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EVERY HUMAN BEING HAS HIS OWN
 GATE. WE MUST NEVER MAKE THE
 MISTAKE OF WANTING TO ENTER THE
 ORCHARD BY ANY GATE BUT OUR
 OWN. TO DO THIS IS DANGEROUS FOR
 THE ONE WHO ENTERS AND ALSO FOR
 THOSE WHO ARE ALREADY THERE.

—ELIE WIESEL, NIGHT
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ONE



THE LAST DAY of school is a hundred thousand hours long. It’s as long as waiting in the dentist’s office or listening to your parents talk about what it was like when they were kids. The sun leaks through the windows, paints everything gold, and makes me warm and sleepy. Herr Schmidt drones on. I think about a soccer scrimmage after school and how I will be out with my rowing club on Saturday. I watch a fly, come to life with the warm weather, buzz against the window. I’m that trapped fly. I hear a train whistling in the distance and wish I were on it. I study the way Ruth Kassel’s hair falls over her face as she leans down to write and the way she nibbles little slivers from her pencil when she is concentrating. She catches me staring at her and I quickly look away.


Herr Schmidt’s classroom is the one I most dislike. Going to his class is like tearing off a scab. The war has been over for ten years. The Nazis are gone. It’s 1955. Why should we have our noses rubbed in someone else’s dirt just because we happen to be German? Our eighth grade is being scolded for something our parents did. It is something I don’t want to hear or think about.

With his white-blond hair, pale skin, and long thin arms and fingers, Herr Schmidt looks like he lives in a cellar or a cave. He has an irritating way of drawing out his words so you are afraid he will never finish a sentence. “Ri-i-i-ight here in Rolfen,” he said, “I am sor-r-r-ry to say there is the e-e-e-evil of anti-Semitism.”

I’m tired of being told all the bad things about our country. Why can’t he talk about the good things about Germany? I slump down and stare at my desk. It is at least a hundred years old. The carved initials in the desk are like ghosts of the students who have sat there before me. During the war the desk survived the bombs of the Americans and the English. I squirm in the hard wooden seat and catch Hans Adler’s eye. His shrug tells me he is as bored and impatient as I am with the lecture.

As if it were just another lesson in grammar or arithmetic, Herr Schmidt prints on the blackboard the crimes of the German people and we copy them, each one like a scolding. All over Germany Jewish converts to Christianity were expelled from the church. When he speaks of what the church has done, Herr Schmidt looks serious and sad, as if to say, People may do stupid and even evil things, but the church? How can that be? But of course the church is not just a brick building that got up off its foundation and shook out the Jews; no, there was the pastor and those who chose him and paid him. When you speak of the church, you are not speaking of a building but of men and women. Even I know that.

We squirm in our seats. Hans speaks for everyone in the class when he wriggles his hand in the air and says, “We were just babies during the war. We didn’t have anything to do with what happened to the Jews.” I silently agree. Most people want to be good and they want people to believe they are good, so it’s hard when you’re made to feel guilty for something you didn’t do.

Herr Schmidt says, “I know I am reviewing what we have talked of before, but I want to be sure you understand. l tell you these things so that your generation will not repeat the mistakes of your parents and their parents.”

Dieter Kroner has been drawing dirty pictures of Herr Schmidt. Now he leans across the aisle and whispers to me, “That’s all Jewish propaganda.” Even I know better than that. Men have stood up in court and admitted their parts in what happened. There are government records and terrible pictures of men more dead than alive in prisoners’ striped suits. It is all true, but I don’t want to hear about it.

At last Herr Schmidt gives us our assignment to do over the summer. We groan. When we leave today, we want to close the door on the school and not think about it. Herr Schmidt says, “In spite of the terrible things that happened during the war, there were Germans who risked their lives to oppose Hitler. I want you to find such a person and write that person’s story.”

We push our way out of the classroom and into the hallway, where there’s a sour smell: part sweaty socks, part stale air. Students shove one another in the halls and on the stairs as if they can’t wait to get the day over with and get outside. Even the teachers seem impatient. Our algebra teacher storms up and down the aisles of the schoolroom, crumpling our papers and rapping the boys on the head with his ruler.

At lunchtime we kick around a soccer ball, an old size four with most of the leather worn away. Hans gets into a fight with Kurt Niehl because Kurt won’t own up to a foul, and I have to pull them apart, getting an elbow in my ribs for my trouble. I make a nice shoelace pass, the ball rising into the air in a beautiful arc, lofting right over Hans’s head and falling at Kurt’s feet, but just at that moment the bell rings and we have to go back inside.

As usual Hans has done no homework and is unprepared for our Latin class with Frau Lerche. No one is more goodhearted or can turn on more charm than Hans, so most of the teachers forgive him his lack of interest in his studies, especially the women teachers; but Frau Lerche is immune to Hans’s charm. Although he bats his long lashes at her and gives her his most radiant smile, she’s not moved. When he translates fastigium, “height,” as fastidium, “disgust,” he gives Frau Lerche an opportunity for exercising her considerable sarcasm. “I have reached the height of my disgust with your translations, Herr Adler,” she says, which makes Hans turn beet red. While Frau Lerche launches into a discussion of the beauty of the ablative case, I sit and stare out the window as if it were a postcard from someplace I’ll never visit.

Finally the last day of school is over. Kurt and Hans and I run out of school, cheering at the top of our lungs. Hans says, “Herr Schmidt is so depressing. My father didn’t have anything to do with what Herr Schmidt was talking about. He was in charge of supplies for the army.”

Kurt says, “Neither did my father. He worked in a commissary, cutting up meat for the officers.”


I don’t say anything, because I’ve never asked my father what he did in the war and he has never said. I decide to ask when I see him in a little while. I’ve promised to meet him at the church where he works, but before I take off, I make plans for the evening with Hans and Kurt.

Hans says, “Let’s go fishing on the river.” He means the Wakenitz River. There is nothing Hans likes so much as doing something he’s not supposed to.

We have been forbidden to fish there because the river is the border between us and East Germany. After World War II, the Allies split Germany in two. Our half of Germany, the West, is the Federal Republic of Germany. Across the border, East Germany, the so-called German Democratic Republic, is really controlled by the Soviet Union. The joke is that East Germany is neither democratic nor a republic. When Russia took over that part of Germany after the war, millions of Germans fled Communist rule. The refugees came looking for jobs and freedom, and our town of Rolfen took them in like abandoned kittens. Now the East forbids its citizens to leave the country, and those who do risk their lives.

Kurt says, “It’s too dangerous to fish there since they’ve built the guard tower.”

We watched the tower go up and the East German soldiers plow land at the border to make an empty strip where they can spot anyone trying to escape. Kurt’s right—it’s dangerous. But the big river here in Rolfen is polluted with sewage and with the ballast from the freighters. When we fish the little Wakenitz, we’re careful to stay on our side of the river.

Kurt doesn’t like going near the border. He and his family are refugees who escaped from East Germany and the Communists. He remembers what life was like under the Communists. Years ago you could cross the border; now, if you try to escape, the Communist guards shoot you.

Most of the people in Rolfen welcomed the thousands of refugees from Communist East Germany, but there are some in our town who resent the Zugereisten, the new people in town, because they take jobs and living quarters and food, all of which are scarce since the war. Bullies at school call out to refugees, “Get out of here! Go back to the pigsty of a country where you belong!” I have been with Kurt when the taunts are directed at him, and I have seen him grit this teeth and double up his fists, but he keeps his temper. Such taunts come from Gerhart Miller and Dieter Kroner and their fellow hoodlums, who are older and stronger than Kurt and me. People like Gerhart have to have someone to stomp on to make them feel superior. It reminds me of Herr Schmidt’s description of what happened to the Jews.


Hans says, “We’ll fish in that bend with all the alder bushes and willows. They’ll never see us from the guard tower.”

Kurt gives in. Kurt’s always trying to keep Hans out of trouble, which is nearly impossible, and Hans is always trying to persuade Kurt to take a risk, which is also nearly impossible.

We plan to meet right after our supper. Outside school it’s a different world. When June comes to our northern city, with its dark, chilling winters, it’s like waking up to find yourself in a new country you can’t wait to explore. We have the North Sea on one side and the Baltic Sea on the other. All winter long the icy wind grabs Rolfen between its sharp teeth and shakes and gnaws it like a dog with a bone. A chill like an evil spell lingers in the school. Though the war has been over for years, heating fuel is still scarce. All winter we have to keep our jackets on in school. Our handwriting looks like bird scratches because we have to hold our pens with gloved fingers. Now my jacket and gloves are shut up in the closet, and without them I feel so light, I could float right up into the sky. I’m sure that my thirteenth summer is going to be the best summer of my life.








End of sample
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