I risked a tiny peek.

Richard’s eyes met mine. He came toward me, grinning, with the ball under his arm, matching my pace with the other two in tow. They were just waiting for me to start running.

I walked a little faster. They picked up their pace too, and they were already catching up. I only had one chance. I stopped and turned around. “Just try to catch me, you cowards!” I screamed.

Then I turned around and fled.

It’s a wonderful feeling when you’re running and gaining ground. You don’t even feel the ground; your legs and feet and the pavement all become one. A few intoxicating leaps transformed what had just been a scared girl into a winged being that couldn’t possibly be caught, like Jesse Owens, the black Olympic champion who left all his competitors of the supposedly superior races in the dust two years ago.

I dedicated my run to Jesse Owens, and that gave me luck. Even without looking behind me I could tell that the distance between me and my pursuers was growing. I let out a wild cry of triumph, ran around the church, and nearly knocked over an older man who suddenly stood up from his bench right in my path.

“Grab her! She’s a Jew!” Richard screeched. The man actually reacted, spread his arms out, and made a few halfhearted steps toward me. But Franziska Jesse Mangold can’t be stopped! An elegant swerve to the right will do the trick, allowing her to leave her pursuers behind. And it is unbelievable, ladies and gentlemen, but this gifted young runner still has enough energy to step up her pace!

I turned into the home stretch. The arched entryway I was headed for was at the top right corner of our survival plan, because it was almost outside our neighborhood. Bekka and I had discovered the house in the spring, not long after my first run-in with Richard and his group. The entrance was always open because it led to a butcher’s shop in the back of the courtyard. I crossed the street and disappeared into the entrance. “She’s over there! Get her!” I heard behind me—in a voice that was out of breath, I noted with satisfaction.

I rushed down the steps to the cellar and found myself in a long, low tunnel. To the right and left of the stairs were passages lined with small niches used as storage space by the people who lived in this building.

Cellar number 8 was way back at the end of the corridor on the left. I ran through the passageway. It smelled like brickwork and mouse droppings. Right when Richard, August, and Eberhard reached the bottom of the basement stairs, I disappeared into the darkness of cellar number 8.

“Now you’re trapped, you Jewish pig!” Richard jeered.

I heard steps coming toward me, just one pair of footsteps. Richard had sent his friends in the opposite direction and came alone. A wooden door flew open and banged against a shelf. Glass jars clinked together. There was a brief flash of yellow light when Richard turned on the light in the little storage room and looked around, then a soft click as he turned it off again.

There was no time to lose. I felt my way along the back wall, where the opening was. Sure of the way, I slid my hands along the bricks. There was the cupboard, and right next to it…

Ouch! I felt the big, heavy object that stood in my way. It was a storage shelf! I desperately tried to squelch the paralyzing fear that instantly shot from my legs to my head. Stay calm! You’re in the wrong cellar. When Richard looks into the next one, you can slip into number 8.

I ran back to the door with my heart pounding. Richard had made it to number 4; now he went in and turned on the light there. I took a step out of my shed to dart into the next one down.

But there wasn’t another one. I was in number 8! Where there should have been an opening into the basement of the neighboring house, some idiot had put up a shelf!

“There she is!” resounded through the basement hallway. I had completely forgotten about August and Eberhard.

Out of my head, I stormed back to the shelving in the darkness, kneeled down, and felt for one of the boards with both hands. Cans, glass jars, bottles, everything I got my hands on I flung to the side and pulled my upper body into the space I had made so I could feel what was at the back with my right hand.

My hand felt nothing. Salvation! The shelves were open at the back! Shoulders first, I crammed myself into the bottom shelf, making so much noise that I couldn’t even tell if Richard and his cronies were already in number 8. With one last desperate kick I freed myself and dropped down into the basement of the building next door. I landed on my back, hard, on the cold cement. It was pitch-black, but the scratching coming from the shelves told me that Richard was already working his way through.

With both hands stretched out in front of me, I walked into the darkness with my eyes wide open. I fell up the first step of the basement stairs, and after several feet came to the door into the neighboring courtyard. With weak knees I tumbled into freedom, slammed the door closed, and I suddenly stood absolutely still, as if I had grown roots on the spot. Richard’s soccer ball lay in the middle of the entryway I had just lured the boys through. He had to put it down to have his hands free for me.

How could he? I had never known him to leave it out of his sight. He knew there were children living on this street who would have given anything to have a ball like that. But now the soccer ball lay on the sidewalk because something else had been even more important to him. Richard must hate me fiercely.

Something in me said, “Leave it alone, Ziska!” But instead of doing the only smart thing and getting away as fast as possible, I saw only that ball.

And all at once I was gripped by a rage greater than anything I had ever experienced in my life. That stupid, shabby ball suddenly conjured up everything I absolutely didn’t want to think about. The birthday party when Richard had gotten the ball. The game of spin the bottle, where the next one the bottle points to has to kiss someone! The bottle turned, turned more slowly, stopped turning, and pointed to Richard. And Richard laughed, stood up without hesitating, walked through the circle of kids toward me, and kissed me right on the mouth. He looked at me so sweetly while he did it.

I hadn’t been invited to birthday parties for a long time. But at one time, Richard had been my friend.

“Is it true, Ziska?” he had asked me later in a low voice. “Your parents are… you’re… Jewish?”

“Nah,” I had answered. “Papa is a lawyer.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course! You know he is!”

He rumpled his forehead. “But my mother said that you’re Jews.”

“Should I ask my mother?” I could see how concerned he was about this. “I’ll let you know tomorrow.”

He planted himself in the schoolyard the next day and listened to me, his face without any expression, as I relayed my mother’s explanation. Yes, we actually did have Jewish ancestors, and I had never heard anything about it before because all four of my grandparents had already converted to Protestantism in the last century. So when it was time for religion classes at school, I was part of the Protestant group, I believed in Jesus, and I would be confirmed at the same time as Richard. The other kids stood around us, and no one said anything. Richard shifted from one leg to the other and I noticed that he had just as little clue about what to do with this information as I did. For my part, I couldn’t have told you exactly what “Jewish” meant, or why it was of any significance in the schoolyard.

“Eeeew! Richard kissed a Jew!” fat Roland finally screamed.

In the next instant he lay on the ground, crying, because Richard hit him with a perfect right hook. There was a wave of muttering among the other children, who took a step backward just to be safe. Proudly, I lifted my chin and looked around with a challenging gaze. That was much better than a kiss! No one had ever hit someone else for my sake before!

Then he let go of Roland. He fell back in the dust and lifted his arms in front of his face. “Okay, Richard, I get it,” he whimpered.

Richard took a step back and looked at me again, and I could not believe what I saw. Everything that was handsome about his face had disappeared; there was nothing there but a hard mask that stared at me, full of accusation, rage, and contempt.

“You should have told me!” he barked at me.

“But Richard… why?” I managed to get out.

All I saw then was his jutted chin, his bright eyes, and the quick, hard motion of his shoving me. I lay on my back next to fat Roland, who crawled away from me fast, as if I had a contagious disease. I squinted up at Richard. He gave me a kick and turned away.

“Now we have you, you Jewish pig!”

Richard, who had followed me through the basement, came at me from behind, August and Eberhard from the front. I stood between them with the ball in my hands. Only a few seconds could have passed since I ran out of the cellar, but those were the seconds I needed to escape.

“Drop the ball!” Richard barked. His hands were clenched into fists. The feeling that overcame me was familiar. It was what had led Bekka and me to spend most of the last six months combing our neighborhood for escape routes.

“Come and get it!” They charged me. I wound up my arm as if to throw the ball over Richard’s head onto one of the balconies. Startled, he jerked his head up, and raised his arms too. I channeled all my fury into my throw and shot his ball right in the middle of his face.

Where are you, Bekka? We can cross off the entryway at the butcher’s, and we definitely need to check the other hiding places to make sure they’re still the same as when we found them, so the next time… the next time… the next time…

I lay on my side, and something buzzed on my mouth. A big, fat fly was flitting across my lower lip, tasting a bit here, a bit there. There was certainly enough blood there. Almost dry already. Was there any part of me still whole? I sat up slowly, leaning against the house wall. Someone had watched from the first floor, but whoever it was left me alone.

“Ziska? Can you stand up?” A long, pale face appeared in front of me as if through a fog. It must have taken a lot of guts for him to come into a strange courtyard—Ruben Seydensticker wasn’t exactly one of the bravest people I knew. He took hold of both of my limp arms and helped me get up.

I clung to his shoulder, bent over forward, and saw the blood-sprinkled cobblestones in front of me blur. “I’d better take you home with me,” Ruben said quietly. “It isn’t far.”

“Nah, lemme gon,” I mumbled through my throbbing, swollen lips, which weren’t able to form understandable words anymore. After two yards he stopped us again, leaned me against the building, picked up my shoe, and put it on my foot.

Gradually the other parts of my body sorted themselves out and began to send searing hot messages to my head. Pain rampaged through my left shoulder, my arms, the back of my head, not to mention the entire lower half of my body, and after we had taken three or four steps, I threw up right on Ruben’s shoes.

“It doesn’t matter. Just keep moving,” he said gallantly.

I was so ashamed that I started to cry. And that’s how we arrived at his apartment. His parents, who had been sitting at the table, jumped up. “Oy!” escaped from Frau Seydensticker, followed by a wave of strange sounds that sounded like German, but then again not really. Aha, I thought dully. The Seydenstickers want to emigrate too.

I wondered which language this family was learning. I quietly began listing all the countries I knew of that were still accepting Jews: Argentina, Chile, Uruguay, Paraguay… Not that this was really of great interest at the moment, but the whole way to Ruben’s I had continuously been checking whether my brain had suffered any damage. My name is Ziska Mangold, born on February 19, 1928. I live at Hermannstraße 88, front house, third floor… I couldn’t have been unconscious for very long, but a small sliver of my life was shrouded in darkness, and that was enough to make me terribly afraid.

Ruben’s father laid me carefully on the kitchen bench. His full beard tickled my arm, and perched on his head as if with glue was a perfectly round, flat yarmulke.

“This is Ziska. She’s in my class,” Ruben said. It was both an introduction and an explanation for my condition, because no one asked so much as a single question. The Seydenstickers were really Jewish. They were subjected to attacks on the streets much more often than me, who didn’t look the part. For them, going to a Jewish school and getting beaten up apparently fit together somehow.

I lay on the hard kitchen bench with a wet cloth on my forehead. Gentle hands bandaged my arms, my legs. “We have to fix you up a little bit before we call your mama,” Frau Seydensticker murmured with a wonderfully rolling r. She wore a wide, brown housecoat and had a cloth wrapped around her head that fell down her back. She became embarrassed when she noticed how I was staring at her, and I turned bright red, mortified by my bad behavior and, yes, by the poverty around me.

In fact, the room I found myself in appeared to be not only the kitchen, but also the bedroom and living room for the entire family. The cooking area, the table with a bench and chairs, and a large cupboard took up almost the entire space, but there was still a stack of several mattresses against the wall.

Ruben’s little sister shyly brought me some fruit. “My name is Chaja,” she whispered, and took two steps backward, gazing at me steadily in astonishment.

“Hello, Chaja,” I murmured, and closed my eyes, the apple held in my hand.

It grew quiet. A few ugly pictures still flashed through my memory. I tried to remember the early part of the morning, when I had woken up and still had no idea what this day would bring me. That wasn’t so long ago.

I pulled off the wet cloth that covered my entire face and found Ruben, who had made himself comfortable on one of the chairs. “Leave it on,” he said. “You look pretty rough. But Richard Graditz does too, if that’s any consolation. I think his nose is broken.”

On his way home, he had literally run right into the three boys who came shooting out of the entryway without looking left or right. Other than the typical “Bug off, Jew boy!” they didn’t bother him, but to be on the safe side he had still waited a few minutes before he peeked around the corner into the courtyard.

I told him what had happened. Since my swollen lip had already gone down some, I even embellished the heated chase through the cellar to my advantage a little. The longer I told my story, the more energetic I got. I had escaped. They only caught me because there were three of them. If I had been with Bekka, the story would have ended entirely differently!

“You are completely crazy, Ziska,” Ruben announced, as if I had spoken my last thought out loud. “You can’t win against them. What if Richard’s nose is really broken? What if his parents file a complaint against you?”

“They won’t do that. I know them. The most they’ll do is give him another good slap for beating up a girl. Richard is much worse than his parents.”

“May he find a horrible end,” Ruben answered ceremoniously.

Half curious and half shy, I looked at him. Ruben sometimes said things that I didn’t know how to answer. He was the only one in his family they sent to school, probably because he was so clever, they couldn’t stand having him at home all the time.

“What language is that your parents speak?” I wanted to know. “Is it Dutch? Are you all going to Holland? Last week we put in our application to go to Shanghai! But we haven’t even started learning Chinese yet.”

Ruben shook his head in disbelief. “You must have heard Yiddish before.”

“Yiddish?” I repeated. “Where would I have heard that? No one in my family knows Yiddish.”

“But that’s our language, Ziska, it has been for hundreds of years. Your ancestors definitely used to speak Yiddish too.”

“How would you know that?”

“Yiddish is a mixture of Hebrew and old German. It’s a language Jewish people all over Europe use to communicate.”

“Is that true? Then they didn’t have to learn English or something like that?”

I was fascinated. Ruben looked at me with compassion. “You’re being persecuted and you don’t even know who you are,” he said.

I was about to argue, but Ruben looked genuinely sad at the moment, as if he felt sorry for me. “And? Who are you?” I asked him with a bit of a challenge in my voice.

He smiled. “I was born here, but my family comes from eastern Poland. My mother is Beile, my father is Jakob. My father’s father was Herschel and his wife Zeitel…”

Ruben told me much more that afternoon while I lay on the bench in the kitchen and waited for my mother to pick me up. He told me about traders who carried heavy handcarts hundreds of miles through the countryside before returning to their families on Fridays to celebrate the Sabbath. About the Black Death, which the Jews were accused of causing. There were smaller attacks and larger massacres.

“They’ve been murdering us for hundreds of years in Poland,” Ruben said. “We came back to Germany when things got better here. Jews from the east don’t live particularly well here, but they can get by. Our ancestor who crossed the Elbe River was named Trachim, his wife was Didle. They had one daughter, Shanda, and she married Gerschom…”

I didn’t hear the ticking of the clock on the wall anymore, I forgot all about my injuries, and I forgot mean, insignificant little Richard Graditz. Each of the names that Ruben recited etched itself deeply in my memory in place of all that. Because I was the one Ruben told his story to.

Not even four weeks later I stood in the Seydenstickers’ apartment and there was no one there.

“They’re all gone,” Bekka whispered, trying to pull me out of the apartment by the arm. “They picked up the Polish people, I told you already. The Polish government revoked Polish citizenship from anyone who has lived outside the country for more than five years, and the Germans don’t want them either. They immediately rounded them all up and took them over the border that same night. Ziska, what are you doing?” she asked nervously. “Let’s get out of here! I don’t think we’re allowed to be here, even if the door wasn’t locked!”

But in the end she did help me to stack the mattresses against the wall, throw away the leftover food still on the plates, clear the dishes from the table, so obviously left in a rush, and wash them. The Seydenstickers used different plates and silverware to keep milk and meat separate from each other. They were marked with different colors, and we were very careful to put everything back in the right places.

They never returned, but I think Ruben would have been glad.
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