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Good-bye Marianne




As autumn turns into winter in 1938 Berlin, Marianne Kohn’s life begins to crumble. First there was the burning of the neighborhood shops. Then her father, a mild-mannered bookseller, must leave the family and go into hiding. No longer allowed to go to school or even sit in a café, Marianne’s only comfort is her beloved mother. Things are bad, but could they get even worse? Based on true events, this fictional account of hatred and racism speaks volumes about both history and human nature.
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Prologue


“Open up. Gestapo.”

Marianne and her mother collided in the entrance hall. Mrs. Kohn whispered, “Ruth’s letter.” Marianne disappeared.

“Open up.”

The sound of a rifle butt against the door.

“I’m coming.”

Marianne heard her mother open the door. The slap of leather on skin. A stifled gasp. Marianne stood in the doorway of her room. She watched the Gestapo officers, their uniforms as black as the night sky, invade their rooms.

Mrs. Kohn put her finger on her lips. Her face was very white. She waited. Marianne stood without moving, watching her mother. Cupboard doors slammed. Drawers crashed. They heard glass shatter. Something ripped. Gleaming black boots walked toward Marianne. She edged back into her room, picked up her teddy bear, held him tightly.

The officer patted Marianne’s head. Turned away.

“Let’s go.”

They left. Their boots rang out through the building. A car door shut, the roaring engine disturbing the dawn.

Marianne and her mother did not stir until the only sound they could hear was their own breathing. Mrs. Kohn closed the front door, fastened the chain. She and Marianne held each other for a long time.

“My hair – he touched my hair. I feel sick.”

“We’ll wash it. It’s all over now.”

“What did they want? Were they looking for Vati?”

“Who knows …”

“I hid Ruth’s letter.”

“Where?”

Marianne kicked off her slipper. The folded letter clung to the sole of her foot.

“You were very brave, Marianne. Now we’ll burn it. Come.”

Hand in hand, Marianne and her mother walked into the living room. The room looked as if a tornado had hit. Every single book had been dragged off the shelves, and lay on the floor. All her father’s beautiful books were scattered, bent, facedown, the pages ripped. His desk was gashed, his chair snapped in two.



Nothing had prepared Marianne for this – not the taunts in the street, nor the smashed Jewish shops, not her mother’s anxious warnings not to draw attention to herself, nor her father’s disappearance – nothing. And yet, why was she surprised? Why hadn’t she expected this? This was what it was like being a Jew in Germany. You couldn’t even close your front door against the Gestapo.… Marianne watched as her mother packed her suitcase.…


“This transport is a rescue operation just for children. A Kindertransport. The grown-ups must wait their turn. There are bound to be other opportunities for us to leave.”

“You mean, I have to go by myself? No! Absolutely no. I’d have to be crazy to agree to something like that. I won’t leave you all.”

Mrs. Kohn said, “Marianne, I think you have to. You see, I can’t keep you safe anymore. I don’t know how. Not here in Berlin, not in Düsseldorf, or anyplace else the Nazis are.… One day it may be safe to live here again. For now, we must take this chance for you to escape to a free country.”




• 1 •
“Like animals at the zoo”

The guard pushed his way through the corridor. “Next stop – Liverpool Street Station. All change,” he called.

The train slowed to a shuddering halt, expelling two hundred apprehensive, weary children. Steam from the engine misted behind them like morning fog. The children climbed down onto the platform. Not knowing what to do next, they formed an untidy line. Eleven-year-old Marianne took Sophie’s hand. “Come on, we have to wait with the others. Stay close beside me,” she said.

Passersby stared at them curiously. Porters pushing trolleys shouted: “Mind your backs.” A few photographers began taking pictures – “Smile,” they said. A light flashed, or was it winter sunshine coming through the glass domed roof of the station?

“Like animals at the zoo,” Marianne said to the boy standing next to her.

“We’d better smile all the same, make a good impression,” he said.

“Wipe your face, Sophie; it’s got smuts on it from the train,” Marianne told her.

“Are we going to our new families now?” Sophie asked, spitting on her grubby handkerchief and handing it to Marianne, who scrubbed at Sophie’s cheeks.

“Soon.”

Marianne wasn’t ready to think that far ahead. It was only twenty-four hours ago that she’d said good-bye to her mother in Berlin. Today was December 2, 1938, and she was in London – the whole English Channel between her and her parents. The station overwhelmed her with its incomprehensible words and signs.

“A friend of my father’s supposed to be meeting me. I don’t even know what he looks like. Do you know who’s taking you in?” the boy next to her said.

“I don’t know anything. I can’t even remember how I got here. Don’t you feel like we’ve been traveling for a thousand years?” said Marianne.

“A thousand years, the thousand-year Reich, what’s the difference? We’re here, away from all that,” the boy said. “They can’t get us now.”

An identification label spiraled down onto the tracks. A woman wearing a red hat climbed onto a luggage trolley facing them. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and spoke to the children in English, slowly, and in a loud voice, adding to the confusion of sounds around them. “I am Miss Baxter. I am here to help you. Welcome to London. Follow me, please.”

She climbed down. Nobody moved. Miss Baxter walked slowly along the length of the line, smiling and shaking hands with some of the children. Then she headed up the platform to the front of the line, took a child’s hand, and began to walk. She stopped every few moments, turned and beckoned, to make sure the others were following.

“Come on, Sophie, keep up,” said Marianne. She could hear some women talking about them and shaking their heads, the way mothers do when you’ve been out in the rain without a coat.

“See them poor little refugees.”

“What a shame.”

“Look at that little one. Sweet, isn’t she?”

“More German refugees, I suppose. Surely they could go somewhere else?”

Marianne understood the tone, if not the words. Except for “refugee.”

“We’ll have to try to speak English all the time,” Marianne told Sophie.

“But I don’t know how. I want to go home,” Sophie said.

Marianne was too tired to answer.

A girl dragging her suitcase along the platform said, “This is the worst part, isn’t it? Do hurry up, Bernard, we’ll be last. Vati said, ‘Stay together.’ ” She called to the small boy trailing behind them, then turned to Marianne and said, “That’s my little brother. Why do boys always dawdle?” They waited for the small boy to catch up.

“Look! A man gave me a penny.” Bernard held out a large round copper coin. “He said, ‘Here you are, son.’ ”

“How do you know what he said? You don’t speak English. You’re not supposed to speak to strangers,” his sister scolded.

“I suppose they’re all strangers here and we are too,” said Marianne. “I mean, we don’t know anyone, do we?”

“No,” said the girl and her lip trembled.

“Sorry,” said Marianne. “I only meant …” She didn’t say any more, and they hurried to catch up to the other children.

The ticket collector must have known they were coming. He smiled and waved them through.

Miss Baxter stopped at last.

“It’s clever of her to wear a red hat with that little feather. Like a bird showing us the way,” Marianne told Sophie.

“Like Hansel and Gretel,” Sophie said, giving a little skip. She’d cheered up again. “Will everyone be nice in England?” she asked.

“Well, it’s bound to be better than Germany. Can you imagine the Nazis smiling and holding our hands?” said Marianne.

They followed the red hat into a big room at the end of the station. As soon as they were inside, a woman handed each of them a paper bag with an orange, some chocolate, and a sandwich.

Miss Baxter pointed to rows of slatted wooden chairs lined up on one side of the gloomy room, ready for the new arrivals. The children sat. Across from them, on the other side of the room waiting in a separate section, were the adults. Although it was daylight outside, all the electric lightbulbs were on. The two groups gazed at each other. Some adults stood up, craning their necks to look the newcomers over. A few of them held photographs and were trying to compare the reality in front of them with the posed pictures in their hands.

Miss Baxter announced what was happening in English, and a woman next to her translated her words for the children. “Every sponsor will be paired with a child on my list. We must make sure the names and numbers match. Please wait patiently until you hear your name called.”

The woman who spoke German sat at a table in the center of the room and smiled nervously at no one in particular. She was dressed in blue. There was a pile of papers in front of her. Miss Baxter began calling out names, and children and sponsors met for the first time. It went on and on – the names called, the walk under staring eyes, the signing of forms. The endless terrifying anticipation.

Marianne noticed how, sometimes, two children went together. There were nods and smiles and handshakes. Occasionally the adults looked as if they’d expected someone different. The new arrivals followed behind their grown-ups, mostly not turning back to look at the others, who were still waiting to be collected. A few children fidgeted, or whispered. Most sat quiet and watchful.

Marianne held her bag of food so tightly that she could feel the sandwich squish between her fingers. “Do you want my orange?” she asked Sophie. “I can’t bear the smell anymore.” She knew the bright fruit had been a gesture of kindness – meant to comfort. At this moment, nothing could console Marianne.

Sophie did not answer; she was asleep. She’d pushed her chair very close to Marianne’s and was half leaning against her.

The girl sitting on Marianne’s other side said, “I’ll take your orange if you don’t want it.”

Marianne gave it to her.

The girl asked, “Is that your little sister?”

“No,” Marianne said. “The only thing I know about her is her name and her age. Her mother pushed her onto the train just as we were leaving and asked me to take care of her till we got here. I think it was because I was standing closest to the door. It’s worked out alright. She’s very good for a seven year old. I won’t know anyone when she goes.”

“Waiting’s horrible, isn’t it?” said the girl.

“Sophie Mandel,” Miss Baxter called.

“That’s you, Sophie. Come on, you’ve got to wake up.” Marianne pulled Sophie to her feet.

A pleasant-looking woman in a gray coat and hat said to her in German: “Nicht stören – don’t wake her. I can carry her.”

Sophie woke up anyway.

“Hello, Sophie. I am Aunt Margaret, a friend of your mother’s. I’ve come to take you to your new home.”

Sophie put her arms around Marianne’s neck and hugged her, as if she didn’t want to leave her behind.

“Good-bye, Sophie. She looks very nice,” Marianne whispered, and kissed her cheek.

Sophie went off bravely, carrying her doll and her rucksack. Marianne saw the lady smile at the little girl and heard her answer a question. Sophie turned at the exit and waved to Marianne. It was all Marianne could do, not to cry. She blew her nose, pretending she’d caught a cold.

Why do I mind Sophie leaving? It’s not as if we’re even related. Everyone’s being separated. The boy she’d talked to in the line had been one of the first to go, and Bernard’s sister had left too, with an elderly man and woman. She’d tried to explain to Miss Baxter about staying with her brother, but the couple were anxious to leave and didn’t let her finish talking. Marianne saw the girl turn round to look at Bernard. He hung his head and refused to look up. He sat slumped like that for ages, even when the lady in blue came over to him and put a note in his hand. “Your sister’s address,” she told him.

Miss Baxter called his name. A cheerful young woman collected him. She had a small boy with her who looked about Bernard’s age. The boys began making faces at each other almost immediately. He’d be alright.

The girl she’d given her orange to had left with a woman in a fur jacket. The room was almost empty. Suppose no one comes for me? Is there a special room for unclaimed children? Marianne wished she’d never let her mother talk her into coming here. She planned her first letter home:


Dear Mutti,

I’m still in Liverpool Street Station. Please write to me here.



Perhaps Miss Baxter would give her a stamp.

Marianne tried to push this moment out of her thoughts. She closed her eyes, hoping the sick feeling in her stomach would go away.




End of sample
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