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To those who remain hopeful. And for my parents, two stars who lit the way.



We can be heroes just for one day.
—DAVID BOWIE






DODAUER FOREST. NORTHERN GERMANY.
DECEMBER 22, 1941
They had to hurry; there wasn’t much time.
The heels of Sophie’s dress shoes sank into the soft, cold earth with each step, slowing her pace. She shouldn’t have worn them, but they were her best and she couldn’t bear to leave them behind.
“Do you suppose he’s all right?” Sophie said, puncturing the stillness.
Hanna pulled her too-small coat tighter across her belly. “He’ll meet us at the tree.”
“What if…?”
“We have to keep going.”
Above the moonlit silhouettes of pines, a packet of stars bit holes into the skin of night. The forest was quiet except for the muted crunch of Sophie’s and Hanna’s shoes in fresh snow. The roads had been mostly clear. Only one Kübelwagen had made its inspection, searchlight scraping the fields left and right. Sophie and Hanna had dropped to their backs, lying as flat and still as possible behind a tall cropping of defiant weeds until the patrol rumbled away. By the time anyone in town realized what had happened, Sophie and Hanna would be long gone. They just had to make it to the tree first.
Hanna stopped and rubbed her side. Sophie patted her back.
“Just an ache,” Hanna said.
“Are we close?”
“I think so.”
It was hard to tell in the dark, and for a moment, the girls feared that the forest they knew so well had betrayed them. But soon enough, they found their way into the small clearing and there it was, the Bridegroom’s Oak.
The girls breathed in pine, spruce, and fir, holding the smell inside their lungs like a memory.
“We’ll see it again,” Sophie promised. She let out a small cry of joy and lifted a bedraggled branch from the forest floor. “Look! Our seidr wand.”
“It can’t be the same one. It’s just a branch.”
“Maybe we can cast one last spell?”
“We are not children anymore, Sophie.”
“No,” Sophie said quietly. “No one is a child anymore.”
An owl hooted twice and flapped its wings somewhere above them. Another sound followed, soft but even, like footsteps on dried leaves. Hanna put a finger to her lips. Sophie swallowed. They peered intently into the dark behind them. Moonlight illuminated the soft black eyes of a deer. It froze for a second, staring back at the girls, before scampering off deep into the cover of forest.
“I almost fainted!” Sophie said, letting out her breath.
“I almost did worse,” Hanna said with a small smile.
She moved toward the ladder at the oak’s side.
Sophie stopped her. “I’ll go.”
Hanna shook her head. “I’ll still be faster. You insisted on wearing those shoes.”
Sophie could dispute neither of these things. “Funny to think that this old oak really did bring true love.” The night was so clear it felt as if she could reach up and pluck a star from the sky.
At the ladder’s top, Hanna plunged her hand inside the tree’s slim knothole, feeling along its familiar crags and crevices. Sophie held her breath, silently counting the seconds. An owl hooted and lifted away with a sudden fluttering of feathers. Sophie glanced over her shoulder at the imposing dark.
“Please,” she whispered to the forest. “Please.”
“Sophie!”
The pale moonlight had made Hanna’s face a ghost of itself. In her hand was the envelope. Hanna scrambled down the ladder and tore open the seal. It was all there.
“Oh, thank you, thank you,” Sophie whispered into the silence.
“Come. There’s no time to waste.”
Somewhere behind them came the crack of a branch.
“The deer?” Sophie whispered.
Hanna shook her head. “Too heavy.”
Another crack. The longest night of the year was descending hard and fast. Hanna grabbed Sophie’s wrist and pulled her close. Something was coming.
The forest had betrayed them after all.






WEST BERLIN.
SUMMER 1980
“Jenny, hurry up, dear. The car is waiting.”
Jenny Campbell dutifully rolled her suitcase after her mother and younger sister, Alison, through Berlin’s Tegel Airport late on a Thursday afternoon in June. It was a new suitcase bought for this new life in West Berlin, where her father had taken a promotion. Over a dinner in May, her parents had explained that this was “an exciting opportunity for the family” full of “cultural experiences” that would “broaden everyone’s horizons.” While her friends back home in Dallas went to football games and junior prom, Jenny would be stuck at the American school in West Berlin trying to make friends of strangers. This summer was officially going to be the worst of her life, fer sure.
A gray-haired driver in a crisp suit met them just outside baggage claim. “Guten Tag, Frau Campbell. Welcome to Berlin,” he said with a bow, taking her mother’s suitcase in hand. Jenny’s camera, a Canon A-1, banged against her chest as she tried to keep up. The driver tucked their luggage into the trunk of a shining Mercedes, then angled the car into the neon thrum of West Berlin. Jenny stared sullenly out the back passenger window as the city paraded past. Yellow double-decker buses floated in clouds of exhaust. People crowded outdoor cafés to drink frothy beer. Sleek shopping centers rose beside centuries-old buildings. In Dallas, the buildings were new and made of mirrored glass that reflected endless highways. Here, history was everywhere you looked.
“This is the Kurfürstendamm. Good for shopping,” the driver announced.
Kurfürstendamm, Jenny repeated to herself silently, testing out the feel of the new word. The remains of a battered church caught her eye. She raised the Canon and clicked.
“Entschuldigen sie, sir, was ist das für ein Gebäude, bitte?” Jenny said to the back of the driver’s head.
His brows lifted in surprise as his eyes met hers in the rearview mirror. “That is the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church. It was bombed during the war so we call it the ‘Hollow Tooth.’”
They took a series of turns and suddenly, an ominous ribbon of concrete topped by coils of barbed wire came into view.
“And that … well, that is the wall.”
Jenny pressed closer to the window to get a better look. On the eastern side, soldiers kept constant watch from the looming guard towers, rifles at the ready.
“Are the Communists going to shoot us?” Alison asked their mother.
“No, sweetheart. We’re Americans.”
“They do shoot people, though. Debbie’s mom told me.”
“Thank you for that, Barbara,” Jenny’s mother muttered under her breath. “Only people trying to escape East Berlin, sweetheart. But we’re in West Berlin. We’re safe. Jenny.”
Jenny looked over to see her mother shaking her head at Jenny’s bent arm resting against the window. Jenny put her hands in her lap like she’d been taught at Miss Fox’s Finishing School. Outside a U-Bahn station, a group of punks held court, smoking cigarettes and passing a bottle of beer around. Jenny stared, fascinated by their spiked hair, torn clothing, and leather jackets. They seemed impossibly cool and slightly dangerous. She itched to get a picture.
“Hooligans,” the driver hissed. “No good.”
“They certainly are strange looking,” Jenny’s mother said in that polite way that judged without announcing itself as judgment—well, isn’t that interesting.
“Where are we?” Jenny asked the driver.
“Kreuzberg,” he answered with distaste.
Jenny looked back at the punks. Kreuzberg, she repeated to herself.

“There are only six apartments in the whole building and we have the top floor, which is the nicest,” Jenny’s mother said as they wound around the elegant marble staircase of their new home, the driver following with two of the suitcases.
A woman in an aproned uniform answered the door. Her dark blond hair was tucked into a severe bun revealing a square face. “Guten Abend, Frau Campbell. Did you have a good trip?”
“Yes, thank you, Helga. Oh, Otto, you can just leave the luggage there…” While their mother paid the driver, Jenny took in the old-world splendor of the apartment—tall windows, expensive rugs, a velvet sofa, and bookcases filled with leather-bound volumes. There was a stereo in a walnut cabinet and a color TV, which was a luxury, Jenny’s parents had told her. It felt much more formal but also more welcoming than their house in Dallas, which was an enormous, red brick faux Tudor with a pool in the backyard on a street of nearly identical houses in a neighborhood where most of the kids were sent to private schools and spent Christmas break skiing in Aspen.
Alison ran immediately to her room, shouting, “It’s got a canopy bed!”
Jenny’s room was narrow but sunny and there was a record player. She wondered what her friends back home would be doing now. Probably driving to the mall. Maybe hitting the Jack in the Box drive-through. She could practically taste the hot salty fries, feel the sugary burn of a Dr Pepper sucked through a straw. There would be parties all summer. New friendships would be cemented. And she wouldn’t be there. She would be forgotten. Erased. Jenny who?
She unpacked her clothes, placing her pastel Izod and Polo shirts in the armoire along with her shiny penny loafers and a gingham party dress her mother had insisted on even though Jenny hated wearing dresses and this one in particular. She hung up her one cherished piece of clothing: a jean jacket she’d begged her mother to buy for her birthday.
“It just seems so … tomboyish,” her mother had said, wrinkling her nose. “I think that sweater would be more becoming on your build.”
Not figure—build. Like she was a house under construction.
The refrigerator—Kühlschrank, Jenny had learned in her immersion course—was half the size of the one back home and filled with German brands she didn’t know. She pulled out a yogurt with a picture of a strawberry on the side: Joghurt mit Früchten.
“There you are! Settled in okay?” Jenny’s mom called. She had put on a fresh dress and lipstick.
“Mm-hmm,” Jenny said, searching for the silverware drawer.
“Guess what?” The last time Jenny’s mom had smiled at her like that it had preceded the announcement about moving to Germany. Her mother liked to paste a happy-face sticker on her bad news as if that might trick Jenny into accepting it as good.
“What. There. I guessed.”
“Very funny.” Her mother tapped her playfully on the arm. “Helga tells me there’s a family in the building on the second floor and they have a daughter exactly your age. And—she’s been studying English! Her name is … oh dear. Mary? Marsha? Something with an M. I hear she’s very cute. She plays tennis. Maybe she can teach you to play!”
“Hmm.”
“I just thought it might be nice for you to have a friend here.”
“I have friends. Back in Dallas.”
“Well, that’s not a very positive attitude, is it? Remember: Things turn out best…”
“… for those who make the best of how things turn out,” Jenny finished. It was her mother’s favorite phrase.
Jenny opened a random drawer and found a spoon. “Fine.”
“Wonderful! I’ll arrange it with her mother.” Then, with a nod at the yogurt and another of her practiced smiles: “Let’s not eat that so close to dinnertime, okay?”

The girl’s name, as it turned out, was Martina. She wore a terrycloth short set, striped tube socks, and baby-blue eye shadow. She’d curled the sides of her feathered strawberry-blond hair into sausage rolls so big that Jenny was pretty sure she could hide a toilet paper tube in each one.
“Guten Tag,” Jenny said, standing outside their apartment carrying a fruitcake her mother insisted she bring.
“It’s better for me if we speak in English,” Martina responded. “Anyway, come in.”
Martina had no discernible sense of humor. She did, however, have a stash of Kinder chocolate bars, which she traded to Jenny on the promise of borrowing the latest issue of Seventeen magazine. They spent the afternoon in Martina’s room trying out different makeup looks while Martina asked Jenny if she’d ever met any famous Hollywood stars—“Shaun Cassidy? No? Wait. What about John Travolta?” The entire episode gave Jenny a sense of future doom. This was going to be her life now: watching Martina crimp her eyelashes with a metal curler she had heated against the stove to sear her lashes into standing at attention. It was boring and lonely. And just when Jenny was sure her misery had reached its crescendo, when she had begun to list the things in her mind that might get her parents to send her back home—a faked illness, a life of crime, smoking pot (none of which she could ever bring herself to do)—Martina suddenly beckoned Jenny to the window with an urgency bordering on espionage.
She put her finger to her lips and jerked her head toward the sidewalk below. “See her?”
Jenny searched the street for someone worthy of such scrutiny.
“Herrrr,” Martina whispered. She pointed to the older woman ambling up the walk, a bag of groceries in one hand and her key in the other. “That’s Frau Hermann. I think she might be a witch.”
“A witch?”
“Shhh! She might hear you.”
They periscoped their heads till they were eye level with the windowsill. The woman did not look like a witch to Jenny. She looked like a teacher. Or possibly someone’s youngish grandmother.
“Yes. Eine Hexe. A witch.”
“Eine Hexe,” Jenny repeated. “What makes you think that?”
Martina shrugged. “Things.”
“Like, what things?”
Martina blew out a gust of breath that ruffled the stiff coil of her meticulously curled bangs. “Okay. First: She has this nice apartment. They say she was married to a much older, much richer man. How was he so rich after the war?”
“Nazi?” Jenny whispered.
Martina pursed her lips and let the insinuation float. “Second: Her husband died very suddenly.”
“I thought you said he was much older?”
“So? There’s old. And there’s dead.”
There was a lot Jenny could say to that but Martina was on a roll.
“Third: She talks about magic.”
Now this was interesting.
“What kind of magic?” Jenny pressed.
“Old magic. Folk magic. Goddesses and sorceresses. She talks about the forest as an enchanted place.”
Jenny laughed. Martina did not. If her best friend, Richard, were here, he’d raise an eyebrow and do his German film noir voice: “I am going to kill you, Herr Blaumer. But first, I vill sing some-sing from Blue Angel, okay? You sit.”
Thinking about Richard brought a lump to Jenny’s throat. She pushed the memory aside. Besides, she was now intrigued by this Frau Hermann in her sensible brown skirt and pumps, cardigan sweater fastened loosely across her shoulders by a thin gold chain. Time had faded her hair into a washed-out, generic paleness, like a photocopy of another photocopy of a once-vibrant picture. Jenny hoped that Frau Hermann was a witch. At least it would liven up things.
“Whatever you do, don’t get into a conversation with her, or she might curse you!” Martina’s eyes widened; flecks of Maybelline dotted her upper eyelids. “You’ll be talking about the weather and then she’ll ask you up to her apartment for tea or pastry, and the next thing you know, she’ll have snipped a piece of your hair. And after that…” Martina shook her head.
Jenny peered over the sill. Down below, Frau Hermann stopped. Patted her pockets. She glanced up. The girls shot down and pressed themselves against the wall, and when they rose again, the older woman was gone.
“That was close,” Martina said on a heavy exhale. She turned to Jenny. “Hey. Do you think I could be on an American TV show?”

Jenny’s father returned from a business trip in Frankfurt the next day in time for lunch. He still had his sporty Texas tan.
“Howdy, Campbells,” her father said, bursting into the apartment while Helga hurried to take his umbrella and briefcase and whisk them to their proper places. He gave Jenny’s mother a respectful peck on the cheek—not in public, John—before bear-hugging Alison and tousling her hair. “Hey there, Sunshine! You know any German yet?”
“Achtung!” Alison blurted. “Attention!”
He kissed her. “Of course that’s the first word you’d learn.”
“Achtung means danger,” Jenny corrected.
“Does not!”
“Does too.”
“Uh, I’m sorry—who took the German immersion class here?”
“Okay, okay, let’s not start World War Three,” their father said through a strained smile. He hugged Jenny a bit more tentatively. “Hi, Honey.”
He had a nickname for all of them. Alison was Sunshine. Their mom was Gorgeous. Jenny was Honey, a name sweet and generic and ill-informed. Over a meal of veal schnitzel and roasted potatoes swimming in butter, Jenny’s father held court as if it were one of his sales presentations, telling them about the company and how well it was run and all the things they would accomplish in Germany and the rest of Europe. “It’s up to us to rescue the rest of Germany from the commies,” he said, pouring his Coke into a glass of ice. “You have to ask for ice here, by the way. They don’t understand it at all. I almost forgot: Susan, we’re throwing a little party here on Saturday.”
“Oh, John. So soon?” Jenny’s mother said. She’d left half of her food on her plate, but Jenny could tell she was still hungry by the way she kept touching her fork.
“We need to make a good first impression. Besides, you can throw that together in your sleep, Gorgeous.” He smiled at his daughters. “How’s your dinner, girls?”
“Gut!” Alison barked with the German pronunciation.
Jenny could feel her mother’s eyes on her. Dutifully, she rested her fork and knife on the edge of the plate the way she’d been taught. “Very nice. But I’ve had enough,” she lied.
“Good girl! Discipline. I think Germany’s gonna be great for us. Fresh start,” her father said, digging into his schnitzel with a smile he dared anyone to contradict.
Later in her room, Jenny unwrapped one of the Kinder bars she’d bartered out of Martina. The chocolate was creamier than American chocolate and absolutely delicious. But immediately after eating it, she was racked with guilt. She was supposed to be on a diet—her sixth in the last four years. It was as if she’d been forced into a war with her body when she’d never even fired a shot. Jenny undressed and examined herself in the mirror. Her thighs and arms were thick and muscular, her shoulders broad. She was fast on the volleyball court and soft around her middle. At five-foot-eight, she weighed 170 pounds.
“That’s too much,” her doctor had said, as if she’d committed some crime. He’d given her a chart that showed a range from 125 to 145 pounds.
“I’d have to chop off my arms to weigh a hundred and twenty-five pounds,” Jenny had complained to Richard as they ate fries in the car on the way to orchestra practice.
“That’s literally the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Richard had said. He was her best friend for a reason. “Those diet charts are evil. EEEEEVVIIIILLLLL!”
Jenny’s mom was fashionably slim. In Dallas, the other moms complimented her on her body all the time, as if she’d accomplished some Olympic feat. At every pool party, the moms traded diet secrets like spies in some secret deprivation war—“I just eat grapefruit for five days.” “Honey, Dexatrim is my little helper.”
Jenny pinched a thick roll of belly fat. Tomorrow. Tomorrow she’d eat cottage cheese and exercise and be the daughter everyone wanted her to be: a smaller version of herself.

On her third day in Berlin, Jenny was determined to get out and see the city. She slipped her camera around her neck. In her jeans pocket was her address and phone number written on a scrap of paper along with some German coins for the pay phone if she got lost. Halfway down the marble staircase, she froze. Frau Hermann was at the bottom. She was carrying too many groceries and she walked with a limp that seemed to be causing her some pain. Jenny knew she should help. That was polite in any country. But in her head, she could hear Martina’s whispered warning: “Eine Hexe!”
Frau Hermann glanced up at Jenny. “Guten Tag.”
“Guten Tag. Darf ich … Ihnen helfen, um, ma’am?” Jenny said, her manners winning out.
The older woman squinted up at Jenny, her eyes narrowing. Jenny felt cold and shaky. Witch, witch, witch! “Danke schön.”
Frau Hermann offered one of the bags and Jenny took it, retracing her steps up to the second landing and up another steep flight to the third floor, where Frau Hermann slipped her key into an ancient brass lock. “You’re the American girl, yes? Your family just moved in?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Jenny said. “I’m Jenny Campbell. It’s nice to meet you, Frau Hermann.”
Frau Hermann cocked her head at Jenny, her brow furrowed. “Ah, my reputation precedes me.”
Jenny’s mouth went dry. How could she have been so stupid?
“Martina. She thinks I am a witch.” Frau Hermann shook her head. “Come. Come in. I’ll make us tea.”’
Frau Hermann went inside, leaving the door open, and Jenny followed, pausing only to tuck her ponytail inside her popped collar in case Frau Hermann tried to snip off a section.
“Here. Sit,” Frau Hermann said, gesturing to a kitchen table strewn with papers. “I’ll only be a moment.”
Jenny sat looking around at the apartment. Two floral armchairs with sagging cushions flanked a wooden end table flecked with dust. Gold-framed landscapes, pretty but impersonal, had been crowded together on a papered wall gone dingy with fireplace soot. On the kitchen table, a breakfast plate speckled with crumbs and a smear of dark jam knocked against a china teacup whose contents—coffee? Tea? Witches’ brew?—were half-gone and cloudy. An air of loneliness hung over the apartment except for the bookshelves. These were teeming with well-loved, dust-free books of every color and size. Jenny sneaked over to study the spines in the hopes there might be one on witchcraft she could tell Martina about later. There were some of the usual suspects—encyclopedias, dictionaries, Gray’s Anatomy, but one whole shelf was dedicated to fairy tales, another to mythology, and yet another had been crammed with psychology titles like A Psychiatric Study of Myths and Fairy Tales and The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of
Fairy Tales. Off to the right hung a framed diploma in psychology from the Freie Universität Berlin.
“Have you ever tasted Pfannkuchen?” Frau Hermann called from the kitchen amid a rattling of teacups and plates.
“Nein, Frau Hermann,” Jenny said, quickly taking her seat again.
Frau Hermann entered stiffly carrying a tray with two steaming cups of tea and thick slabs of pastry on delicate white-china plates. “It’s a German specialty.”
It looked like a jelly doughnut and smelled of fresh yeast. Jenny bit into the soft, powdered-sugar-topped dough.
“You like it?”
“Yes, ma’am. It’s very good. Um, kostlich.”
“Your German is good,” Frau Hermann said, digging into her pastry with abandon.
“I’m taking classes.”
“Ah. Das ist gut.”
“Are you a doctor?” Jenny asked. “I saw your diploma.”
“A psychologist, yes. I work with patients suffering from trauma. The war, the wall … both have left deep scars.”
Jenny had never met a psychologist before, let alone someone who did such important work. “That’s very…” She searched for the right word. “Noble.”
Frau Hermann’s shoulders gave the tiniest shrug. “I try to help. What do you like to do, Jenny?”
“Oh. Um. I have a camera. I like to take pictures.”
“That is a good way of seeing, yes? Shows you things you might have missed at first glance.”
“I never thought of it that way,” Jenny said. “I also play violin.”
“You shall have to come and play for me next time.”
Next time. What had she been thinking? She’d have to find ways to sneak past Frau Hermann’s door from now on. They fell into halting small talk—“Have you always lived in Berlin?” “Nein, I came to Berlin after the war. Do you miss your friends back home?” “Yes. Very much.” “Change is hard, ja?”—and scraped at their pastry in the awkward silences that followed.
“You have a lot of fairy tales,” Jenny said, gesturing to the bookshelves.
“I use them in my work at the therapy center, Die Eichel. With my patients.”
“You do?”
“Yes. It helps them to put words to their trauma or guilt. To think of it as a story that exists outside of them. Like a fable.” Frau Hermann seemed to be studying Jenny. “How old are you, my dear?”
“Sixteen. Almost seventeen. Well, in October.”
“Seventeen.” Frau Hermann sipped her tea with a sudden faraway look. “That’s how old they were when they disappeared.”
Jenny stopped chewing as if the pastry were poisoned. “Who … disappeared?”
“Two girls from my village up north,” Frau Hermann explained. “I suppose your youth brought them to mind somehow.” She smiles. “Now they, it was said, were witches. Descendants of the ancient Norn. They had a very special friendship. One for the ages.”
Jenny swallowed the bite in her mouth. “Were they friends of yours?”
“No. We were not friends. But it was a large village and tales get told for generations, you see. It was a story I heard about the girls, almost like a fairy tale in itself.”
“What happened to them?”
Frau Hermann gave a half shrug. “They disappeared without a trace on the night of the winter solstice. This was during the war. All sorts of things happened in the forest during the war.” Frau Hermann teased at her pastry with her fork tines. “The story goes that the girls believed in the old forest magic and particularly the magic of the Bridegroom’s Oak, and because of their belief, the Bridegroom’s Oak protected them when they needed it.”
“The Bridegroom’s Oak?”
Frau Hermann’s eyes brightened. “Ahhh! You have never heard of the Bridegroom’s Oak? That is a fable unto itself! It is a matchmaking tree in the Dodauer Forest up north. It is said that if you write to the Bridegroom’s Oak hoping for a match, someone will answer you. Many marriages have occurred this way. In fact…” Frau Hermann rose stiffly and returned a moment later holding a stamped envelope. “I have written my own letter, but … I haven’t worked up the nerve to send it.” Her girlish laugh was a surprise, as if a younger woman lived inside somewhere.
“I could mail it for you,” Jenny said impulsively. She was intrigued by the story of the lovers’ tree and the tale of the two lost girls. “I’m on my way out.”
Frau Hermann tapped the letter against the side of the table. She seemed to be assessing Jenny in some new way. Jenny hunched up her shoulders to keep her hair securely tucked in. “Well. Why not?” Frau Hermann extended the letter. The penmanship was elegant and formal. It fit her. Jenny tucked the letter into her bag.
“Didn’t anyone go looking for them?”
“You are curious about this story?”
“I just never knew anyone who disappeared before.”
Frau Hermann was looking at Jenny thoughtfully, the way a therapist might. “Come visit me again tomorrow and I will tell you more.”
Jenny felt a twinge in her belly. This was how it happened—you gave a lonely old woman half an opening and then you were committed to coming by and listening to her stories.
At the door, Frau Hermann thanked Jenny for mailing her letter. “They say the Bridegroom’s Oak is not really magic, but…” She tried for a smile that seemed like its own shrug. “I remain hopeful.”

The bus delivered Jenny into the heart of Berlin. She made her way back toward the U-Bahn station at Friedrichstrasse where she had seen the punks the day she arrived. They were out again today, drinking beer, lighting cigarettes from the dying ends of other smokes, and listening to frenetic music blasting from a boom box. The only punks Jenny had ever seen were friends of Richard’s outside the art-house movie theater in Dallas. This was before she and Richard had stopped talking to each other. But Richard’s friends were tame compared with this, just a little eyeliner and hair gel. These were two boys in painted leather jackets, one slight, the other stout like a boxer, his hair shaved on the side with a long, tall strip running down his scalp from front to back, stiff as blades on a soldier’s helmet. They both stood talking to a girl with spiky hair dyed a wine red. Her wary, searching eyes were coated in heavy black liner. Jenny sneaked out her camera. Even with the zoom, she was too far away. She inched closer and snapped one shot. Then another. On the third, the boxer boy turned to her, spewing long strings of angry German. Jenny dropped her bag, spilling out its contents. Her hands trembled as she tried to fit the lens cap back on, the punks closing in, surrounding her. The boy was shouting something about “Überwachung” and “Stasi.” Jenny’s mind blanked, all of her German locked behind a steel gate.
“I … I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you mad…”
“You’re American.” It was the punk girl with the dark eye makeup.
“Y-yes. American.”
“She looks like a Popper,” the boxer sneered in English. “We are not your tourist photo!”
“Halt die Klappe, A-Blitz,” the girl said, and the boy backed off.
“What’s a Popper?” Jenny directed her question to the girl.
“Someone who looks like you. Very … conformist. Not interested in politics. Just want to shop and consume. Like that movie, um…” She snapped her fingers and cast her eyes upward, thinking. Under all of that black liner, the girl’s eyes were very big and very blue. “Night of the Living Dead! But in pastel shirts.”
Jenny laughed in spite of her anxiousness. Or maybe because of it. “Preppies! That’s what we call them in America.”
Them. As if she weren’t wearing a pink Izod shirt with the collar popped.
“Here. Let me help you.” The girl bent down and scooped up Frau Hermann’s letter. It was soiled now, and Jenny hoped it wouldn’t dim the woman’s chances with the tree.
The girl looked confused. “The Bridegroom’s Oak?”
“Oh, it’s not mine! It’s my neighbor’s. Apparently, there’s this tree that’s supposed to be like a matchmaking service, I guess? You write to it and if somebody likes your letter, they write back?” She didn’t know why she was babbling on like this. “Anyway. I promised my neighbor I would mail it for her. Since I was going out. And she … wasn’t.” God. Could she be any more embarrassing?
The girl nodded. “Oh. That’s … nice.” She handed the letter back. “I’m Lena.”
“Jennifer. Jenny.”
Lena cocked her head, scrutinizing Jenny. “Huh. You don’t seem like a Jenny.”
“Well. I am.”
“Mmm,” Lena said. She nibbled a ragged cuticle. “Where are you from in America?”
“Uh, Texas. Dallas.”
“Like the TV show?” Lena shot finger guns.
“Yeah. Like the TV show.”
“Mmm. Do you have any cigarettes?”
“Sorry. I don’t smoke.”
“Too bad.” A small sports car slowed as it passed. In the passenger seat, a boy rolled down the window and shouted something. Lena shouted back and flipped the bird but the car was already gone. She turned back to Jenny as if nothing had happened. “I’m in a band. Well, we just started. But we’re going to be getting gigs very soon.”
“Oh. Cool. I’m in orchestra. Or I was. Back home. I play violin.”
“Huh. It’s okay, I guess.”
Jenny snorted. “So glad you approve.”
Lena smirked appreciatively. “Okay. You have a little punk in you, maybe. That’s good.”
Lena’s acceptance made Jenny happy, though she didn’t know why.
One of the punks called out, “Hey, Lena! Stop flirting. Wir gehen Döner essen!”
Lena kept her eyes on Jenny while she flipped him the bird. “So. Have you seen much of Berlin?”
Jenny liked the way she said the name of the city, with the accent on the first syllable—BEARlin—and not the last, the way Americans would say it.
“No. We just moved here.”
Lena’s eyebrows shot up. One side of her mouth quirked into a half smile. “Ja? You should let me show you around. Be your tour guide!”
“I don’t have any money.”
Lena grunted. “Not for money. I’m not a capitalist pig.”
“I didn’t mean to insult you.”
“You can make it up to me by buying me cigarettes?” Lena grinned full-out. She had the widest smile Jenny had ever seen. It seemed to take up half of her face. “Come on. Let’s go to the kiosk and then, I show you the city.”
“Now? But we just met. I don’t even know you.” This girl was so pushy. Jenny was both intrigued and put off.
“This is how you’ll get to know me.” Lena looked up at Jenny through her eyelashes and pursed her lips playfully for a second. “Do you want to see the real Berlin like a true photographer or no?”
The real Berlin. For a moment, the phrase made Jenny think she could have a life that wasn’t arranged and controlled by her parents. She’d have stories to tell when she got back to Dallas. “Yes. I do. But not today. I have to go to German class.”
“Wo ist die Toilette?” Lena said with exaggerated formality. “Psssht. German class? Worthless. I’ll teach you the real German, too. Okay?”
“Lena! Lass uns gehen!!” the boxer punk pleaded.
“Warte eine minute!” Lena turned back to Jenny. “You have a pen, Dallas?”
This is absurd, Jenny thought. She and this girl had nothing in common, but maybe that was just what Jenny needed. From her bag, she took out a pen and a tiny notebook and handed them over.
“Turn around,” Lena instructed. “I need something to write on.”
Jenny bent forward. Lena leaned into her back to steady the piece of paper. Jenny’s skin tickled with the motion. When she’d finished, Lena curled Jenny’s fingers around the paper and her stomach did a strange, buzzy flip. “That’s where I live. Come tomorrow and I will start your Berlin education.”
“What time?”
Lena shrugged. “As long as it’s after noon, nobody cares. Next corner is ein Briefkasten, uh, what do you Americans call it? Postbox? For your letter. There must be some truth to that legend about the tree, Dallas. Today, it brought us together, ja?”
“My name isn’t Dallas.”
“It is now.” Lena grinned.
Jenny had only been tipsy once in her life, but the feeling she had now was like that sensation of floating warmth. “See you tomorrow, I guess.”
Lena grinned. “Unless there’s a revolution first!”






BROOKLYN, NEW YORK.
SPRING 2020
On their respective laptops, Miles and Danny watch their favorite livestream gamer lay waste to a village of medieval zombie peasants. Since the shutdown, this has been their routine two nights a week.
Danny laughs into Miles’s headset. “Dude! That was inSAAANNNEEE! How does he do that?”
“He’s Roller20, man. He is not of mortal stock.”
Miles’s phone lights up with several rapid-fire texts.
ChloeintheDark: Hey.
ChloeintheDark: How are you?
ChloeintheDark: So bored I’m watching Grade D serial killer docs on Netflix.
“We should have our own gamer channel, dude,” Danny says, stretching his arms overhead. “We could be millionaires before we can legally drink.”
ChloeintheDark: Seriously, though. You okay?
ChloeintheDark: Wanna FaceTime?
Miles’s thumbs hover above his phone’s keyboard like they’ve forgotten their evolutionary purpose. His heart gets the message, though; it’s kicked into fight-or-flight mode.
“Sorry, DanMan. Just remembered an essay that’s due tomorrow. Later.”
Seconds later, Miles opens his phone camera. His face stares back at him: shaggy pandemic hair poking out in cowlicked arcs. T-shirt stained with Dorito-orange dust from where he used it as a napkin earlier. Nothing to do about that now.
“Fuck,” he mutters.
His thumbs remember what to do.
Miles2Go: Sure.
Within seconds, she calls. He takes three deep breaths, hits accept. Chloe’s face comes to life on his phone screen. She’s wearing an open hoodie over a boygenius tee. A new streak of turquoise coats her bangs, which have grown long during lockdown.
She half smiles. “Hey.”
“Hey!” Miles says with more enthusiasm than he’d meant to allow. “Hair looks cool.”
“Oh. Thanks.” Chloe strokes the colorful fringe self-consciously. “I don’t know. It was something to do.”
“I like it. It’s cool.” He knows words other than cool but they’re not showing up right now.
“Joyce totally freaked out. Mostly ’cause I got dye on her guest towels.” Chloe finger quotes the last two words. “As if we’re gonna be having guests anytime soon.”
Joyce is Chloe’s mom. Their fights are legendary.
“Well. Joyce gonna Joyce.”
Chloe gives him a proper smile like she used to do back when they were best friends who talked every day, for hours, before the epic fight that ended all that. Miles wants to lean into the warmth of that smile, but five months is a long time. He twirls a spoon in a semi-melted pint of cookies and cream. “So. What’s up?”
“With everything going on, I just … wondered how you’re doing?”
He shrugs. “You know.”
“Yeah. For real.”
There’s another awkward pause.
“Is Mom Lisa … okay?
“So far. She’s living with some other nurses near the hospital for now. She didn’t want to bring anything home.”
Chloe shakes her head. “So scary. You and Mama D must be worried about her all the time.”
Miles doesn’t want to go there. “Funny story. Mama D is stuck in Amsterdam.”
“Wait, what?”
“Yeah. She had just flown there to work on this exhibition when everything shut down. She figured it would be a week or two and decided to ride it out and, well, you know. Here we are.”
“Oh my god. So you’re, like, alone?”
“It’s a nonstop party. Dodger and me wilding around the living room.” He clears his throat. “You guys doing okay?”
Chloe rolls her eyes. “Joyce is up my ass twenty-four seven. Dad is doing deals from a makeshift office in the basement. And The Terrors are inventing whole new ways to be annoying and destroy anything that isn’t nailed down. If I had done half the crap they do, I would’ve been sent to boarding school.”
Chloe lives in Park Slope near Prospect Park in a completely renovated four-story brownstone with her mom, dad, and ten-year-old twin brothers whom she calls The Terrors, mostly because they are feral and constantly breaking Chloe’s stuff. Miles and his two moms live in Windsor Terrace in a ramshackle frame house with a leaky basement and an aging pit bull named Dodger who farts a lot. The distance between their houses is three subway stops and several million dollars.
“Sounds almosth normal,” he says around a mouthful of ice cream. Like this conversation, he thinks.
Chloe twirls her fingers in her bangs again. Her brown eyes are anime-character large. Her features could be called elfin except for her nose. Chloe tells everyone that she is “a hundred percent body positive,” but he knows that she secretly thinks her nose is too wide. He thinks it’s perfect, especially with the new gold stud in the left nostril. He wonders when the piercing happened, wonders what else he’s missed these past five months.
He thinks of all the things he’d like to say: Did you miss me at all? I had a birthday in February, in case you forgot. If this pandemic hadn’t happened, would we have just gone on not talking forever?
“So … what’s up?” Miles says again after an awkward stretch of seconds. “I mean besides watching movies about Ted Bundy’s lesser-known cousin, Fred Bundy.”
A real laugh burbles out of Chloe, high-pitched and snort-y. If Miles were to make a list of favorite things, Chloe’s laugh would be in the top three. “Oh my god! Fred Bundy!”
“It would totally suck to be on the serial killer D-list, right? Like, ‘Forget about Rusty-Chainsaw Mike—he’s not a closer!’”
She laughs harder. The conversation feels like a magic trick he’s trying to draw out.
“I’m sure Mystery Mavens will make that their next podcast,” she says.
“Definitely. Fer sure.”
An ambulance screams down the Prospect Expressway. They both pause to listen, like counting the seconds between thunder and lightning. Ten minutes between sirens means a bad day; five, a really bad day. The ambulance fades into a mournful lament. It’s quiet again.
“Anyway,” Chloe says. “I’m glad you’re all okay.”
“Yeah. You too. And Mormor?”
Chloe’s face falls. “She had a stroke. In January.”
January. She didn’t even call.
“Sorry. Is she…?”
“No! Thank god.” Chloe tugs on one side of her hoodie string, then the other, moving it up and down repeatedly. “Joyce moved her to this assisted living place in New Jersey, just a few weeks before the shutdown. I can’t even go see her because … you know.”
Miles doesn’t know what to say. Chloe and her grandmother have always been super close. Now that Chloe is finally reaching out, he doesn’t want to do or say anything that could mess up this moment. He fills his mouth with ice cream, nods solemnly, and hopes she moves on, which she does.
“Actually, I just got this weird package from her.”
“Weird how?”
She bites her bottom lip and stares up at her ceiling. “Uhhhh. Too hard to explain. I could show you? If you’re not busy.”
He gestures and angles his phone to the empty, quiet room.
“’K. One sec,” she says.
The screen does its about-face. He’s looking at an open box filled with tiny cassette tapes and an old mini recorder like the kind journalists used before smartphones. A faded-beige scrapbook is nestled beside the tapes.
“Can you see?” she asks.
“Yeah. What is this?”
“Dunno.”
“You think this is stuff from her spy days? Maybe she’s finally telling you all her secrets.”
“I wish. Pretty sure she’s taking that to the grave.” Chloe wrangles the scrapbook from the box and places it on the desk. The pages crackle when she turns them. One page holds a preserved oak leaf and a daisy whose petals have aged from white to beige. Opposite is a small charcoal sketch of a window open to a view of half-timbered houses with tile roofs and an ivy-covered castle straight out of a medieval fairy tale and, in the lower right-hand corner, the scrawled initials EW. Chloe turns the page and zooms in on a clipping from a German newspaper, dated December 24, 1941. The grainy faces of three teenagers stare back at him from across decades.
“Do you think you could read any of this for me?”
He wonders if this is really why she called. Then again, she could’ve just used Google Translate. “Sure. Can you zoom in a little?”
The screen blurs.
“Wait, go out a little? That’s good. Okay. Um. The headline says: ‘Search for Missing Youths Continues. Hanna Schmidt, age 17; Oskar Gerber, age 17; Sophie Muller, age 17.’ Do you know any of these people?”
“I have never heard their names, like, ever.”
Miles has to work at the translation, but he gets the gist. “It says they disappeared the night of December 22 on … Wintersonnenwende? Guessing, winter solstice. Um … something here about whether this could be related to recent disturbances from outside forces. Also a rumor that it could have had to do with forest magic?” Miles looks up. “Yeah. Okay. Definitely weird.” He turns his head sideways to read something scribbled along the margin of the article. “What’s that?”
“It’s Mormor’s handwriting. It says, Die Eichel.”
“Is that a German Die Hard sequel?”
Chloe flips the camera back to herself. “Haven’t you had, like, three years of German?”
“Yeah. And I am so killer at asking for the bathroom! Hold on. I’ll google it.”
“I heard there’s gonna be a Mystery Mavens TV show,” she says while he types. It’s her version of an olive branch. In eighth grade, it was Chloe who turned Miles on to Mystery Mavens, a true crime podcast about solving cold cases that they followed religiously for three years. They’d even structured their ninth-grade English project on Macbeth as a Mystery Mavens–style whodunit. Mystery Mavens had bonded them. That and a shared hatred of annotating Lord of the Flies.
“Okay. Die Eichel means … acorn?”
“Welp. That really clears things up.” Chloe’s sigh ruffles her bangs into a wave of pale green.
“Any idea why your grandma would send you this?” He reaches for his Mountain Dew. After the ice cream sweetness, it tastes like metal.
Chloe shakes her head. “Ever since the stroke, she’s been different. Like there’s something eating at her that she’s trying to get out. But her mind is fighting her, trying to keep it locked up. She hasn’t said a word since January.”
Chloe lifts one of the mini cassettes out of the box and examines it.
“I haven’t had a chance to listen to these yet. Joyce made me Clorox the box and leave it outside for two days.”
As if on cue, her mom’s nasal voice blasts from somewhere in their house. “Honey! Can you come here, please?”
Chloe exhales in irritation. “Mommm! I’m on the phone-ah!”
“I need your spit!” Joyce yells back.
Miles lifts his eyebrows. “Joyce doing okay there?”
“Her latest pandemic hobby: 23andMe. I seriously can’t with her.” Chloe rolls her eyes and reaches for another veggie chip. Of their shared interests, snacks were rarely among them. “How much longer do you think we’ll be in lockdown anyway?”
Miles shrugs.
“God. What if we have to graduate over Zoom? That would be, like, a whole new level of suckage.”
“Look on the bright side—if Terrence Forman makes good on his promise to Sharpie a dick on his mortarboard, it’ll be screenshotted for posterity.”
Chloe laughs. “You always find the positive, Miles-y Cyrus.”
Then why did you stop talking to me?
“Chloe Ayelet Eisenberg!”
Miles whistles. “Wow. The full name.”
“Oh my goddd! I’m comingggg!” Chloe turns back to Miles. “I really hope things are better by fall. I need Stanford.”
Miles deflates. California. Across the entire country. It’s like he’s lost something he just barely had. “Oh. Cool. Congratulations.”
“Well, it’s not for sure-sure. I did early action, not early decision. I’m still thinking about going to Brown. What about you? NYU?”
Miles looks over at the thin stack of college acceptance letters—one from City College, another from SUNY. He doesn’t want to tell her the truth—that he didn’t get accepted to any of his top choices, which shouldn’t be a surprise given his good-but-not-exceptional GPA and sparse extracurriculars. He can hear Mom Lisa’s exasperated voice: I know you’re smart, Iho. You have to apply yourself, though. You’ve had a lot of breaks but the world is not going to bend to you forever. The whole thing seems pointless to him now. All of that work to get into college and there probably won’t even be college.
“Not sure yet.”
“Chloeeeee!”
“FML,” Chloe says under her breath.
“You better go. Spit won’t wait.”
“All right. Well…” She trails off.
Chloe flips back to the newspaper clipping. “Hey, I know this is weird, but I know Mormor—she wouldn’t send this to me if it wasn’t important.” She wrinkles her nose again, hunches her shoulders. “Would you be up for helping me try to figure out this missing persons mystery? It could be something to do besides Netflix—our own Mystery Mavens.”
The hurt part of Miles wants to say something cutting. Oh, sure. After five months of complete radio silence from you, there’s nothing I’d like more. But he’s missed her. And Covid has put certain things into perspective. “I think I can fit it into my busy pandemic schedule, yeah.”
“Thanks, Miles-y.” Her grin warms him.
“Okay. Send me a copy of everything. I’ll see what I can find while you expectorate.”
Fifteen minutes later, Chloe forwards him screenshots of the scrapbook’s contents along with a note: I hope it turns out we’re related to Ted Bundy just to piss Joyce off.

Over a bowl of contraband Frosted Flakes, Miles watches the evening news with the sound down. Refrigerated morgue trucks are parked outside a hospital in Queens. It’s like a disaster movie but for real. New York City, the City That Never Sleeps, has been pinched into an eerie stillness. Everyone officially ordered to shelter in place to flatten the curve.
In the kitchen, he splashes water from the tap into a semi-clean coffee mug—some horrible ceramic cat thing he made in fourth grade that the Moms Squared will never throw out. He checks the date against his phone, then pops open the little blue compartment of his pill minder and swallows down his daily meds in two gulps. He drops the mug into the sink. “Suck it, Anxiety.”
He pours out the last of the Frosted Flakes and shovels them into his mouth before they get can get milk-sad. The Moms Squared don’t have to know about the sugar cereal. Or the Doritos and the bowls of powdery Kraft Mac and Cheese he’s been downing three nights a week since he did a bulk grocery order last month. A siren breaks the stillness, followed by another, and another. Miles pictures an exhausted Mom Lisa running a gurney down a bright hallway, racing against time and limited knowledge about a new killer, trying desperately to save the people in those ambulances even as she worries that this might be the day the virus comes for her. He pictures his other mother, Mama D, stuck in Europe with no way home, worried sick about Miles and Lisa.
He turns off the TV.
Upstairs in his room again, Miles examines Chloe’s screenshot of the old German newspaper article, grateful for the distraction. He enjoys researching odd topics that have nothing to do with school and likes connecting the dots between seemingly unrelated pieces. It was part of what got him hooked on Mystery Mavens, the way they’d follow some crazy thread down various random rabbit holes until it yielded an answer that, once you stood back and looked at it from a certain distance, made sense.
A cursory search for anything new on the missing teens gets him nothing. He opens another tab and types in “Kleinwald, Germany. 1941.” Ads pop up for luxury condos overlooking a peaceful lake: “… all-new in bucolic Kleinwald … home of Kleinwald University … near the Dodauer Forest…”
Big yay for capitalism. He types in “Dodauer Forest” since it’s where the teens disappeared. The forest, which looks like any other to Miles, has one big claim to fame—a matchmaking tree called the Bridegroom’s Oak that even has its own postal code.
“Nineteenth-century Tinder. All right.”
Miles goes back to his Kleinwald tab. He clicks images and scrolls to a black-and-white photo of a quaint village that looks like it came out of a Brothers Grimm tale. The same red tile roofs and half-timbered houses, the stone castle, and a gaslit bridge across the placid lake. It looks like the drawing in Mormor’s scrapbook with one exception: a flag emblazoned with a swastika flies from the top of the castle’s ivy-draped tower. The caption reads: “Wilhelm Schloss.” Castle Wilhelm. Miles adds “WWII” to his search words. A new photograph pops up from 1944. The same quaint village is now a pulverized ruin of smoke and rubble. The bridge has a hole in the middle. There’s little left of the town. A poke into an archival site for rare newspapers reveals that Die Kleinwald Zeitung stopped printing in 1944. Miles’s heart sinks a bit. He wonders if any of the town’s records survived the bombing. If anybody would have records, it’s probably the university’s library. Miles fires off an email in his best German, hoping both that he hasn’t accidentally said something offensive and that the librarian will be able to help him out.
Miles jots a bullet-pointed list on a fresh page in his notebook.
	Kleinwald bombed 1944
	Nazi flag + bombing site = Military outpost? Munitions factory?
	Who were Oskar, Sophie, and Hanna?

He taps his pen against the page and stares at Mormor’s feathery handwriting: Die Eichel. Why would Chloe’s grandmother write that down? And what does it have to do with the disappearance of three missing teens? To the list, he adds one last question:
	WTF is Die Eichel?

His eyelids are heavy. Somehow, it’s gotten to be midnight. Miles takes one last look at Oskar’s, Sophie’s, and Hanna’s faces peering out at him from the past. They seem hopeful, as if the future is waiting for them to grab it. They had no idea what was coming.
And in this way, he already feels a connection.






KLEINWALD, GERMANY.
SUMMER 1939
The girls were barely off their bicycles before Hanna was shimmying up the ladder to the Bridegroom’s Oak. Down below, Sophie crossed her fingers as Hanna shoved her hand into the tree’s knothole and extracted a stack of letters, which she rifled through, one by one.
“Anything?” Sophie called.
In answer, Hanna held up a long plain envelope. “It’s here.”
Hanna skipped the ladder’s last two rungs and landed with a thud. She ripped at one end of the envelope.
“Hanna, gently!” Sophie chided.
“You’re not marrying the envelope, Sophie,” Hanna groused.
They sat beneath the sheltering limbs of the oak, Hanna’s chin resting atop Sophie’s shoulder as she read aloud.
Dear Sophie and Hanna, Thank you for your most recent letter. We were especially moved by your promise of rewarding us with your scorching kisses …
That had been Hanna’s contribution.
Our lips burn to cover yours. We long to take you for walks about our lands while we are serenaded by the gentle lowing of our many dairy cows. We yearn to gaze into the fires of your eyes, aflame with the ancient knowledge of the Norn priestesses, as you described. We promise to woo you with all the chivalry of the knights of old, for we, too, are believers in love, romance, and magic. Please write to us again and tell us more about your sweet lips, your scorching kisses, and any other secrets you would care to share with us, your fervent admirers, your besotted servants.
With great affection, Tomas and Hans von der Trottel
Sophie fell back in a swoon, the letter clutched to her chest. “Imagine the luck! Two wealthy farmers. Brothers, no less!”
“What if it’s just some dirty old man with a pen?” Hanna said.
“I refuse to give in to cynicism,” Sophie said, using a word she’d read recently in a novel. Since July, the girls had been writing to the matchmaking tree in hopes of a summer romance. It had only been within the last few weeks that their letters had been answered by two noble brothers from a neighboring town.
“You know Klara makes fun of us for writing to the tree.”
“Klara makes fun of everyone,” Sophie said, braiding the ends of wildflowers together to make a crown.
“Yes. But she gossips, Sophie,” Hanna said. “We don’t want everyone knowing about this.”
“Well, speaking of gossip, I heard Klara was making eyes at Werner again. If she’s got her sights set on Werner, I hope she likes the taste of horseradish. He eats enough of it,” Sophie said. Hanna didn’t even crack a smile. Since turning fifteen she’d become moody. “Hanna, what’s the matter?”
“Nothing ever happens in Kleinwald. People marry, settle down, hatch a house full of brats, and go to Rügen on holiday.”
“What’s wrong with that?” Sophie asked. She didn’t want to say that that was the sort of life she imagined having.
“It’s dull! I refuse to have a boring life. I’m going to live in Berlin or Paris and be an actress like Marlene Dietrich. Men will bring me real silk stockings. And chocolates! And champagne! At least one of my lovers will throw himself in the river when I spurn him.”
“You want your lover to drown?”
“Oh, he’ll survive in the end. It’s the gesture that counts.”
“I guess that is tragically romantic.” Sophie read a lot of star-crossed love stories and was quite taken with the idea of sad love. She dragged the tip of a scraggly branch across the damp forest floor. “I suppose I’m dull. I just want one true love.”
“Well, you’re not going to find it in Kleinwald,” Hanna said, hopping up rabbit-quick. She could never sit still for long. “They’ll find us one day, petrified in this forest, still virgins. Honestly, can you think of a boy you’d want to kiss, much less marry?”
There was a boy but Sophie didn’t want to say.
“Nothing here is … what was that word you taught me, the one that means lush?”
“Verdant,” Sophie said. “From the Latin virēre, meaning green. And lush.”
“Well, there’s nothing verdant happening in Kleinwald,” Hanna said.
Sophie could smell the mustiness of new life growing in rich earth. She loved this forest more than anything or anyone except for Hanna. She plopped the finished flower crown on Hanna’s golden head.
“Don’t,” Hanna said, removing it and smoothing down her hair.
“But these are our priestess crowns,” Sophie protested meekly. When Hanna didn’t answer, she picked up her pencil. “What should I say this time? We’ve already used ‘scorching kisses.’”
“Tell them you’ve made mad, passionate love to half the boys in town and one priest,” Hanna said as she lifted one long, sun-browned leg, then the other. Lately, she’d taken to drawing a pretend seam down the backs of them with an eyebrow pencil she’d stolen from her oldest sister to mimic silk stockings.
“Hanna!”
“You asked. You write it. You’re the storyteller, not me.”
“But how can we write about passion and love when we haven’t ever kissed anyone?” Sophie protested.
Hanna leaned back on her elbows. Her smile was coy. “I might have.”
Sophie put down her pencil. “What? You never told me!” The betrayal was like the sudden prick of a thorn. “Who?”
“You can’t tell anyone. Swear it.”
“I swear on my honor as a priestess of the Norn.” She was trying to pretend this was a normal conversation.
“Honestly, Sophie.”
“Fine. I swear as myself.”
“Oskar,” Hanna said at last.
Sophie let out a screech. “No, Hanna, no! Not Oskar!” Of all the boys in Kleinwald, he was her least favorite. She couldn’t imagine his lips on Hanna’s.
“I knew I shouldn’t have told you!”
“I’m sorry. It’s just … Oskar Gerber?”
“I felt sorry for him.”
Hanna never felt sorry for anyone. Sophie’s mother called her The Barbarian: What did you and The Barbarian get up to today? That one’s a bit feral. Don’t let her lead you into any trouble, Sophie.
“I told him it was just once and that it would never happen again, so he needn’t bother asking. But he still looks at me sometimes like a lost puppy hoping for a soup bone. It’s very irritating.” There was The Barbarian.
“Where was it?”
Hanna rolled her eyes. “On my mouth, of course.”
“I do know how kissing works,” Sophie said, though, in truth, she knew nothing beyond that part. She didn’t know if you were supposed to shut your eyes or press with your lips or simply stand there and wait for them to be met by another’s. “I meant where where?”
“Oh. Down by the river. The reedy spot near the rowboats. We were walking and he suddenly asked if he could kiss me and I couldn’t think of any reason why he shouldn’t.”
“When was this?”
“When the weather turned. The first week of May.”
Three months. A lifetime ago. “Why didn’t you tell me then?” Sophie said quietly.
“A woman is allowed her secrets. When you’re fifteen, you’ll understand.”
“But I’m your best friend.” Sophie didn’t want to sound hurt but it was too hard to hide.
“This is the sort of thing I’m talking about!” Hanna groaned. “It’s immature, Sophie.”
Sophie regretted teaching Hanna that word.
“Look, Klara may be a pill but she isn’t wrong. We can’t spend so much time in the forest playing games like children or writing silly letters to a tree. Now that we have moved up from the Jungmädelbund to the Bund Deutscher Mädel with all the older girls, we have to act like the older girls. We’re … well, we’re women now, Sophie.”
It was easy for Hanna to say. Her athleticism made her a model German, prized by the Reich. She was headstrong and pretty. Or perhaps she was headstrong because she was pretty. It seemed as if the world allowed pretty girls to do and say things for which they punished ordinary girls. Sophie was an ordinary girl—quiet and bookish, with hair the dull brown of a sparrow. She had not yet grown into her eyes, which were the largest part of her heart-shaped face. They made her look like a startled doe. Hanna would have no trouble finding a boy—any boy—to love her. Meanwhile, the Bridegroom’s Oak felt like Sophie’s only hope at romance.
“Still. It would be rude not to respond to the brothers’ letter,” Sophie said pointedly. I am no Barbarian. She signed her name, then offered the pencil to Hanna, who refused it. Sophie forged Hanna’s signature. Her own act of defiance. “Bless it with the seidr wand,” she said, offering up the scraggly oak branch.
“Honestly, Sophie,” Hanna said, and pushed it away.
Sophie shut her eyes and waved the branch over the sealed letter. Sophie handed the letter to Hanna.
“You should learn to climb,” Hanna said. She clutched the letter in her teeth and scampered up the ladder. When she got to the top, her hair was aglow in a burst of sun so that Sophie had to cup her hand over her eyes to see her friend. She couldn’t shake the feeling that Hanna was climbing not just up but also away from her.

“When do you think we’ll get a response?” Sophie shouted to Hanna above the soft whine of an afternoon wind as they rode their bicycles back to the village past cow-dotted farms and gray potbellied windmills. Sometimes, the Hitler Youth practiced military drills out there in the flat green field, but all was quiet today.
“It depends!” Hanna said, pedaling forward and back again, waiting for Sophie to catch up.
“On what?” Sophie panted.
“The war.”
“Do you really think there will be a war?”
“Everyone seems to believe so. Karl says it will be over quickly. Nobody is a match for our Wehrmacht.” Hanna glanced over her shoulder. “Sophie, keep up! You need to build up your strength!”
Sophie tried to pedal faster even though she knew it was pointless; Hanna would always be faster and stronger. She pressed into the wind and a sudden gust blew the flower crown from her head. It hopped along the road like a colorful wheel. Sophie dropped her bicycle into the grass and raced after it.
The wind carried the rumble of an unseen automobile approaching from the other side of the hill.
“Sophie! Let it go!” Hanna called.
“I’ve almost got it!”
She stooped to retrieve the crown just as the metal teeth of an armored car crested the top of the hill, going airborne with speed.
“Sophie!” Hanna screamed.
The Kommandeurwagen was going far too fast to stop. Sophie looked up, frozen with fear and awe. Hanna yanked Sophie to the side seconds before the car swept past so close that a breeze rippled through the white blouse of her uniform. The Kommandeurwagen growled to a stop and reversed. It idled beside the girls, engine purring. From the cool dark of the back seat, an officer’s face appeared at the open window. He was a young man, perhaps thirty, in a crisp gray uniform glinting with brass. He might have been handsome except for his eyes. They were the palest blue, nearly opalescent. His gaze was keen. Sophie felt marked by them.
“Guten Abend, Fräuleins. Are you all right?” His voice was steady. Calm. As if he were used to asking questions and waiting for responses.
“Guten Abend. Ja, Herr Kommandant,” the girls mumbled back.
“Our enemies are all around us. It is up to every good German to be aware.” There was a deceptive ease to the commandant’s casual delivery, like a lullaby skipping across the edge of a razor.
“Yes. We will. Thank you, Herr Kommandant,” Hanna said.
The commandant raised his arm. It cast a shadow upon the sunny road. “Heil Hitler.”
“Heil Hitler.”
The commandant gave the slightest nod, then leaned back against the seat and was swallowed in shadow once more. “Fortfahren,” he said. The vehicle juddered forward, followed shortly by a convoy of eight Kübelwagens filled with soldiers. As the last truck roared down the road, one of them called out, “Don’t play in the road, Liebchen! It’s a lot more dangerous than the enemy will ever be!” The soldiers’ laughter lingered on the warm breeze.
Hanna swiped road dust from her blue skirt. “I saved your life. You would’ve been ground into flour under those wheels!”
“I, Sophie, Queen of the Forest, Priestess of the Norn, am in your debt.” She bowed low. The crown tumbled from her head once more.
Hanna plunked it onto Sophie’s head. “Hold on to it, eh? I’m not saving you twice!”


At the edge of town, the girls hopped off their bicycles and walked the rest of the way. They passed the mechanics shop owned by Oskar’s family. Hanna’s older brother, Karl, worked a wrench around the wheel of a motorbike. Over the summer, he had grown taller and broader in the shoulders. His days spent hiking with the Hitler Youth had left his skin browned, his hair bleached by sun.
He looked up and Sophie caught her breath. His eyes were the same stormy gray as Hanna’s. “Did you get into a fight with a pasture?”
“What?” Sophie said.
He pointed to her head. Embarrassed, she removed the flower crown.
Oskar laughed with more gusto than was necessary. “Ha! A fight with a pasture! Good joke, Karl!”
“Hush, Oskar!” Hanna scolded.
“Is the Norn priestess going to curse me?” Oskar teased. “Oooh! I’d better be careful!”
“The Norn don’t curse people. They only decide fate,” Leon said, pushing his glasses up onto the bridge of his nose, where, like a deserting army, they refused to stay. Leon was Karl’s best friend and, as he was quick to tell anyone, “a serious scholar.” He sat on a stool in the corner of the shop reading a book on chemistry, a subject he hoped to study along with poetry at university come fall. For now, though, he worked for a dry cleaner, where they were always scolding him for reading poetry when he should’ve been working. Leon’s mouth stretched into a sly smile. “So, how is it going with the Bridegroom’s Oak, ladies? Any luck?”
Klara, the gossip. Hanna shot Sophie a look that said, You see?
“I don’t know what you mean,” Hanna said with a tone that dared anyone to defy her.
“It would have to be forest magic for Sophie to find a boy,” Oskar sneered. “She’s skinny and her father was a communist.”
“Pacifist,” Leon corrected him.
Sophie looked down at her shoes, silent.
“Shut up, Oskar!” Hanna shot back. “Your mother still draws your bath at night.”
Oskar’s cheeks reddened. “What of it? She loves me.”
Karl waved the wrench. “Oskar, the bike? Ja?”
“Bikes are less trouble than girls,” Oskar mumbled, and bent to tighten a lug nut.
“Good luck with the Bridegroom’s Oak, ladies. Let us know if you get a proposal, eh?” Leon teased, making Oskar and Karl chortle.
“Why do you let them treat you that way?” Hanna chided as she and Sophie walked their bicycles through town toward home. “I can’t always fight your battles for you. You have to stand up for yourself.”
“I never know what to say,” Sophie said glumly.
“You? You always have the words. What about all of those stories you make up?”
“That’s different. In the forest, I’m different.” In the forest, under the open arms of the Bridegroom’s Oak, Sophie felt brave.
“You’re going to have to take the magic out of the forest, Sophie. Be strong.”
“Hanna!” Klara loitered outside Hanna’s house wearing her Girls League uniform—a navy skirt and white blouse, with a dark kerchief tied in a knot at the collar. She looked picture-perfect, as if she could be smiling out from a recruitment poster for the glory of the new Germany. Klara’s nine-year-old sister, Lotte, circled her like one of Saturn’s rings. “Hanna, I’ve been looking everywhere for you. You must come and see the quilt I’ve made for the next meeting. Better yet—come stitch with me. My mother has made apple streuselkuchen!”
“She won’t let us have it unless there is company,” Lotte added.
“Lotte! Hush!” Klara pinched her sister’s arm.
“I want to have streuselkuchen!” Lotte complained, rubbing her arm.
Hanna raised an eyebrow. “You want me to come over so that you can have cake?”
“We could eat cake and quilt,” Klara said with a toss of her honeyed hair.
“Fine. Sophie and I will come,” Hanna said.
“I … have to help my mother,” Sophie said. She knew Klara didn’t like her and she wished Hanna wouldn’t push it.
“Did you go to the forest again?” Lotte asked.
“Yes,” Sophie said, lighting up.
“Klara says you and Hanna pretend to be magic and write to the tree and that it’s babyish.”
“Lotte!” Klara pinched Lotte a second time.
“You did say that! To Hedy! I heard you!”
“I didn’t say it about Hanna,” Klara insisted, and Sophie imagined slapping Klara on her perfect face. Sophie’s parents might’ve been pacifists but they never had to put up with Klara Hehl.
“I want to go to the forest! I want to be magical, too!” Lotte begged.
“You’re too little to go to the forest, Charlotte,” Klara said, giving her sister a tiny shove.
“I’ll tell Mama you hit me and she won’t let you go to the hike on Saturday!”
“You’re always tattling, Lotte! That’s why no one wants you around!”
Sophie could sense the storm brewing between the sisters and she felt sorry for Lotte, who was annoying but also only nine.
“Lotte, come here.” Sophie took off her flower crown and placed it on the little girl’s head. “There. Now you are a goddess of the forest, too.”

At home, Sophie’s father sat in his chair reading Die Kleinwald Zeitung. “The newspaper is nothing but propaganda now,” he complained to Sophie’s mother. He raised his eyebrows at Sophie’s bedraggled state. “Ah, I see the priestess has returned! Whose fate did you decide today, Liebchen?”
“Erich. Don’t encourage her. There are fantasies enough around us,” Sophie’s mother said. Something passed between her parents, but it was beyond Sophie. “Well, we aren’t pagans at the supper table. Wash, please.”
Sophie bounded up the narrow staircase past the framed photographs of her grandparents and two lithographs of the village as it had looked in the last century. Generations of Mullers had been born and raised here and Sophie had no reason to doubt that generations of Mullers would go on living here in this house across the street from their best friends. It was, as far as Sophie could see, a good life. Once she was clean, she sat at the table with her parents and her seven-year-old sister, Lieselotte. Most parents believed that children should be seen and not heard, but Sophie’s mother and father encouraged their children to be part of the conversation. But when Sophie told them about seeing the caravan of soldiers led by the SS officer, her mother went pale and glanced worriedly at Sophie’s father, who began talking in detail about their chickens out back, which Sophie knew by now was his way of changing the subject.
As Sophie washed the supper dishes, she overheard her parents in the parlor talking in hushed voices.
“… should we go, Erich…”
“… where would we go, my love?…”
“… to my sister’s in Fussen…”
“… what makes you think it will be better there, Anna? It’s the same all over Germany…”
“… then maybe it is time to leave Germany…”
Whenever her mother spoke of leaving Kleinwald, all Sophie could think about was that it meant leaving Hanna and the forest. And she would get one of her headaches. Her mother said these headaches were from not eating enough meat. But Sophie thought they were from feeling too much with nowhere to put it.

Sophie pushed her reading aside and peered out her bedroom window, which had a nice view of the village. At one end, across a gaslit bridge that spanned a narrow portion of lake, sat an ivy-covered medieval castle that had been bombed during the Great War but whose stones were still mostly intact. It had been built in the thirteenth century by Baron Wilhelm Alexander, who had thwarted an invasion by Magyar chieftains but had been unable to save his own family. A bronze statue of the local hero atop his horse stood just outside the castle’s iron gates. Sophie thought his story was tragically romantic and she liked to sit beneath the Baron and imagine his arms around her as he swept her away from some great danger. She had only confessed this once to Hanna, who had laughed. “You are in love with a statue? Oh, Sophie.” And so she never mentioned it again.
Rows of timbered houses with pitched, tiled roofs flanked winding cobblestone streets. The houses boasted cheerful shutters, which neighbors threw open each day with bright spirits. Busy shops lined Kleinwald’s main street, including its lone bookshop, owned by Sophie’s parents.
Down a long, grassy slope of the town proper lay the small, brown-brick railroad station and a ribbon of tracks that carried people to Hamburg or Munich or Berlin, though Sophie had never been to any of those places. Beyond the relative bustle of town was the clear calm of the lake where, under warm summer skies, the older boys raced one another in rowboats, cutting the water into power amid shouts of “Schneller!”
For Sophie and Hanna, Kleinwald was all that they had ever known. They had been born here—Sophie so quietly the midwife needed to pinch her to make sure she was breathing, Hanna entering the world with a shriek of outrage at being rousted from her warm uterine bed. There had never been a time the girls had not been in each other’s lives; their houses even faced each other. From Sophie’s bedroom window, she could look out across the street and see the foot of Hanna’s iron-frame bed and the blue-and-white quilt tucked neatly at its corners. Many a warm summer night, they had opened their bedroom windows and talked across the open street until one or both of their mothers had called up that the neighbors did not need to hear their gibber-gabber.
“Sophie! Psst, Sophie!” Hanna called from her bedroom now. She half climbed onto the sill, letting her legs dangle precariously over the edge. “What were you reading?”
“Who said I was reading?”
“You’re always reading.”
“A new novel that came in to the shop today.”
“Any kissing?”
That word made Sophie shift uncomfortably. “Don’t know yet. It’s English so probably not. How was the cake?” She had tried to sound casual, as if she didn’t care that she’d been snubbed earlier.
“A bit dry.”
“Klara doesn’t like me.”
Hanna said nothing, which meant it was true. And now Sophie knew.
“Should we go back to the tree tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow is Saturday,” Hanna reminded her. The Girls League meeting. A day of exercises followed by a brutal hike into the muggy woods. “Besides, there won’t be an answer yet.”
“I suppose you’re right.” Above the girls, the sky was slipping toward night. Sophie was seized by a sudden foreboding that sat inside her like storm clouds pulling together into an ugly bruise upon the horizon. “Hanna!”
“What?”
“Promise you’ll never keep secrets from me again.”
“I promise, darling. You are my best friend in all of the world. Nothing will ever change that. Don’t stay up too late with that book. Fräulein Volker is going to march us into pudding tomorrow.”
Hanna climbed back inside and shut her curtains. Sophie remained at the window, gazing up at the first stars imprinting themselves into the pale ink of night. On the street below, Karl stood staring up at those same stars. From her safe perch, Sophie studied him—the strong angle of his jaw, the brooding line of his eyebrows, those eyes so like Hanna’s but softer somehow, his full mouth. She imagined the two of them walking the same reedy path by the rowboats. She let her mind wander, imagining his mouth moving closer to hers.
Karl coughed. Sophie slipped out of her romantic reverie and caught his eye. He’d seen her watching him. Mortified, Sophie ducked out of sight. When she dared to poke her head up again, Karl was gone.






WEST BERLIN.
SUMMER 1980
Jenny left the Friedrichstrasse station in Kreuzberg and followed the funny little map that Lena had drawn. She passed a Turkish takeout place; a narrow tobacco store presided over by an old man smoking a brown cigarette, a cat circling his legs; and several fields of rubble where quiet bulldozers faced off against crumbling buildings until she came at last to the street Lena had starred. The mostly empty street was flanked by decaying, soot-stained buildings. It all felt grimy and unloved and more than a little dangerous, and Jenny wondered what she was doing following a strange girl’s instructions to a place like this. The number on the paper scrap matched up with a dilapidated factory building plastered with graffiti and constellations of bullet holes. A bright orange banner hung from a pair of fourth-floor windows like a defiant tongue in a dirty mouth. BESETZT had been painted in the middle. Jenny looked up the word in her pocket German translation book. Besetzt: Occupied. She pressed the confusing array of buzzers. They made no sound.
Two punk girls approached on the opposite side of the street.
“Excuse me,” Jenny called in German. “I’m looking for Lena?”
She pointed to the building in case her German had failed her.
The girls shouted at an open second-floor window. “Lena! Hey, Lena! Wach auf! Sie haben einen Besucher!”
The window juddered up another few inches. Lena angled her messy head out of the opening. Her black bra band showed through the stretched armholes of her sleeveless T-shirt. Jenny found herself mesmerized by the sight of Lena’s dark blond underarm hair, and she wasn’t sure if she was more surprised by the realization that Lena didn’t shave or by the fact that she was a natural blond.
Lena waved to the two girls. “Hallo, Hilde! Eva! Heute Abend gibt es eine Party!” A party. Tonight.
“Wie viel Uhr?” the taller of the punk girls asked. What time?
Lena shrugged. “The usual time,” she said in German first. Then to Jenny in English: “We start around eight and go until something breaks or there’s a fight.” She smiled down at Jenny. “Dallas! You made it.”
Moments later, Lena swung back the heavy factory door, still in her ratty T-shirt and a pair of men’s trousers cinched at the waist by a bright yellow necktie patterned with tiny ducks. “Come in.”
Jenny stepped into a large open space shadowed in more Berlin gloom and nearly tripped over a sleeping punk couple entwined on a dirty mattress in the middle of the floor.
“This way,” Lena said, leading Jenny deeper into the warehouse, past large cardboard boxes filled with scrap metal, wires, and tools. “Anything that can be used to fix things or to make art,” Lena said by way of explanation. The walls bloomed with psychedelic, half-finished murals, collages made from magazine cutouts, thumbtacked photo booth strips, and Polaroids. Jenny followed Lena up a winding and wholly unsafe staircase to a second-floor loft. Two Turkish rugs had been hung by clothespins to a rope to make a curtain. Lena parted them and ushered Jenny into a cozy, carved-out bedroom. Band posters torn from Western magazines had been affixed to the wall with black electrical tape above a sagging twin bed. Stacks of homemade cassettes were lined up neatly at the foot of the mattress.
“My room,” Lena said proudly.
“Don’t you mind not having a door?”
Lena shrugged. “Why do we need doors? We are not hiding anything. And anyway, I don’t like to feel confined. It’s Klaustrophobisch … how do you say it in English?”
“Um, claustrophobic?”
“Ja!”
“Can I?” Jenny raised her camera.
“Bitte.”
Jenny snapped away. Beside the mattress, a cardboard box served as a nightstand holding an assortment of personal effects—soap, toothpaste, a toothbrush. And shaving cream—“to make the ends stand up tall!” Lena explained, rubbing some into her hair. The only other thing was a black-and-white photo of a serious-looking blond boy.
“Your boyfriend?” Jenny asked.
Lena glanced at the photo. “No.” She climbed up onto the bed. “Here. Take my picture!”
“Oh. Sure. Okay.” Jenny raised the Canon and adjusted the aperture, bringing Lena into sharper focus. Lena’s eyes were not just blue, Jenny could see now; they were a dark blue gray, the color of the ocean after a storm. Last night’s black eye makeup still clung to her thick lashes. Her nose was short and cute and bulbous at the end. Her hair, wine red with black roots and tips, looked as if it had been cut by a lackadaisical barber—an uneven mix of shorter and longer pieces that all stuck out at odd angles like a surprised cockatoo.
But her mouth.
Lena’s large lips still had trouble concealing her overbite and a mouth full of wayward teeth. Back home, everyone Jenny knew had the same straight smiles, courtesy of Dr. Johnson, the orthodontist. Lena’s crooked smile was the first one that Jenny could really call a grin.
“Ready?” Lena asked.
“I think that’s my line,” Jenny laughed. A sweat had broken out on her neck.
“Well, are you?” Lena challenged. She pursed her lips and stared at Jenny’s lens as if daring it to contradict the fullness of her existence.
Click.
Lena smiled.
Click. Click. Click.
She got onto all fours and growled at the camera. Jenny laughed. Her whole face had turned warm.
Click.
Lena sat back on her heels and bit her bottom lip. She flipped the bird.
Click.
“Okay. That’s enough. Now, come hear us play.”
Lena pushed through another set of Turkish carpet-drapes. “I have a visitor! Cover your vaginas—or uncover them, whatever you prefer!”
Three girls sat on the floor drinking coffee and circling classifieds. None batted an eye at Lena’s intro. Off to the right sat a mismatched drum kit, a keyboard plugged into a stream of extension cords whose electrical delta Jenny could not locate, a scuffed-up guitar painted with anarchist symbols, a mic stand, and a couple of taped-up amplifiers. It all looked like it had come from somebody’s sad garage sale.
Lena swung an arm in Jenny’s direction. “Ladies, this is Dallas. Dallas, this is the band. On guitar, Mia.”
A girl with a teased bouffant of peroxided hair saluted. Below the balloon of her oversized boys’ white T-shirt, a low-slung bandolier belt rested atop slim hips encased in a pair of slashed-up Levi’s. A short, muscular girl in a leopard-print slip and black combat boots wandered over to the keyboard. Her black hair had been cut asymmetrically, short on one side with a long fringe that covered one eye. “That is Anke.”
“Guten Tag,” Anke said in a way that might just as well have been Get lost.
Lena pointed to the dark-eyed, shaggy-haired girl clad in a thrift-store 1940s dress, who was circling ads in the newspaper. “That’s our drummer, Zehra.”
Zehra gave a perfunctory nod and puffed on her cigarette.
“You all live here?” Jenny asked.
“Us. Rat. A-Blitz. Johnny Scum. And sometimes Mia’s boyfriend…” Lena squinted.
“Mischa!” Mia said, clearly irritated.
“Mia goes through boyfriends like some people go through clothes,” Lena said to Jenny.
Mia shot back something guttural and animated to Lena, who answered, but it was all too fast for Jenny.
“Anyway,” Lena said with a roll of her eyes. “The squat is open to anybody who needs a place.”
According to Lena, every inhabitant of the squat had come for Reasons. Mia’s mother was a heroin addict. Zehra’s Turkish father didn’t approve of her look or her music. Anke’s strict, religious parents kicked her out at fourteen, and the squat was at least safer than the streets. But they were squatters. Jenny had heard the term before. People who occupied a building and claimed it for their own without paying rent.
“But isn’t squatting illegal?” Jenny asked.
Anke hit a stanky chord over and over, singing, “Eat the rich! Eat the rich! Eat eat eat eat the rich!”
“Anke! Halt die Klappe,” Lena said with a roll of her eyes.
Anke folded her arms and sulked.
“These buildings are ruins. No electricity, no heat. We have to steal the juice.” She nodded at the patchwork of electrical wires. “We are reclaiming these houses and making them into true collectives of outcasts.”
Jenny wondered if she would ever be able to live like this. Without a hot shower or a refrigerator full of ice-cold Dr Pepper. The squat didn’t even have a TV. And everything looked so dirty. She could practically hear her mother whispering in her ear, Put paper down on the toilet seat. You don’t want to catch anything.
“Okay,” Lena said, stepping up to the mic. “We’ll play you some songs and then I will show you Berlin. The real Berlin.”
“Can I take pictures while you play?” Jenny asked.
Lena broke into a huge grin. “I will be insulted if you don’t.”
Lena whispered, “Testen, Testen, eins, zwei, drei,” into the live mic. Anke gave the amplifier knobs a generous boost; the space filled with its anticipatory hiss. Jenny raised her camera. She felt a nervous excitement as if she, too, had been plugged into a socket and now thrummed with stolen electricity.
“Guten Abend, Berlin!” Lena shouted. “We are Sophie Scholl, so FUCK! YOU!”
The room exploded with chaotic sound. Mia attacked her three guitar chords. Zehra thrashed the cymbals as if drumming were a bar fight she meant to win. Anke’s keyboard bled out melody lines. And then there was Lena. She hopped up and down like a windup toy gone rogue. She prowled. Menaced. Punched the air. She held fast to the mic stand and jumped up with her legs in the splits all while singing in a raspy banshee wail. Jenny had never seen anyone who so completely commanded a stage. The music was a sonic assault. A garbage disposal grind of guitar, drums, snarls, yelps, and screams. Jenny didn’t know if she liked it. She didn’t even know if it was music. But one thing was for sure—it couldn’t be ignored. The song came to an abrupt stop. With the air still ringing, Lena wiped her sweaty brow and turned to Jenny, hands on her hips. “Well, what did you think?”
“Whoa” was all Jenny could manage.
A projectile beer can bounced off the loft railing. “Lena! Shut up! We are trying to sleep.”
Lena raced to the railing and spit over the edge. It landed on the arm of the punk boy on the mattress below. Lena cackled. “It’s after noon, Bruno! Don’t drink so much Jagermeister next time.”
The boy flipped her off and fell face-first back to the mattress. Lena turned to Jenny with a smile.
“Okay. Now I take you sightseeing.”

The noisy streets of Kreuzberg were a different Berlin from the quiet neighborhood where Jenny’s family had moved and a whole world away from Dallas with its manicured green lawns and pristine shopping malls. They passed an outdoor market, wooden crates jammed with vegetables, where a woman in a headscarf weighed purchases while her children played nearby. Artists painted the sides of bullet-riddled buildings with protest murals while students handed out political flyers. Music floated down from an open window and an elderly couple, dressed in their Sunday best, danced a slow waltz in the middle of the street. The punks were everywhere, dressed in leather, trench coats, and leopard print with rainbow-colored hair, like a dystopian circus town. It all felt new and exhilarating and daring.
“I’m hungry. You want to go for döner?” Lena asked.
“I don’t know. What’s döner?”
“Kebab! You’ve never had kebab before?”
“Uh-uh.”
“Then we must. You have money? Of course you do. You’re American. Let’s go.”
Döner kebab turned out to be spiced lamb. Jenny and Lena gobbled down the delicious skewered meat as they walked the sloping green of Hasenheide Park. Four Muslim men knelt on prayer rugs not far from where a group of boys played soccer, which Lena called football.
“We are in Neukölln now,” Lena said.
“New colon?” Jenny tried.
Lena laughed and exaggerated the pronunciation. “It’s Noyyy Cohnnne.”
She took hold of Jenny’s face to help her shape the vowels. The heady mixture of kebab and tobacco lingered on Lena’s fingertips. “Noyyy…”
“Noyyy…,” Jenny repeated between spurts of laughter.
“Cohnnnnne!”
“Cohnnnne!”
“Ja! Gut!”
Lena took her hand away. In its absence, Jenny’s skin felt naked.
“How long does it take to get really good at German?” Jenny asked.
“The more you are in it, the better you get.”
“How did you learn English?”
Lena paused. “I lived in London for two years. With some cousins.”
“Oh,” Jenny said. She didn’t know what to say. Had Lena’s parents died? “When did you come back to Berlin?”
“When I was thirteen. I ran away.”
“Why?”
“They never felt like family. And I hated London. So. One night, I grab my rucksack and I take the train here. I met Rat first. He was living in another squat. We moved around till we came to this one.”
“How did you learn to be so brave?”
“I had to be,” Lena said, as if it were that simple.
On Oranienstrasse, Lena showed Jenny the famous punk club, SO36. Even at this hour vampiric clubbers emerged from its dark depths, blinking into the daylight with kohl-smeared eyes as if surprised and a bit offended to find that it was midafternoon. Jenny raised her camera and caught an intimate laugh shared between two wild-haired boys with their arms around each other’s slender waists, their hands shoved deep into each other’s back pockets.
“This is der coolste club in all of Berlin,” Lena announced. It didn’t look like much, just a storefront closed off by an iron gate with music flyers plastered over the front. “Everybody important plays here. Sophie Scholl will play there one day,” Lena said like it was already fact, and Jenny wondered what it would be like to have that much confidence.
Jenny had “promise and talent,” her teacher, Mr. Simpson, had said—but her nerves always got the better of her. When it came time to perform, she’d freeze up and make stupid mistakes. Nerves had kept her from making first chair. She’d known the piece backward and forward, but alone under the lights, her mind had erased every note. It was only because Mr. Simpson knew that she could play that she’d gotten second chair.
“Take my picture, eh?” Lena pressed her back to the club windows and crossed her arms over her chest.
“Got it,” Jenny said.
Lena burst into an irresistible grin. “Next time it will be from the stage!”
The S-Bahn rattled along the elevated tracks, making its own punk racket.
“You want to see a ghost station?” Lena asked.

Lena and Jenny waited on the U-Bahn platform. The day had gone gray with smog and a pressing humidity. Jenny’s pink Izod clung to her stomach rolls. Lena had refused to explain what ghost stations—“Geisterbahnhöfe”—were. Jenny imagined the haunted houses she and her friends sometimes went to at Halloween. They sat by the train window peering out at the light-dissected underground. Lena was uncharacteristically quiet. There was only the rattle of the train and the soft mechanical hiss of its doors as it let people on and off. As the next stop approached, a conductor’s voice crackled over a loudspeaker: “Letzte Station in Westberlin!” Last station in West Berlin.
“Where exactly does this train go?” Jenny asked, apprehensive.
People were picking up their briefcases and handbags and trundling off. Lena did not move.
“Like, does it just go back now or…?”
The doors slid shut, sealing them inside. Jenny felt a sharp surge of dread.
“Now we see the ghosts,” Lena said.
The train crept forward in the tunnel like a secret, slowing to a crawl as it approached the next station. Most of the stations Jenny had seen were thronged with people. This one appeared to be deserted. She could see the outline of the station’s exits but they were now completely bricked over. Jenny strained forward to read the station name. Potsdamer Platz.
East Berlin. They were behind the Iron Curtain, inside the GDR.
“When they split us into East and West, they didn’t know what to do about the trains,” Lena said at last. “Some trains would have to pass for a short time through East Berlin in the Mitte, the city center. There was no way around it. But if the trains stop here, how could they keep the Ossis from boarding the train and leaving the GDR? So they decided: The trains could pass through but they could not stop. They bricked it up. Gated them off. Made them dead. Geisterbahnhöfe.”
Jenny stared out the window at the eerie underworld gloom. A pair of rifle-toting East German guards patrolled the platform, menacing phantoms washed bone-bright by the cold, dim lights. Jenny imagined them boarding the train, demanding to see her papers, dragging her away to some dank interrogation room.
“That one watches the train and the other guards.” Lena nodded to a concrete bunker at the far end where two eyes peered out through a rectangular window. Jenny couldn’t tell if the eyes showed suspicion or boredom. It didn’t matter. The effect was the same—she felt unsettled. As if she might disappear and never be heard from again.
Something scraped the sides of the train. “That is so no one can try to get to West Berlin by hanging off the side of the train.” Lena smooshed her hands together and made a splat noise.
“What if they jumped onto the tracks?”
“Even if they did, they’d never make it through the tunnels. There are barriers and secret alarms. But most likely, the guards would shoot you before you got too far. They make sure nobody can escape. Bastards.”
The train moved so slowly. On the platform, the guards stared through the passing windows of the forbidden West. Jenny held her breath. At last, the train began to pick up speed and Jenny exhaled in relief.
Lena was still staring out the window at the moving shadows.
“Bastards,” she said again.

They exited the station in West Berlin onto a wide boulevard dotted with cheery outdoor café tables. Lena’s hair and clothes drew disapproving glances and some stares from the other patrons. Jenny wished she weren’t so bothered by it. Maybe she was her mother’s daughter after all. Lena led Jenny to an open-air flea market where hordes of shoppers wandered the narrow aisles poking through stalls that held all sorts of collections: Tarnished candelabras. Moroccan lamps. Vintage grandma coats. To Jenny, it looked like a lot of junk, but Lena’s eyes lit up. “Treasure! Come on!”
Lena sorted through a box of glass knobs, choosing one blue-and-white ceramic, one green glass. She positioned them over her eyes. “How do I look?”
“Like an alien bug who might also be a china cabinet?”
“That is exactly the look I was going for!” Lena put the knobs back and picked up a porcelain baby doll with sleepy eyes. “Ma-ma,” she said, moving the doll’s arms.
“Es ist eine Antiquität. Vierzig Deutsche Mark,” the vendor said.
“Gerade auf der Suche. Danke schön,” Lena said. She smoothed the doll’s hair back lovingly and placed it gently in its box as the vendor turned to another customer. “He wants too much money,” she whispered to Jenny.
“It’s kind of creepy, anyway.”
“No. It’s just sad. It’s been abandoned. And no one’s taking care of it properly.”
Jenny couldn’t tell if Lena was joking or not. But then Lena’s face lit up again. “Come! Let’s go see Markus!”
Markus turned out to be a former circus juggler who now sold vintage clothes at markets around town. A lot of the punks bought from him, Lena said, because he was fair.
“Hallo, Markus!” Lena said, bounding up to a man with long scraggly hair and a walrus-like mustache waxed to points at both ends. Heavy gold earrings weighed down each earlobe.
“Ahhh, Lena. Wie geht’s?”
“Good! You should come hear our band, Sophie Scholl. We are going to be the best punk band in Berlin. In all of Germany,” Lena said, switching to English. The cockiness needed no translation.
Markus’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that so?” he answered in a lilting Irish brogue, and Jenny wondered how many Berliners were outsiders.
“This is my new American friend, Dallas. She’s a famous photographer in Texas.”
Jenny laughed uncomfortably. “Uh … not so much.”
“Ahhh, fáilte! Welcome, Dallas. Take a look around. If you see something you fancy, I’ll make you a deal,” he said with a wink.
Lena picked up a fedora, turning it left and right, inspecting the stitching. “Das ist fantastisch!” She plopped it onto Jenny’s head. “It suits you. Makes you look like a punk detective.”
Jenny could hear her mother’s voice like a squatter occupying her brain: You don’t know where that has been—it could have lice! She lifted it off and hung it from the peg. “I don’t think it’s me.”
Lena picked up the hat again and fitted it on Jenny at an angle. “No, look: It’s pretty on you.” She positioned Jenny before a full-length mirror. Jenny tugged her shirt hem down over the tops of her thighs; she hated mirrors, full-length ones most of all.
“You are very pretty, ja?” Lena said, throwing her arm across Jenny’s shoulder as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
Jenny saw their reflection: The hat above her blotched-pink cheeks. Lena’s cheeky pout and her chipped, dark nail polish. “Oh, fer sure, I’m so pretty,” she snorted.
“What is that? Is that sarcasm? Why don’t you like compliments?”
Jenny had been taught that girls should never brag. The girls she knew were always pushing away compliments, always denying the good about themselves. Just like their mothers did. And their mothers before them.
“Say it: I am pretty.”
“I’m so prettyyyyy!” Jenny said, contorting her face and sticking out her tongue.
In the mirror, Lena’s eyes met hers. “Stick with me and you will believe it.”
Jenny blushed and looked away, uncomfortable with how much she wanted this to be true. She raised her camera. “Hey, can we go see the Brandenburg Gate? I want to get some pictures.”
“Oh. You want to be a tourist. Fine. I take you.”
Lena shoved her hands in her jacket pockets and walked faster. Even though Jenny was taller, she had to hustle to keep up. Before long, they came to the open space in front of the walled-off Prussian gate. There was a large white sign with stark black lettering that spelled out a warning: “Achtung! Sie verlassen jetzt West Berlin.” Attention! Now you leave West Berlin. The sign made her jittery, as if she were in danger of falling over into East Berlin and never returning, a Cold War Alice in Wonderland. But Berliners took it in stride, riding past on bicycles without so much as a second glance.
“Come. We get in line for the viewing platform,” Lena said.
They waited behind a busload of American tourists snapping pictures and for a moment, with her camera dangling from her neck, Jenny felt self-conscious. She wanted to differentiate herself from these people but wasn’t she just like them?
Lena entertained the crowd, spouting facts like a punk tour guide. “Here we have the Brandenburg Gate. It has been closed since the construction of the Berlin Wall on August 13, 1961. It is here that your President Kennedy made his famous speech in front of thousands.” She cupped her hands to her mouth and made a cheering crowd noise. The tourists ate it up. “You can see there the statue on top, the chariot? The Goddess of Victory. She holds the reins of the four horses. They are cute. Everybody likes horses, ja? You probably ride one in Dallas, Dallas.”
Jenny laughed uncomfortably. “I’ve never been on a horse in my life.”
“How can this be? You are from Texas!”
The tourists were charmed. Some asked to take her picture and Lena obliged, sticking her tongue out or curling her upper lip into a snarl, playing the part of punk sideshow to the hilt. “This is my manager, Dallas. She takes all contributions—deutsche marks or dollars, whatever you have.”
Jenny put up her hands. “Oh, no, I don’t…”
“Don’t be shy, Dallas.” Lena slung her arm across Jenny’s shoulder as tourists handed her their spare change.
“Oh. Okay. Um. Thank you?” Jenny said, holding the coins and bills uncertainly.
Lena scooped them up and dropped them into her pocket. A handful of tourists came down the ladder. “Finally! I hate waiting.” She bounded up the metal risers, Jenny following.
From the top of the platform, Jenny could at last see over the wall, which had been heavily graffitied. The city beyond seemed quiet and gray and sad. In the distance, the fat-bellied spire of the Alexanderplatz TV Tower kept watch over the East. Jenny focused on what she could see through her lens, bringing it closer, feeling uneasy with each click.
“Facts about the wall. Attention, please,” Lena said in her commanding tour guide voice. “As you can see, the Berlin Wall is actually two walls—an east and a west. In the middle, you can see there is a strip of gravel. They call it der Todesstreifen: the death strip. One hundred fifty meters. That’s all that stands between us and them. Between oppression and freedom.”
Jenny trained her camera on the gravel strip lined with impenetrable rows of iron anti-tank barriers.
“More facts about the wall. There will be a test,” Lena said with forced cheerfulness. The tourists chuckled politely. “It is 3.66 meters—twelve feet—high and one hundred fifty-four kilometers long, forty-three of those kilometers here in Berlin. It is constructed of solid concrete, 1.2192 meters, or about four feet, thick, and reinforced with metal spikes and razor wire along the top. The number of watchtowers is three hundred and two. Land mines: fifty-five thousand. There are three thousand attack dogs sniffing out refugees at any time. The dogs are very good at their jobs. You see what the guards are doing now?”
A pair of guards were raking the pale gravel.
“They rake it every day,” Lena said.
“Why?” a round-faced American man in a Hawaiian shirt asked.
“Checking for anything unusual—footprints, maybe a tunnel for escape. More facts!” Lena said, leaning against the railing to face the crowd of tourists. “The first person to die trying to escape was a nurse, Ida Siekmann. She jumped from her third-floor window before the West Berliners could open up the bedsheet to catch her fall. There have been one hundred nineteen deaths so far—drowning, bludgeoning, suffocation, but mostly shootings. In 1962, Peter Fechter, eighteen years old, tried to climb over the wall and was shot. He fell back into the East Berlin side where he lay on the ground, screaming in pain for help. The East German guards let him lie there until he bled to death. There are some little white crosses to mark their deaths. Be sure to get a photo for back home!” Lena called.
A family of tourists lowered their Instamatic cameras. The mother frowned and guided her two children toward the stairs.
“Lena, I think you’re scaring them,” Jenny whispered.
“Why shouldn’t they be scared?” she snapped.
“Let’s just go.”
“But I thought you wanted to be a tourist?” Lena shrugged. “Enjoy your viewing, everyone! Try our cafés and our pilsner!”
Lena pushed her way down the stairs, Jenny following. Had she done something wrong? She was a tourist in Lena’s world. There was no helpful sign to warn her when she was stepping across a verboten line. But just as she was working herself into a lather, Lena suddenly brightened. “Hey! Want to see my favorite graffiti?”
Lena took Jenny to Bernauer Strasse where one side of the street was apartments and the other, the wall. Lena placed her small hand next to an inscription scrawled in black paint: Stirb nicht im Warteraum der Zukunft.
Jenny raised her camera. “What does that mean?”
“Don’t die in the waiting room of the future.”
Jenny stepped back and looked at the colorful graffiti, then up at the miles of barbed wire making escape impossible. She tried to imagine a wall down the center of Dallas. Tried to imagine being separated from friends by concrete, wire, and sniper guards.
“You don’t have walls like this back in Texas? No border crossings?”
Jenny and her family had gone into Mexico once, crossing at Laredo. But it had been pretty quick. They hadn’t even needed passports. She shook her head.
“That’s good. Once the bastards get it into their heads that they can build a wall, the idea never really comes down. The minute they try it, you’ve got to fight it. Here. Let’s leave our mark, eh?” Lena pulled a fat marker from her trousers pocket and offered it to Jenny. “Go on. It’s okay. Write whatever you want.”
“Isn’t this vandalism?”
“No. It’s art.”
“Feels like vandalism.”
Lena held out the marker. “Art is transgressive.”
Jenny took the marker. When she’d finished, she and Lena stepped back to admire her shaky scrawl: DALLAS.
Lena shoulder-bumped Jenny. “Super!” she said, pronouncing the s more like a z. “Now you are part of Berlin.”
Lena wrote her own name next to Jenny’s. As she did, she sang softly in her raspy voice. The song was simple but haunting.
“That’s nice. Is that one of your songs?” Jenny asked.
Lena capped the marker. “You are joking. That’s ‘Heroes’? David Bowie?”
Jenny was vaguely aware of David Bowie. He had orange hair and wore space alien suits. He seemed too weird for her so she’d never listened to his music. “I’ve … heard of him?” she said, feeling deeply uncool.
“Mein Gott.” Lena slapped her hand to her forehead and dragged it down her face. “Ach! We have to start your education as soon as possible. Come with me.”
Lena took Jenny by the hand and marched her through the broken, painted streets of weary Kreuzberg until they came at last to Köthener Strasse No. 38—a large, shabby building that seemed like the last opera house in a dystopian science fiction movie. Its bank of large windows faced the bleak open field by the wall and the guards’ tower on the other side.
“This is where some of the greatest music was recorded!” Lena seemed proud of the studio, as if it were hers. “And ‘Heroes’ might be the greatest.”
“Okay. Why?”
“Why? Are you for serious? You probably like ABBA.”
“What’s wrong with ABBA?”
Lena mimed sticking a finger down her throat. “This is terrible. No. It is a tragedy.” Lena cocked her head. “You’ve really never heard the song.”
“No.”
Lena shut her eyes and sang in her cracked-leather voice. The melody was simple and beautiful, but the lyrics were piercing—two lovers standing by the wall, kissing, while guards shot above them, oblivious to their love. Jenny looked straight ahead at that wall, at the guards with their guns.
Lena opened her eyes. “Bowie was recording there.” She pointed to a third-floor window. “But he had no lyrics. He didn’t even know what the song was about.” Lena marched across the eight feet of dirt-churned field and right up to the wall. In the watchtower, the East German guard raised his binoculars. “It’s okay,” Lena said, beckoning Jenny to her. Jenny inched closer, glancing up nervously. “So. Bowie asks everyone to leave. He is in the studio, alone, with no song. He looks out the window and he sees a couple kissing by the wall, just where we are standing now, with the guns above our own heads. And pow! He has the lyric.” Lena stepped up to the wall, which, on this side, bloomed with graffiti and color. Jenny wondered what it looked like on the other side, if it were as gray as she imagined.
Jenny glanced up nervously. “Lena, maybe we should go?”
Lena leaned her head against the concrete, tracing her finger across a pockmarked red heart. “The song is about separation. About pain. About love being more powerful than a gun.” She seemed to be somewhere else now. It was like watching storm clouds move in on a blue-sky day. And then, suddenly, as if shaking off a wet towel, she turned to Jenny, smiling. “Let’s take a picture of us so we always have this moment, ja?”
Jenny placed the camera on a pile of rubble and set the timer for a ten-second countdown. She raced back to Lena’s side. “Ready?”
“Always,” Lena said.
Jenny didn’t doubt it.
“Three, two…”
Just before one, Lena threw her arm around Jenny, pulling her close. The camera clicked, immortalizing them: Lena, the blazing sun, and Jenny, caught in the dazzling pull of her orbit. As they leaped across the broken, rutted field, Lena turned, walking backward and stabbed the air with both middle fingers. “Schweine!”
With a laughing scream, she grabbed Jenny’s hand and the two of them ran away as fast as they could.

“Hey. How is your friend? The one who writes to the tree? Any luck?” Lena asked. They were walking up Bernauer Strasse sharing a packet of Gummibär Jenny had bought at a Spätkauf, which was like a German Circle K.
“No. Not yet. This girl in my building, Martina, said Frau Hermann might be a witch.”
“Does she boil children in a cauldron in her kitchen?”
Jenny didn’t know why she’d shared that gossip and now she felt slightly guilty for repeating it. “I shouldn’t have said that. She’s really nice. Just kinda lonely, I think. And a little … odd. She has a whole shelf of fairy-tale books! And she did write that letter to the Bridegroom’s Oak…”
“Maybe she is a witch! Or…” Lena shrugged.
“What?”
“Nothing. It’s just, a lot of people like her have secrets. You know?”
Jenny thought about what Martina had insinuated. “No. She’s not like that. She’s really nice. She helps people—she’s a psychologist.”
“Ach! I don’t like that type. They try to get inside your head.”
Sometimes, Jenny wished someone would get inside her head and tell her what was going on in there, try to make sense of it. She wondered if the wall she’d wrapped so tightly around herself would ever come tumbling down. They continued up Bernauer Strasse. An old apartment building peeked over from the eastern side, its windows bricked in, a holdover from the 1960s when desperate people jumped into the West from their apartments in the East. A young, dark-eyed man in a zip-up sports jacket stood smoking a cigarette in front of an abandoned storefront whose windows had been pasted over with old newspapers. He eyed the girls intently. Jenny felt watched.
“Uh, don’t look now but that creepy guy is, like, staring?” Jenny whispered.
Lena locked eyes with the man and tensed.
“What? Do you know him?” Jenny asked.
“Nein,” Lena said. She tightened her grip on Jenny’s arm, pulling her forward.
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Miles was in fifth grade and learning about square roots when he started calling his moms the “Moms Squared.”
“Are you calling us squares?” Mom Lisa had teased.
Mama D had shaken her head. “Wow. That happened fast. I had the Ramones. On vinyl.”
Miles had been confused. Maybe square had a different meaning than a shape or a math problem. “What does square mean? Is it bad?”
“A square is somebody old-fashioned. Not cool like your mama and me.” Lisa pumped her fully inked arms, then smoothed her palms across the close shave of her undercut. “A square is a boring old fart.”
And after that, Mom Lisa and Mama D were officially the Moms Squared.
Here is what Miles knows about his family: The Moms Squared fell in love at a club on the Lower East Side. Mama D had recently finished a photojournalist assignment in the Balkans for Time magazine; Mom Lisa, just back from the Gulf War, was in nursing school. They moved into a dumpy apartment in Brooklyn, fixing it up over time. Miles came along in 2002 after twenty hours of labor and an emergency cesarean for Mama D. He doesn’t know much about the donor except that he was Filipino, a request from Mom Lisa to honor her heritage. From the donor, Miles inherited his thick black hair, dark eyes, and a wide, straight-toothed smile that Chloe once teased him was “tween heartthrob–worthy.” From Mama D, he got some height, topping out at five-foot-ten, with broad shoulders from his days on swim team. In 2011, when gay marriage was legalized, the Moms Squared made it official at city hall with Miles, who was barely nine, as the ring bearer. Later, in their backyard in Brooklyn, under a purpling summer sky, the smoke from the grill scenting the air with celebratory hot dog grease, Mom Lisa held Mama D while she cried.
“What’s wrong?” Miles had asked, worried.
Their neighbor, Rashad, had bent down and put his arm around Miles’s shoulder. “Ayyy. It’s a’ight, my man. Your mom’s just happy ’cause they could finally get married. Today, love won the fight.”
This is how Miles will forever think of his family, as a defiant act of love.

The exhausting Zoom school day is almost over. The last class is history with Miles’s favorite teacher, Ms. Diaz. He loves that she treats them like adults, even sharing parts of her own story. Like the time she told them about Argentina’s Dirty War, how her favorite uncle, a social worker and activist, had been dragged from his home by the military before dawn and shoved into the back of a truck. That night, he joined the nearly thirty thousand people who became known as Los Desaparecidos—the disappeared.
“Thoreau once said, ‘Things do not change; we change.’” When she said this two weeks ago, Ms. Diaz had been standing beside a projected image of mothers and grandmothers in white headscarves gathered in Buenos Aires’s Plaza de Mayo holding up handkerchiefs bearing the names of their missing children and grandchildren while armed soldiers stood nearby ready to advance. “The mothers of Los Desaparecidos marched every Thursday from 1977 until 1983, despite intimidation and violence, until the world paid attention and the dictatorship was overthrown,” Ms. Diaz said. “And so, with apologies to Mr. Thoreau, I would add that things do not change until we decide to change them.”
For the past week, the class has been studying fascism in WWII. Today, they’re examining the role that propaganda and misinformation played in the rise of the Third Reich.
“How does propaganda work?” Ms. Diaz asks.
A handful of students unmute to throw out ideas. Miles is not one of them. “It plays on people’s emotions.” “It creates an enemy or ‘Other.’” “It ignores nuance and complex ideas.”
“How did the Third Reich use propaganda to further its aims? Let’s hear from some people who haven’t spoken yet.”
Miles stares at his desk like he’s thinking deeply about the question. It’s his time-honored avoidance strategy that has seen him through most of high school. He’s often afraid of saying “the wrong thing”—something that makes him look dumb or gets him canceled—and finds it safest just to stay under the radar.
“They put up posters and stuff,” Bobby answers. His eyes say he’s already done an afternoon repeat of his daily wake and bake.
“Posters of what?”
“Like, Make Germany Great Again,” Bobby says.
In the chat, someone writes, “History repeats.” On camera, some of Miles’s classmates give snaps. Jason, who likes to call himself a “free speech agent,” puts on his red MAGA hat and does a victory dance and the chat comments get contentious.
“All right, settle down!” Ms. Diaz demands. “I promise you, I can still hold up your diplomas.”
The threat lands. The class settles, but even from his bedroom, Miles can feel the edgy electricity.
A couple of the A+ students chime in with answers to Ms. D’s question. “They fed Germans disinformation about Jewish people, communists, and intellectuals, and they used mass media to spread their message.” “They reinforced the fascist idea of Aryans as this pure bloodline.” “They banned books, art, music, anything that could present a different viewpoint and derail their narrative.”
Miles half listens. He’s scrolling through memes on the phone he keeps hidden in his lap.
“Can you think of some examples of propaganda at work today?” Ms. D asks the class.
Chi raises her hand. She must have gotten her hair done last weekend, trading in box braids for a tight Afro.
“Yes, Chi.”
“White supremacy,” Chi answers confidently.
Miles’s phone buzzes with a text from Danny.
DanMan: Here we go.
DanMan: That girl is so intense she could pick a fight with a bagel.
Intense doesn’t seem fair. If anything, Chi is passionate. She also gets things done. In February, on the anniversary of Trayvon Martin’s murder, Chi organized a school walkout with a march down to city hall. Last month, she started a voter registration drive. Miles both admires and is intimidated by her. She is the last person he’d want to look stupid in front of.
“Go on, Chi,” Ms. D prompts.
“Just the way Black people have been portrayed in this country in everything from politics to the media. We’ve been stereotyped, vilified, dehumanized. Like, if a white girl goes missing, we all hear about it. It’s national news. But a Black girl goes missing in Chicago?” She raises her arms in an “oh well” gesture. “I’m just saying.”
There’s dead silence in the Zoom room. One of the other Black students in the class, Patrick, types “#Fact” in the chat.
“What about antisemitism?” a girl named Rachel says. “Charlottesville? Those guys with torches yelling ‘Jews will not replace us’?”
“400 years of slavery,” another Black girl, Tisha, types in the chat.
Danny unmutes. “Hi. Longtime Korean here. First-time commenter. At my parents’ deli, someone wrote Asian flu on the window.”
Chi puts her fingertips to the bridge of her nose. “It’s not a contest, okay? Antisemitism sucks, too.”
“And all these examples need propaganda to spread,” Ms. Diaz says, trying to wrangle the conversation back.
“Like a virus,” Anwar says.
A white girl named Emma raises her hand. She likes to wear her opinions on her T-shirts. Today’s says Check Your Privilege. “I was at that protest for Trayvon.”
Miles’s phone vibrates.
DanMan: They’re on a first-name basis. Like Beyoncé.
Chi looks unimpressed. “Cool. And?”
Emma is uncustomarily silent.
“See, that’s the thing. It can’t just be one and done,” Chi says.
“Well said, Chi. If you really want to fight for change, you have to keep showing up. These systems of injustice don’t just go away overnight after one demonstration. It takes consistent, per sistent work. And if we get complacent, well, sometimes things slide backward.”
Miles’s phone buzzes.
DanMan: Oh snap! Emma got told!
“Okay, but no one here is guilty. Why make them always feel bad about the past?” Jens, a Danish transfer student, types into the chat. Patrick answers in the call: “Racism is not in the past. If you think that, you’re just telling yourself a fairy tale to avoid fighting for change. You’re complicit.”
Tisha types “#SystemicRacismExists #BlackLivesMatter.” Terry, whose uncle is a cop, answers with “#BlueLivesMatter,” and the class erupts into factions and fighting.
Ms. Diaz raises her voice to remind everyone that she will not tolerate disrespect of any kind. “You hear me?” It’s still, like the eye of a hurricane. “Your homework is to read the next two chapters from Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism. Be ready to talk on Thursday—especially some of you who are quiet,” she adds.
Chi turns off her camera first. Patrick and Tisha follow.

Miles heads downstairs with a collection of dirty bowls and cups that he drops in the sink along with other food-crusted dishes. He’s still thinking about history class. It’s made him uneasy, though he can’t pinpoint why. He feels like he should have more to say—he’s half-Asian; he’s got two moms—but he never knows quite what that is. The truth is, he lives a pretty easy life. Most of the time, he passes for what Danny calls “ethnically ambiguous.” Even his Filipino cousins tease that “maybe the donor was only half-Filipino, too.” Whenever Miles gets asked “what he is,” he is tempted to answer with a list of inanimate objects: I’m a collection of atoms. A dandelion. The answer to all your problems, baby. Still. He doesn’t get profiled in stores like he’s seen with some of his Black friends. He’s grown up in bougie Brooklyn with other families that look like his. What hardships has he had to overcome? Miles hates confrontation and conflict. He’s more likely to reach for a joke when things get tense. The dirtiest truth of all is how much Miles likes the easy path. How could he ever admit to that?
He passes through the living room with its overcrowded collection of family photos—vacation shots, relatives, and “made” family, including a picture of one of Mama D’s best friends holding somebody’s newborn, the two of them caught in a shaft of hazy sunlight. He gives a spin to her ancient globe and runs his finger along its cracked surface, thinking about the places he wants to visit: Reykjavík. Kyoto. Sydney. Abuja. He wonders when they’ll be allowed to travel again, when Mama D will be allowed to come home, when it will be safe for Mom Lisa to return. When they will be a family once more.
A text from Mama D buzzes his phone: Hi, honey! What’s up? What did you do today?
Miles texts back: School. Dodger. Kraft Mac n Cheese. X-Box. #LifeInLockdown
MD: You’re sure you’re okay?
Mama D has a radar for when he’s feeling off. He doesn’t want to worry her.
Miles2Go: All good. Just doing homework. Can we talk later?
MD: You bet. Love u. Miss you so so so much.
She texts a line of all hearts. Miles texts a GIF of Han Solo: I know. She responds with three emojis: one laughing, another with its tongue sticking out, and finally, a big red heart.
Ten minutes later, a text, short and to the point, appears from Mom Lisa.
ML: Eat something other than box macaroni. It’s poison.
M2G: Ice cream counts as a vegetable, right?
Silence. Lisa never misses a chance to snark back.
M2G: Mom, you okay?
Three thin dots of connection float in the white space.
ML: I’m okay. Tired. Sorry, Iho. Gotta get back to the fight.
He doesn’t know what to say. What can he possibly say to her? She’s in a war zone, and his fear, that she will get sick, that she will die, that she will leave him, is the dark house he won’t enter.
M2G: K. Later, Mom
ML: Love you too
ML: Broccoli
Miles adds two pieces of microwaved broccoli to the carcinogenic cheesy macaroni and shovels steaming spoonfuls of it into his mouth. He opens his email. There’s a reply from the librarian at the university in Kleinwald. He’s written back to Miles’s German inquiry in English. Miles is both relieved and a little chagrined about it.
Dear Miles,
Greetings from Germany! Your email was well received. I am currently digitizing old records. It is an exciting project for me as well! I will assist you in whatever manner I can. I love New York City! In 2017, my boyfriend and I visited the SoHo and Chelsea and also the Hell’s Kitchen. Wunderbar! Below, I have provided links to help you. Please let me know if I can be of further assistance. I hope that you are keeping well in these unfortunate times. Leben ist kein Ponyhof, ja?
Sincerely,
Matthias P. Honnigman
Archivist, Kleinwald University
Matthias has included a stack of eight different blue links along with a picture of himself and his boyfriend, rainbows painted on their cheeks, as they march in the New York City Pride parade. The scene is alive with a joy from a time before they were all scared to go anywhere. Scared to hug or breathe or grab a bag of groceries. Miles’s throat knots up. He wants all of that back. He works out the translation on Matthias’s last sentence.
Life is no pony farm, yeah?
Miles spends three hours going through the first two links of Die Kleinwald Zeitung. When his eyes burn from translating old newsprint, he switches to the photo archive. There are black-and-white snapshots of kids walking to school, women hanging wash to dry, men congregating in clumps to smoke and talk. It all seems so normal except for the Nazi flags draped over balconies and the men in gray SS uniforms. It gives Miles a chill to think of all of it coexisting so easily.
A series of pencil sketches have been mixed in with the photographs—landscapes, street scenes, studies of people. Some of them are pretty good, others more rudimentary. One pulls at him. The style is eerily similar to the drawing in Mormor’s scrapbook. The same initials, EW, are scrawled in the lower right-hand corner. The drawings are dated. The first is from June 1941; the last, from October of the same year. Miles feels a tingle of excitement. It’s the first connection he’s been able to make. He magnifies a sketch labeled “Herr Muller und seine Buchhandlung.” Mr. Muller and his bookshop. Muller. Like Sophie? Below that is a drawing of a girl at a table, head bent in concentration as she reads. “Fräulein Einsame Herzen.” Miss Lonelyhearts. Miles feels as if he’s reading someone’s visual diary. There is a detailed drawing of soldiers marching through the town led by a man in a gray uniform. “Der Obergruppenführer und die Soldaten.” The commander and the soldiers. And there is one of a serious-looking man called simply “Der Mechaniker,” The Mechanic. But it’s sketches nineteen through twenty-five that take a turn. They’re all of the same pretty, fair-haired girl. Most look like practice drawings for more elaborate works—a Valkyrie, traditional dirndl, some kind of Norse-looking goddess. But the rest? They’re intimate, as if the artist was quietly studying the girl in them, capturing her unawares—the soft curve of a cheek, the bright shine to her eyes as she’s mid-laugh, and one in which she looks lost and scared and a little sad. One thing is for certain: The model is the missing Hanna Schmidt.
Miles makes another note and underlines it.
	Who was EW?

He texts Chloe.
Miles2Go: Hey, Mystery Maven. Call me. I mighta found something.
She FaceTimes him right away. It’s funny how fast everyone responds now that the world is so slow. Chloe wears a pink tee with the word Feminist in gold lettering across the front. Her bangs are short and uneven. “Hey. Did you know that trees communicate via their roots?” She slumps into her papasan chair. It dwarfs her small frame. She sips from a bottle of kombucha.
“Somebody had a good science class.”
“It’s the only thing I retained from today.” She nods at his laptop screen. “You said you found something?”
“Possibly maybe?” He fills her in on the sketches and their model, Hanna Schmidt. “They look like the one your Mormor has—same initials, too. So. Any clue who this EW might be?”
“Nada.”
“Well, maybe it’ll show up in the Die Kleinwald Zeitung archives. I’ve only made it up to 1940 because—and I know this will shock you—everything is in German.” He’s not trying to low-key tell her how hard he’s been working on her behalf, but he’s not not trying to do that, either. “Rude, right?”
Chloe’s giggle roller-coasters his stomach. “So rude.”
“I have learned some fascinating tidbits, though! Let’s see … the Women’s Auxiliary is having a contest for best Zwetschgendatschi. Say that three times fast! Somebody lost a mitten on Alexanderstrasse and—scandal!—the mitten has ein Loch darin, a hole, in it!” Chloe is laughing now. He narrates the most trivial and weirdest news items he can find. He wants to keep her laughing for as long as he can. “Let’s see, there’s … whoa.”
“What is it?”
“Uh, I think I just found something about Oskar Gerber…”
He zips the information into space and waits until he hears it land in Chloe’s texts with a soft ping. She sits forward, staring at her phone. “Holy shit.”
“Doesn’t need much translation but yeah, that’s Aryan Ken doll getting an award from the Hitler Youth for marksmanship.”
“So Oskar was a Nazi.”
“And a good shot,” Miles says meaningfully. “See, if this was our podcast, the dramatic music would come in and we’d cut to a commercial for jock itch cream.”
“Jock itch cream?”
“It’s the only sponsor we can get. But fingers crossed the hemorrhoid folks come through.”
Chloe whistles. “Bleak, dude. World War Two kind of a sensitive topic in the Eisenberg house.”
“Sorry. My bad.”
“Forgiven.” Chloe chews the side of her cheek the way she does when concentrating. “Do you think the others were Nazis, too?”
“Maybe. I mean, we don’t know anything about them—were they friends? Enemies? Looks like the medal was awarded in August 1941, four months before they disappeared.” Miles makes a note of the man presenting the award, SS-Obergruppenführer Rudolf Jaeger.
The commander and the soldiers.
“I’ll keep digging, see what I can find. What about the tapes? Anything good there?”
“Nothing so far. Just the ‘Tale of the Hare and the Deer.’”
“The what-what?”
“The fairy tale she used to tell me when I was a kid? I told you about that!”
Miles has a vague recollection of this. He was always a little jealous that Chloe and her grandmother were so close. “Right.”
“I’d been bugging her to record it for me so I’d always have it. Looks like she did.”
“So not the secrets from her spy days, huh?”
“I wish! That would be an amazeballs podcast.”
“She never told you about that time?”
“Nope. All I know is that she left Sweden to go work for the Allies in London. She was young and pretty and she could speak German really well so they sent her on assignment, but I don’t know exactly what she did. I asked once or twice but she would just say, It was a long time ago, älskling,” Chloe says, doing an accent that sounds like the Swedish Chef from the Muppets. “I think whatever happened then was hard for her. Anyway, I can see why she was a good spy. You can’t get anything out of her she doesn’t want to give up.” Chloe leaves the chair and flops onto her stomach on her bed. Her face is closer to the camera. It makes her eyes look cartoon big. “I just wish I had asked more about her life when I had the chance, you know?”
Has Miles ever asked his grandparents about their lives? About what it was like to leave the Philippines and come to America, the hardships they faced? Has he ever asked them about the culture, what they miss most about Manila? He doesn’t think so. His casual indifference strikes him now as selfish, a loss all around.
“Well, at least you’ll always have a recording of the story now. Your Mormor’s a total badass.”
“Yeah,” Chloe sighs. She follows it with an eye roll. “And then Joyce married a hedge fund manager and we live in a bougie brownstone where people lose their shit if the Keurig is out of cups.”
“Maybe it skips a generation?” Miles swigs his warming Gatorade. “So what was this fairy tale?”
“Oh. Um. It was pretty basic. Magic and romance. Heroes. Villains. There were these two weavers, sisters—Freya and Saga—who helped save a kingdom from a mad king. This magical tree transformed them into the hare and the deer so they could escape. There were other characters—animals and birds. The scariest one to me was the hunter who was supposed to find the sisters and bring them back to the High Castle to be put to death. That dude was relentless. A total dick.”
Miles laughs. Gatorade dribbles onto his shirt, leaving a pinkish streak. He blots the mess with some used tissues. “Toxic masculinity, medieval edition,” he says, hoping it makes him sound smart and feminist enough. “What happened to the hare and the deer?”
“Oh, they were always, like, outsmarting everybody. I mean, they had magic on their side. The tree kept them and their secrets safe as long as they promised to keep it company. Basically, it was like the same story each time with some minor variations—Mormor wasn’t big on changing it up. She had her limits.”
“Me with essays. Sorta coincidental, though.”
“What?”
“Two sisters who go into a forest? Sophie and Hanna disappeared into a forest…,” he says.
“Yeah. I see your point, but it’s kind of a reach. First of all, there are three missing people in that article, not two, and I promise you Saga and Freya did not have a brother weaver.”
“I feel attacked.”
Chloe grins. “And there was never anything in the story about the sisters disappearing. In fact, they were total sheroes. They defeated the mad king and kicked some serious hunter butt. Evil went down hard every time.”
“Well, there’s that at least.” Miles’s computer pings with a new Google alert. “I might’ve gotten another hit on our mystery.”
“Was it Colonel Mustard in the Drawing Room with the Lead Pipe?”
“It’s always Colonel Mustard in the Drawing Room. Also, let’s bring back drawing rooms.” This feels like the old days. Mormor’s mystery is its own magic spell, pulling them together again. “Huh.”
“What?”
“Nacht und Nebel?”
“What’s that? Sounds like a show in Vegas.”
“Apparently, it means ‘Night and Fog.’ Says it was a Nazi terror tactic, a way of disappearing people—making them vanish without a trace: ‘Under cover of night and shrouded in fog.’”
“Our missing teens?”
“Maybe? Or just a case of drunk algorithm. Man, I’ve got newfound respect for Mystery Mavens. This stuff is hard.”
“Yeah, but, like, they’ve got whole research teams to help.”
“Well. We’re a team.” He does the Hulk pose to keep it jokey, just in case.
Chloe smiles. He imagines her on campus in sunny California with a new boyfriend—some über-smart vegan guitar god who is not a sarcastic fuckup with a chronic case of I-don’t-know- what-to-do-with-my-future.
“You okay? Your face got weird,” Chloe says.
“That’s just my face.” He puts on his TV announcer voice: “Friend, do you suffer from weird face? Ask your doctor if OhShitIGotWeirdFace might be right for you.”
Chloe giggles. It’s all the encouragement Miles needs.
“Side effects might include emptying your colon spontaneously, loose teeth, touching yourself in public, calling fruits and vegetables by the wrong names, and nipple spasms.”
Chloe laughs harder. He feels his shoulders relax. Dodger whines and paces at the door.
“Buddy…” Miles sighs. But Dodger is insistent. “Hey. Sorry. I gotta go empty a dog.”
“Aww, Dodger!” Chloe coos. The pitbull swishes his tail. “Okay. I’m gonna listen to Mormor’s tapes. Maybe there will be spy secrets on there!”
“We are gonna have the best podcast that jock itch money can buy!”
“I’m seriously gonna murder you.”
He doesn’t want the call to end so soon. Just before he hangs up, she asks, “Hey. Um. I could use some comfort TV. Wanna do a rewatch of Steven Universe together tonight?”
And just like that, Miles feels as if he’s boarded the F train out to Coney on the sunniest day of summer.






THE TALE OF THE HARE AND THE DEER
Once upon a time there was a peaceable kingdom that fell into treachery and evil. This was a long time ago, before you were born. The kingdom was called Almany. It was a verdant land.
You remember you asked me what verdant means?
Yes, green and lush. From the Latin—virēre.
There was a lake that held the people’s sighs and secrets and a sweet-smelling forest where deer and rabbits played. The crowning glory of this forest was a magnificent old oak. It was said that whoever wished upon the tree would have their wishes granted if they truly believed. For there was also magic in this land.
Almany was ruled by a king and queen who were known to be good and kind and fair. Their castle sat on a hill above the kingdom. It had stone walls covered with ivy, and in spring, fat pink roses poked their heads up between the vines. There was a fine stone bridge across the lake, and in front of the castle was a bronze statue of a nobleman atop his grand horse. It was said that he was so handsome people fell in love. Yes. With a statue. For many years it was this way in Almany—peaceful and soft and happy—until the day that the good queen took ill. For kindness, even very deep kindness, is no guarantee of safety. Soon, the good queen died. The king was inconsolable. In his grief, he became a recluse and sent in his stead his eldest son, Prince Alexander, to perform his duties in other lands.
Now, there was also a courtier by the name of Aldred who coveted the throne. His heart was scarred by a hunger for power and vengeance that could never find peace. But though Aldred had a wicked heart, he possessed a silver tongue, and with it, he spun lies that ensorcelled the citizens of Almany.
“Your king has forsaken you!” Aldred thundered to all who would listen. “He is a traitor! Would you live as peasants and cowards? Would you not reclaim what is rightfully yours? Follow me and you shall reap the rewards!”
Some laughed at Aldred: “He is nothing but a madman!” But others liked what he had to say. In them, his words took root, poisoning hearts. Aldred raised a secret army. On a night so dark that the stars hid their shine, Aldred and his army stole into the castle. They slew the king and his children and the whole of the family, except for Prince Alexander, of course, who was far away and did not know of these evil deeds.
Aldred crowned himself king and his reign of terror began. From that day forward, a shadow sat upon the kingdom. Neighbor turned against neighbor, friend against friend. Those brave enough to speak against him were arrested and put to death. The citizens of Almany lived in fear, for King Aldred ruled with an iron fist. He demanded loyalty above all. The court fell under his terrible sway. Even the animals flattered the new king and praised his cruelty.
The rooster strutted before the king. “Your Majesty, if you demanded it of me, I would slay my own family,” he crowed.
But the king was not so sure. For roosters are arrogant and unreliable. “Someday, you shall be put to the test, Rooster.”
“I, too, pledge my troth to Your Majesty,” said a fox with a red-gold coat soft as velvet.
“We shall see,” the king replied. For the fox, beautiful and vain, was loyal mostly to herself, he knew.
“What about me?” squeaked the field mouse, nose twitching nervously for a hint of ill wind. “I want to be important to the king!”
“You? You’re nothing but a mouse,” laughed the rooster.
“Go away!” snarled the fox.
“Hush,” said the king. For there was more pressing business at hand.
A prophecy had been discovered in the kingdom, woven into cloth by an expert hand. It whispered that the mad king possessed a fatal flaw. He could be defeated if the people banded together against his power. For the first time, the frightened people began to have hope. And hope King Aldred would not abide.
He called his best hunter to him. “You must find these traitors! Bring them to the castle!”
“As you command, my liege.”
It did not take the hunter long to discover the source—the prophecy had come from the loom of two poor weavers, sisters named Saga and Freya, who lived in a simple thatched cottage at the edge of the great forest. The hunter gathered a loyal retinue and set off for their cottage.
A sympathetic barn owl alerted the sisters to the danger. “Who-who-who comes for you? You-who-who must hi-hi-hide!”
“What shall we do, dear sister?” asked Freya.
Saga placed a hand on Freya’s shoulder. “We must escape into the forest. We must beg for shelter from the old oak.”
The two sisters grabbed their basket of stitching and ran into the forest, where they fell to their knees before the great tree. “Help us!” they cried.
The oak took pity on the brave sisters. “I will give you shelter,” it groaned from deep within, in a voice that had not been used in quite some time. “But my power has been forgotten for so long, I fear it will not work.”
“What can we do to help?”
“You must tell me your secrets. You must remind me that I am not alone. Remind me of the good.”
And so they did. The sisters whispered into the hollow of the tree. Their secrets nestled deep into its aged heart. At once, magic crackled through its body, a sound like something new being born. Silky tendrils burst from the seams of its limbs. The pale bark took on color and life. For now it knew that it was not alone. It could have wept for the comfort of this. In the forest, the sisters could hear the hunter approaching. Calling out to his soldiers.
“Oh, please hurry!” the sisters begged.
“I shall transform you into animals of the forest to hide you,” the tree whispered.
“Then I should like to be a hare, nimble and quick,” Freya replied.
“I should like to be a deer, majestic and proud,” Saga said.
“Oh, do not do that, sweet sister!” Freya cried. “For the deer is not so quick as the hare who can run and hide.”
“Yes, sister, but the deer has a nimble mind and can outsmart her enemies,” Saga replied.
This went on for some time, as the sisters loved to argue almost as much as they loved each other.
“Enough,” said the wise old tree. “Choose.”
“I shall be a deer,” Saga said.
“And I shall be a hare,” Freya said.
“Then mote it be.” The oak honored its promise. In a flash of golden light, it transformed the sisters into a hare and a deer who scampered off into the cover of forest.
When the hunter entered the clearing and discovered it empty, he gnashed his teeth and threw his bow to the ground, so angry was he. The soldiers cowered, afraid of the hunter’s temper.
“I will not rest until these traitors are found,” the hunter vowed. “For one day, they shall make a mistake, and I will be waiting.”
Deep in the cover of the forest, the hare and the deer watched as the hunter and his soldiers left the forest empty-handed.
“Let him come,” said the hare to the deer. “We will be ready.”






KLEINWALD, GERMANY.
SUMMER 1939
“I’m never going to become some haus frau, trapped in a little house with fourteen runny-nosed brats at my feet,” Hanna confessed as they treaded water in the cool depths of the lake. It was Saturday, and on Saturdays, the girls of Kleinwald met outdoors with their scout leader, Fräulein Volker, for sport of all kinds. On this morning, the girls were cooling off between hikes while Fräulein Volker tended to the calls of nature. A tuft of seaweed had lodged itself on the top of Hanna’s head like a hat. It lent her pronouncement an air of the absurd.
“But we have to do our part for Germany!” Klara protested. Sophie and Hanna had spent much of their summer with the Bund Deutscher Mädel, or BDM, the German League of Girls. It was compulsory for all boys to join the Hitler Youth and for girls, the League. On Wednesday evenings, the League gathered at Fräulein Volker’s home to learn everything they would need to run a home and care for a family someday. Sophie didn’t mind the Wednesday sessions, but Hanna preferred the Saturday meetings. She was very athletic and daring, and this made her popular even if she was blunt.
“Fine. I’ll do my patriotic part as a film star. Or a spy. Or a pilot.”
“Girls can’t be pilots,” Klara scoffed. She excelled at scoffing. It had become a pastime for her along with gazing at her reflection in shop windows. She was pretty and only becoming prettier. It made her doubly insufferable. And slow on a walk through town.
Hanna showed off her perfect backstroke. “I heard of a woman who worked as a mail pilot in Africa. She had her own plane and everything.”
“Humph,” Klara answered.
Sophie was less animated about the Saturday hikes. Mainly because Fräulein Volker believed in hiking no matter the weather: “The weather will not stop our enemies! We cannot be weak!” And as much as Sophie loved being in the forest, she didn’t care for hiking with a soggy rucksack, as often happened in the spring months.
The girls of Kleinwald had belonged to the League of Girls since they were ten years old. Sophie’s parents had been reluctant to let her join. After the Great War ended, Sophie’s father had spent two years with the Bund, a commune dedicated to peace. He never spoke about his days on the Western Front except to say that “no one ever really wins a war; one only hopes to survive it.” Despite their reservations, Sophie’s parents understood that, without membership, Sophie would become a social pariah. But they reminded Sophie to form her own opinions, to read widely.
“When you read about the lives of others, you form a kinship. You learn to see the world not just through your own eyes,” her papa often said. “It exercises the mind—but also, the heart.”
Hanna and the rest of the girls crawled up the bank and began wringing out their clothes. “I heard if the boy looks at you in just the right way for a long time, you get pregnant,” Hedy said. She had a wide-open face that matched her capacity for gullibility.
Now that the girls had moved up to the Bund Deutscher Mädel from the Jungmädelbund, there were new responsibilities, juicier gossip, and talk about sex. Sophie’s peers were eager for any information about that last topic. It was traded covertly like loose cigarettes, which they sometimes stole from their older brothers and tucked into their knee socks for sharing later in the woods while Fräulein Volker was seeing to her morning constitutional.
“I heard that, too,” Klara announced, checking her reflection in a compact mirror she’d secreted into her rucksack. Vanity was against the rules of the League.
“If that were true, we’d all be pregnant with Werner Schlosser’s babies. He’s a starer,” Hanna said on a stream of smoke. She passed the cigarette to Sophie, who pretended to puff and gave it to Gerda Vohner, a plump girl with sweetly freckled cheeks.
“What is the right way?” Hedy asked nervously.
Klara pinched her cheeks till they were rosy. “Just keep your eyes shut and you’ll be fine.”
Hanna’s eyes gleamed with new mischief. She grabbed Klara’s backpack. “Don’t look at me that way, Klara. Don’t. I beg you!”
Klara rolled her eyes. “Hanna. Honestly.”
Hanna untucked her white shirt and shoved the backpack underneath, moving it up slowly. “No, don’t look at me! Don’t—”
“I’m not looking at you!”
The backpack had reached its destination. Hanna struck a sideways pose, cradling her backpack-fattened belly. “Oh! Oh no! Too late! I hope it looks just like you.”
The girls burst into merciless laughter.
“What is going on? What is all this racket?” Fräulein Volker called out sharply as she marched up the hill from the woods. Hanna hurriedly ripped out the backpack and adjusted her shirt while Hedy stamped out the last of the cigarette and buried it in the dirt with the toe of her shoe. “Why aren’t you ready for the next hike? If this is the future of the Reich, we are in trouble. Up! Everyone up!”
Behind her back, Hanna made a monster face with claws, causing giggles among the girls.
“What is so amusing?”
“We were just overcome by the beauty of nature, Fräulein Volker,” Hanna responded sweetly.
“Nature provides,” Fräulein Volker pronounced, a benediction. Satisfied, she led them on, pontificating now about which plants were edible, which were good for the complexion, while the girls suffered and sweated and slapped at midges that stung their bare legs. Impertinent, Sophie thought, pulling up a word she had recently learned. Rudeness, but with a naughty mischief to it, as opposed to impudent, which was just a rude rude. Hanna was impertinent. It was part of her charm. Sophie didn’t covet much, but she did covet this part of Hanna. That easy confidence that told her she could when everything inside Sophie warned you shouldn’t.
At last the weary hikers stopped so that Fräulein Volker could “heed the call of nature” again. Armed with a handful of newspaper, she set off into the woods and the girls relaxed, knowing she would be gone for some time. Fräulein Volker’s bowels were impertinent and possibly even impudent.
“I hate these hikes,” Klara said, brushing a wayward leaf from her careful plaits.
“At least it gets us out of the house and away from our mothers,” Gerda said.
“Not my mother,” Klara complained. “She still makes me look after Lotte.”
Klara made no secret of resenting her little sister’s presence. Like most neglected children, Lotte was needy and difficult—“Klara, watch me turn this cartwheel! Watch me run to the bridge! Watch me, watch me, watch me!”
“Poor Lotte,” Sophie’s mother would say with a shake of her head when she’d see the little girl dancing alongside her sister, tugging at her sleeve, Klara pushing her off with an angry, “Lotte! Leave me alone! Go play with someone your own age!”
“Poor Lotte is a pest,” Sophie would answer. “You don’t know, Mama. She can be mean.”
“Everyone can be mean. She’s just lonely. She knows she isn’t wanted. When people feel ignored and unwanted, they do things for attention.”
Sophie was glad Lotte was Klara’s burden and not hers. Sophie liked looking after Lieselotte, who was seven and full of imagination. In the evenings, she would read to her sister from her book of fairy tales until she could hear the girl’s soft snoring against her pillow in the room they shared. For a short time, Sophie had a brother, too. Heinrich, a sweet-faced boy who sputtered out first words with shrieks of delight and cooing burbles of spit. He had died of influenza on a bitter March morning when Sophie was eleven. She had hated March ever since, hated the way she could feel the whole house tense at the shadow of its approach; it was a month to be endured.
The girls lay back on sun-warmed rocks. Sophie stretched out on the ground and pressed her ear to the soft earth. There was a feeling of a slithering underground, a network of roots and fungi communicating silently to each other. A whole world unseen.
“Did you see? They are housing soldiers at the old castle. It’s become a barracks now,” Hedy said.
“My mother told us that Frau Wiedenhammer told her at the Women’s Auxiliary—did you know they have cookies there? Well, they do. They don’t have enough sugar, I hear, but still—”
“Get to the point, Gerda,” Hanna said.
Gerda’s stories were like a winding path through the woods in which you couldn’t help but feel lost.
“She says there are at least fifty soldiers there. And they’re going to train the Hitler Youth and pick the best ones to join.”
“Fifty! There have to be some handsome ones. It’s just the odds,” Hedy said.
“I hear their commandant is quite handsome. I would like to be an Obergruppenführer’s wife. I heard Magda Goebbels has all of her clothes made by her own personal seamstress,” Klara said.
“Sophie and I met him,” Hanna offered.
“What? No! Tell!”
“When?” Klara pressed.
“A few weeks ago now. His car almost killed Sophie.”
“Is he as handsome as they say?”
Sophie looked at Hanna as if to say, Really? That’s Klara’s response to my near death.
“I suppose. If you like that type.”
“What type is that?” Hedy asked.
“Predatory,” Sophie said. She was still irritated that no one had been concerned about the almost-dying part. “It’s his eyes.”
“I’m not interested in his eyes. Tell me about his muscles!” Hedy laughed.
Klara’s expression was skeptical. “Where was this?”
“On the road by the forest,” Sophie said.
“Ach! Are you still going to the forest?”
“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Hanna said briskly. “Sophie, give us a word of the day.”
“Yes, what’s today’s word?” Gerda said.
“Lamentation,” Sophie said with great ceremony because it was that sort of word.
Hedy wrinkled her nose. “What does it mean, lamentation?”
“It’s a Fromm’s,” Gerda giggled, and Hedy laughed so hard she announced that she had peed herself a little, to which Klara rolled her eyes and called her “common.”
Sophie blushed. She knew about Fromm’s condoms. All the soldiers had them and even, she’d heard, some of the local boys. But she had obviously never seen one, wouldn’t know what one was if someone showed her.
“Gerda? Don’t be immature. Go on, Sophie,” Hanna said, and Sophie didn’t know if Hanna had scolded Gerda on her behalf or because she was put out that Gerda had made the joke before Hanna could.
Sophie continued, “Lamentation. A passionate expression of grief, sorrow, or regret.”
“Why not just say sad?” Gerda asked. She wasn’t one for complications.
“Well, because it’s grander than sad. It’s a sadness that has to be expressed. In the Bible, Lamentations is a book about suffering but also of justice and apology. It’s about learning from your mistakes so that you can change and make better choices going forward. I think it fits nicely with the tragically romantic, don’t you?”
“I think you read too much,” Klara said.
Hanna lobbed a dirt ball. It splatted against Klara’s white shirt.
“Hanna! My shirt!” Klara shrieked.
Hanna turned to Sophie, eyes twinkling. “Oh, lamentation!” she cried, and the others giggled until Klara was quite put out, which was perfect.
Fräulein Volker returned from her nature’s call with a spring in her step. “All right, girls. Let’s continue! You’ve had rest enough!”
She clapped her hands and set a brisk pace.
“Ugh,” Gerda complained.

“Does Karl have a sweetheart?” Klara asked. They were deep in the woods. The distant hills, curved and sensual as hips, were visible through the coy fanning of trees. Sophie quit lagging and walked closer.
Hanna pushed away a face-threatening branch. “Karl? No. He’s only interested in three things: books, mechanicals, and sport.”
“Is he going to university?” Klara asked.
“Yes. Unless there’s a war. Then he’ll go into the Wehrmacht.”
“I’ll bet he’d look very handsome in a soldier’s uniform,” Klara said. “I would like to have a soldier boyfriend.”
Hanna turned and walked backward, her feet somehow knowing how to avoid the pitfalls of rocks. “You want any boyfriend!”
“I do not! I’m very particular!”
“Admit it: You’re sex-mad!”
Sophie couldn’t hold back her snort.
Klara’s eyes flashed. She shoved Sophie, who stumbled backward under the weight of her pack. “At least I don’t have to resort to writing letters to the Bridegroom’s Oak like some pathetic old spinster!”
Hanna grabbed hold of Klara’s arm. “Don’t talk to her that way.”
“Let go of my arm!”
“Not till you apologize.”
“All the girls talk about the two of you going off to play games in the forest like children. Isn’t that true?”
The other girls looked away, which was proof enough.
“It’s embarrassing, Hanna. Do you want the older girls in the BDM to make fun of you? Because they will. You need to put away babyish games—the fairy tales, the Norse witches—”
“Priestesses,” Sophie corrected her, unable to stop herself.
“It’s time to grow up. Decide where your loyalties lie.” Klara leaned in close but not so close that Sophie couldn’t hear. “She’s going to be the ruin of you, Hanna. Mark my words.”
Klara marched forward and the other girls followed without looking back.
“I’m sorry,” Sophie said to Hanna.
Hanna only shook her head in disgust and ran to catch up with the other girls, leaving Sophie behind.

Sophie peered out her window at the dusky sky. It took longer for sunset in summer, of course, and the anticipation, the long slide from orange and pink to purple and indigo, made it all the sweeter. The stars were just waking up. She could make out the bright white W of Cassiopeia. She liked knowing you could turn myths into stars or stars into myths. Fireflies winked along the quiet streets. The silence was interrupted by the clack of approaching footsteps. Down below, Oskar Gerber stood outside the Schmidt house. He blew breath against his hand and sniffed it. Adjusted his uniform just so. Slicked back his hair with two handfuls of spit.
God. Oskar.
“You must be kind to Oskar,” Sophie’s mother had told her whenever the girls complained about him. “He is like a little fox cornered by dogs. That’s why he shows his teeth so much. It’s because of his father, you know.”
Sophie did know. Everyone in town knew the story of Herr Gerber. It was said that he could fix anything. Clocks with corroded springs. Pocket watches that refused to keep time. Automobiles and threshers and rusted engines. There was no mechanical thing on earth that could not be coaxed back to life under his patient care. Such a man with such a gift was invaluable to the war effort and so, in 1916, as Germany starved, Herr Gerber was drafted into the army, where he was captured, imprisoned, and tortured. After Germany’s defeat in 1918, he returned to Kleinwald as a changed man. His hands shook. Sometimes, he would be in the middle of fixing a broken clock or restoring an automobile engine and suddenly walk out of the shop, not to be seen until well after his dinner had grown cold. Other times, he might be gone for a day or two. So it was not until he had been gone for four days—and the discovery of the missing rifle—that anyone thought to be concerned. In the base of the clock Herr Gerber had fixed that morning, a note was later discovered. It said I am sorry. Please forgive me. Herr Gerber, the man who could fix anything, could not fix himself. The clock, it was said, ran perfectly, even better than before.
The shame of his father’s suicide hung on Oskar like a coat he could never seem to take off. He became known as Der Tragische Junge—The Tragic Boy. Oskar did everything he could to prove that nickname wrong. He was easy to provoke, quick to jump into defensiveness.
“That boy’s hands were born half-fisted,” Sophie’s mother would say with a shake of her head. “But I guess he needs it.”
After Herr Gerber’s death, the family struggled to stay afloat and keep food on the table. Sometimes, Sophie’s mother would drop off extra bread to Oskar’s mother with a breezy, “Oh dear, Annalise—I seem to have made too much and it will go bad before we can eat it. Will you do me the favor of taking this loaf?”
Oskar’s mother was a proud woman, and the years of being at the mercy of their circumstances had made her hard. When Hitler became chancellor of Germany in 1933, she was elated: Here, finally, was a man who understood her struggle and the struggle of all true Germans. It was a belief she had passed on to her only son.
“What did the Weimar Republic ever do for us, huh? It would reduce us to beggars and let degenerates run loose in the streets and cabarets,” Oskar said, parroting his mother. He pounded a nail in the kitchen wall and hung a portrait of the Führer on it. After that, Sophie’s parents advised her to be kind to Oskar but also careful.
Sophie tried to be kind, but Oskar could try a saint’s patience. She couldn’t imagine his lips on Hanna’s. She watched him now, outside Hanna’s house, and all she could feel was contempt.
Hanna opened the door. Silhouetted by the soft lamp of the parlor, her form wavered briefly as if she were two people. Oskar stood ramrod straight with his shoulders pinned back like the soldier he desperately wanted to be. It was true he was an excellent shot, but no one wanted to talk about guns where Oskar was concerned. He removed his cap and held it uncertainly in front of him, like a steering wheel. “Good evening, Hanna. You’re looking well. Very … strong. The Führer says it’s good to build strong bodies!”
Even in the dark, Sophie knew he was blushing just from the mention of bodies. How could you kiss him, Hanna?
“What do you want, Oskar?” Hanna sounded irritated, which made Sophie happy.
“I-I’ve come to see Karl.”
Karl helped Oskar with his reading. But Sophie wasn’t supposed to know that. Hanna had told her once during a picnic beneath the oak. Back when they shared secrets all the time instead of holding on to them for three months.
“He’s inside.”
“Oh. I see. Good.” Oskar made no move toward the door. “I-I was wondering, Hanna, if maybe you’d like to take a walk sometime. Down by the lake. Like before.”
Hanna looked up toward Sophie’s window and made eye contact.
“You should go in. Karl is waiting,” Hanna said abruptly. She added a smile that oozed insincerity. “I promised Sophie we’d knit together after supper.”

Sophie and Hanna sat with their knitting in the parlor—Sophie’s stitches tight and strong, Hanna’s a mess of loopy yarn—while Sophie’s parents listened to the approved German radio. A man was talking about the Jews and why they were the root of Germany’s problem. Sophie’s father turned off the radio in disgust.
“Erich.” Sophie’s mother cut her eyes toward Hanna.
Sophie’s father picked up the book in his lap, then put it down again. He appraised Hanna. “You are a true believer, Hanna?”
Sophie tensed, her eyes on her needles. Hanna’s father was a solid member of the local Nazi party. Her parents had insisted that their children belong to the Hitler Youth and the German Girls League well before it was required, though Hanna’s mother often complained that the League activities took Hanna away from her chores far too much.
“God bless the League of German Girls,” Hanna would say, grinning, as she pushed out her door, away from the sink of dishes to be washed.
“Fräulein Volker says that the Führer is making Germany great again. And my parents say that some people only want to be taken care of. They are not true Germans. True Germans, Aryans, are hard workers,” Hanna answered.
“What about Herr Kirschbaum, the butcher? Do you remember him?”
Herr Kirschbaum had been a jolly man who always asked after his customers as if they were family and who once had added extra sausage to an order after Sophie’s little brother had died.
“Was he not a hard worker? Wasn’t he in his shop from early in the morning until six o’clock each evening except his sabbath?”
“He was different,” Hanna said, repeating the flimsy argument Sophie knew Hanna had been told by her parents. “You don’t believe in the Führer’s vision for Germany, Herr Muller?”
Again, Frau Muller cut her husband a look above her knitting. “We should talk of something else.”
“I serve God’s plan,” Mr. Muller said, undaunted. “I find that God and Hitler do not have the same one.”
“Mama, Papa, may Hanna and I go for a walk? I think the fresh air would do us good,” Sophie said quickly.

“Your father should be more careful, Sophie,” Hanna said as they walked through town. Lamps warmed the cobblestones in amber. A frail moon laced the bronzed head of Baron Wilhelm. “People talk. He could be labeled a traitor.”
“But everyone knows my father! He’s lived here his whole life. We’re not traitors.”
“Still. He should be careful. You should be careful. Come with me to the rally! That will show them.”
There was to be a Nazi rally in Hamburg. Chapters of the League of Girls and Hitler Youth from all across Germany would be attending. The girls had been talking about it for weeks. “I hear our tents will be very close to the boys’ camp,” Klara had informed everyone with smug confidence.
“My parents won’t allow it,” Sophie said to Hanna.
“You can go without their permission. If you’re serving the Reich, they have no say. Look, you don’t have to believe everything they tell us. I don’t listen to half of it. Politics bores me,” Hanna cajoled. “But we would have so much fun, Sophie! Think of it: Hamburg! A trip out of this place for once!”
“I suppose it could be nice,” Sophie admitted.
“You see?” Hanna beamed.

Before bed, Sophie read her book of fairy tales. They were comforting and she had need of comfort just now. Her father passed by and saw the lamp burning. “You should be asleep, Liebchen.”
“Papa? What if the Gestapo come for you?”
Her father sat at the foot of the bed. “It’s not me you have to worry about. It’s others.”
“But what if?”
“Sometimes, Liebchen, you must take a stand even if it makes you an outcast. What the Nazis are doing is wrong. They are not planting a future, they are only planting hate. And if we know that something is wrong and say nothing, do nothing? Then we are also sinning.”
“But as Christians, don’t we have to forgive them?”
Her father bowed his head as he did when he was thinking deeply about something. “Grace is the provenance of God. Forgiveness is human. But for there to be forgiveness, there must first be atonement.”
“Hanna wants me to go to the rally.”
“I see. What do you want to do?”
Sophie didn’t want to disappoint Hanna, but she didn’t want to disappoint her parents, either. “I don’t know.”
Sophie’s papa sat for a moment longer. He kissed her forehead. “Well, Priestess of the Norn, sleep on it, hmmm?”

For several days, it rained heavily, putting a stop to any adventures in the forest. Sophie fretted that the letters from the von der Trottels would go unanswered and that the brothers would think them fickle, or worse, that someone else could intercept their letters and write back, and Hanna and Sophie would lose their chance at true love. As soon as the sun showed again, Sophie shouted to Hanna through her open window. Hanna appeared, her uniform clean and pressed and her hair tightly braided.
“When can you get away to the forest?” Sophie asked.
“I can’t. I’m leaving for the rally,” Hanna said a bit coolly.
Sophie had told Hanna that she hadn’t been able to get her parents’ permission to attend, but it was a lie and she feared that Hanna could smell the falsehood on her.
“I could check for us—if you like?” Sophie said. The girls never went to the forest without each other. It was an unspoken rule. But Hanna would be gone for a week and Sophie couldn’t wait that long.
“Do what you like,” Hanna said, and left Sophie at the window without so much as a goodbye.
That afternoon, Sophie rode out to the forest. She inched slowly up the rickety ladder, her limbs shaking with nerves. Inside the knothole were quite a few letters from other lonely hearts, and Sophie’s worst fears fluttered up. What if someone else had already claimed the brothers? She fished out one more letter and there it was! It was from Tomas and it was addressed only to Sophie, not Hanna.
My Darling Sophie,
I write to you alone as Hans must see to the milking of the cows. I sense a deep bond between the two of us, one forged by an ancient magic. My days are consumed with my yearning to be with you. I know deep within my soul that
your beauty is as a diamond, perhaps not yet seen by others, but only awaiting the sun to fully shine. Please write to me and send me some trinket as a fond remembrance of you.
Yours, Tomas von der Trottel
Sophie read the letter over several times. No one had ever seen her this way before. No one had ever called her beautiful. It was like eating something sweet and warm on a gray winter’s day, and she only wanted more. But what to do about Hanna? Would she be very upset that Tomas had written only to Sophie? Worst of all was how pleased Sophie felt to be the chosen one for once. Perhaps Hanna didn’t have to know. Sophie could simply say there had been no letter. But that was lying and lying was a sin, she knew. Lying to your best friend was surely the worst of all sins. Not to write back to Tomas was rude, though, wasn’t it? “Tell me what to do,” Sophie said to the forest, and leaned against the oak. And then she knew. She grabbed her pencil and stationery.
Dear Tomas,
I also write to you alone as my dear friend Hanna has been called away on urgent business. But I do hope that Hans will write to her soon. She is a very worthy person and he would be foolish not to pursue her love.
There. That was making things clear. Her guilt appeased, she continued:
I am sorry that I am not more eloquent…, she wrote, using a word she’d read in a novel. She hoped it made her sound smart. Though I do read quite a lot. Do you read? I do not wish to imagine a world without books! As a token of my faith, I am enclosing my barrette. May you keep it with you and think of me often.
Now she was at a loss. Hanna was much more knowledgeable about boys and their desires and how to appeal to them. As herself, Sophie felt woefully out of step. What could she say that would make her seem worldly and sophisticated and not on the cusp of fifteen? She’d overheard some women gossiping once. One of the women had said to her friends, “If you want to make a man happy, say hello to his mouth, hello to his neck, then say hello to his Schwanz.” The other women had cackled uproariously and agreed. Sophie didn’t know what that meant but it must be good if it made men happy. So she wrote, I will say hello to your mouth, then to your neck, then to your Schwanz. Sincerely, Sophie Muller.
There. Hanna couldn’t accuse her of being babyish now. She tucked her letter into the tree’s hollowed heart, blessed it with the seidr wand, and waited.

At the end of the week, Hanna returned from the rally. Sophie watched Hanna, Klara, and the other girls coming up the street, their cheeks burnished by days spent in the sun, and felt a pang of jealousy and regret that she hadn’t gone to the rally with them. She worried that she’d missed out on something vital, especially when she saw the easy way they were with each other, laughing over some private joke Sophie would never know. But if she’d gone, she might never have found Tomas’s letter and known the depth of feeling he had for her.
Sophie waited until Hanna was upstairs in her bedroom. She shouted across the street. “Hanna! Hanna!”
Hanna appeared, arms folded. She seemed different somehow, more grown-up in only a week. “What is it?”
“Can you come to the forest with me?”
Hanna put her fists to her hips and sighed. “I’ve only just gotten home.”
“Please?”
Hanna sighed irritably. “Fine.”
They rode out to the forest. Hanna talked only of the rally and how wonderful it had been. “The boys’ camp was right next to ours. Klara sneaked off with a boy she met. She came back from his tent with her hair a mess…”
But Sophie was too anxious to hear much of it. She’d never kept a secret from Hanna before and this was a big one. “I need to tell you something,” she said as they approached the Bridegroom’s Oak. She took Tomas’s well-worn letter from her rucksack, handed it to Hanna, and watched her face, knitted first with curiosity, loosen into blankness as she read it. “I’m sure Hans will write to you very soon! Tomas said that he was very busy with the cows.”
“Gott in Himmel, Sophie!” Hanna said. “You can’t be so full of romantic notions! You need to see the world as it is, not as you wish it were.”
“But don’t you need both? How can the world be made better if you can’t imagine it better first?”
“Stop being so naive!” Hanna snapped. “Klara told me everything at the rally. Those letters that you love so much? They’re not from two brothers. They were written by Karl and Oskar and Leon.”
Sophie was stung. It wasn’t like Hanna to be jealous. “That isn’t funny, Hanna.”
“It isn’t meant to be. Think about it. Use that very smart head of yours: Tomas and Hans von der Trottel? I’m embarrassed to think I didn’t see it myself.”
Von der Trottel. Trottel: fool.
“But…” Sophie couldn’t even finish. A dark bird of thought was unfurling its wings inside her.
“That isn’t all. Everyone makes fun of you, Sophie. They call you Miss Lonelyhearts. Do you want that?”
“Do you let them make fun of me?” Another question came to her that she didn’t speak aloud: Did she already know?
Hanna looked away. “I can’t stick up for you forever.”
“Complicit,” Sophie hissed.
“You like to throw words around when you don’t want to face something,” Hanna said, her eyes sharp as her tone.
Sophie brushed her hair back into place and straightened her blouse. “Well, I don’t believe it. I think Klara is just jealous.”
Hanna glared. “Fine. See for yourself.”
The girls rode back to town in silence. In the distant fields, soldiers practiced their shooting, but the firecracker pop of their rifles barely registered with Sophie. She could only hear Hanna’s voice in her head: Do you want that?
Outside the shop, Oskar, Leon, and Karl had finished their repairs on the motorbike and were preparing to give it a ride. Klara and Hedy were there, cooing their praise. Klara smiled coyly at Karl. “Take me for a ride on it, won’t you?”
Hanna dropped her bicycle to the ground and marched up to the boys. “Tell her.” She crossed her arms and waited.
“Tell her what?” Oskar said with a sneaky grin.
Hanna kicked his shoe. “Tell her!”
“Ow!”
Leon snickered and pushed his glasses up his nose. Karl stepped forward. He shrugged. “You wanted a romance with a tree, so we gave you one.”
“Oh, Tomas, I’ll kiss your mouth, your n-neck…,” Oskar sputtered on a high-pitched laugh until the next word was nearly lost. “And y-y-your Sch-Sch-Schwanz!!!”
Klara gasped in horrified delight. “Sophie, what a dirty little bird you are!”
Everyone laughed. Even Hanna. And all at once, Sophie, the collector of words, understood the definition she had missed. Her humiliation was overwhelming. She feared she might be sick. Sophie had believed with all of her heart that the tree was magic. She’d believed the letters were real. She’d believed that she was worthy of love. Worst of all was Hanna’s betrayal. The Hanna she knew would’ve thrown a punch, made them apologize. This was worse than keeping the secret about kissing Oskar.
Sophie refused to give everyone the satisfaction of her tears. She squared her shoulders and glared at Hanna. “Complicit: Allowing a wrongdoing and saying nothing. A sin.”
“Refusing to see truth is willful ignorance,” Hanna shot back.
“You are … impudent!” Sophie cried.
“What does that mean?”
“Rude. With a disregard for others.”
Hanna folded her arms. “I think you mean honest.”
Sophie turned and marched up the street toward her house.
“There she goes, Miss Lonelyhearts!” Oskar laughed.
“Miss Lonelyhearts!” Klara repeated.
Sophie glanced back at Hanna, who looked away, her haughty mouth set in a firm told-you-so line. And that hurt more than anything else.
Down the street, there was sudden commotion. People were running out of their houses calling to each other—“Have you heard?”—and Sophie was terrified that everyone knew of her mortification. But she followed the crowd to the radio shop anyway, where Herr Ohlsen had the crystal set turned up. Everyone hovered near. An announcer’s excited voice burbled from the radio talking about the greatness of Germany.
“What is it? What’s happened?” someone asked.
One of the men turned around, his face ruddy with excitement. “Germany’s invaded Poland! Finally, we are at war!”
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SUMMER 1980
When Jenny left her apartment most days, she told her mother the same story: that after German class, she was going sightseeing with some classmates. Her mother didn’t ask too many questions. She was happy that Jenny was “making new friends.” As long as Jenny was home in time for dinner with an informed-sounding anecdote—“Did you know that the Charlottenburg Palace is an example of the baroque and rococo styles?”—her parents would listen with polite disinterest and Jenny’s secret life in Kreuzberg stayed safe.
Every day, Jenny was learning more about punk, politics, Berlin, and best of all, Lena: Her favorite color was red. She wanted to visit Beverly Hills someday, “even though I hate the rich.” Her knuckles were often ink stained from the leaky ballpoint she used to pen lyrics on paper napkins swiped from cafés. She held her cigarettes between her thumb and forefinger and not between the second and third fingers the way most people did, and when she exhaled, two thin streams of smoke pushed from her nostrils. It made her look like the world’s smallest dragon. For so big a presence, she was improbably small, five-foot-two—five-foot-two-and-a-half if you counted to the top of her spiked hair. Her favorite band was either Sham 69, the Sex Pistols, or the Slits depending on which day you asked her. She loved the first five minutes after midnight—“because that is when everything feels like possibility.”
There were some things she didn’t discuss—how she’d come to live with her cousins. (“My mother died. I don’t talk about it.”) Or why she left London. (“We didn’t get along. There is nothing more to say.”) Or the picture of the boy on her nightstand. (“It came with the frame and I liked it. Who cares?”)
As they walked the streets of Berlin together, Lena tested Jenny’s German by pointing out various signs:
“Zeitschriften!” Lena called.
“Magazines?” Jenny answered.
“Sehr gut! Zeitungen?”
“Newspapers?”
“Ja. Bucher?”
“Books.”
Lena taught Jenny German swear words, too, grinning when Jenny said them right. In return, Jenny taught Lena American slang.
“Fer sure!” Jenny said with a Valley girl accent.
“Fer sure,” Lena echoed. “This is sarcasm?”
“Sometimes. Like, if you disagree with something, you can say it like, ‘Oh, fer sure,’” Jenny said, with an eye roll for punctuation. “But you can also say it when you agree: ‘Oh, punk is the best, fer sure!’”
“No. This is too confusing.”
“Okay. How about ‘Eat my shorts’?”
“I don’t understand: Why would I want to eat your shorts?”
“It’s like saying ‘kiss my ass,’” Jenny explained.
“Ohhhh. I like it. Hey! Eat my shorts!” Lena shouted, startling a flock of pigeons into flight.
There was always something happening at the squat. Back home, party invitations were cruelly doled out and withheld according to popularity. But here, parties, protests, and gigs seemed to spring up like tulips and everybody was welcome, even strangers met in a club or café or on a crowded train. It all had the feel of a wild circus. Jenny officially met A-Blitz, the boxer-boy who’d gotten so mad at her the first day outside the U-Bahn station. “He’d rather fight than eat sometimes, especially if he’s been drinking,” Lena said. “But mostly, he’s okay.” There was Rat, an artist, who was A-Blitz’s polar opposite, X-ray thin with doll-like hazel eyes, a soft voice, and close-cropped hair dyed the colors of a summer snow cone. He carried a black rat on his shoulder that he’d named Sid Vicious and he spent much of his time feeding the inquisitive pink-nosed creature bits of cheese. Rat made huge mosaics from slivers of fractured glass. Up close, the pattern wasn’t apparent. It was only when you stood back and viewed them from a distance that the images—a sunflower bursting from a businessman’s mouth, a woman with a bird’s head crying into a garden—would come into focus.
“What does it mean?” Jenny asked. She didn’t understand a lot of art.
Rat shrugged. “It means whatever you think it means. I just like to make something beautiful from what is broken.”
Jenny pointed to a leftover pile of glass. “What about those pieces?”
“What you leave behind is art, too.” Rat grinned and stood proudly in front of his mosaic, Sid Vicious on his shoulder. “Take my picture. Make me famous, eh? Then I will go to New York City and meet the Ramones.”
Behind the camera, Jenny felt braver, as if what she saw through her lens were the real her. She felt a kinship with the people and things she captured in a split second of unguarded living—joy, anger, sadness, defeat, hope.
She wished she could capture the ferocity of sound when Sophie Scholl performed. Offstage, they fought a lot. Jenny wondered if fighting was just part of being in a punk band the way practicing scales was part of playing in orchestra.
“Nice of you to show up!” Lena growled when Mia strolled in an hour late to practice one day.
“I was with Lukas. His scooter ran out of gas,” Mia answered with a shrug.
“You need a more reliable scooter. Or a more reliable boyfriend,” Anke said.
Behind the kit, Zehra snorted but stayed out of it. She seemed to be the Switzerland of the band.
“Be on time or you are out,” Lena said.
“Stasi,” Mia mumbled.
Anke’s eyes widened. “Oh Scheisse.”
Lena hurled the mic stand. It narrowly missed Mia’s head before it clattered to a stop.
“Lena! Not the equipment!” Zehra complained.
“Are you crazy?” A wild-eyed Mia shoved Lena. Lena gritted her teeth and shoved Mia even harder. They were in each other’s faces, shouting in heated German while Anke and Zehra tried to get them to stop. Jenny watched in horrified fascination. In her family, no one yelled or shoved. Her mother would be “disappointed” and act the martyr. Her father would scowl and sequester himself in his library, where he’d drink and listen to his jazz records. There would be long, draining silences. This was electric and honest.
Zehra banged the cymbals to get everyone’s attention. “Mia! Du weisst es besser.” You know better.
Mia put up her hands. “Ja. Okay. Okay. Sorry, Lena.”
Jenny had the sense that something meaningful had just happened, but she didn’t know what. She raised her camera and caught Lena, angry and hurt, and Mia, chagrined but aloof.
“Can we please play some music now?” Anke pleaded.
Somehow, despite the bickering and sniping, the music survived, and by the end of rehearsal, they were sprawled on the floor of the old factory, passing around a bottle of wine and making plans to become the biggest punk band in West Germany. Maybe even the world.
Lena drained the last of the bottle. “I have to go to work,” she announced, reaching for her jacket.
“Now?” Zehra said.
“Yes, now. I’m late.” She glared at Mia for good measure.
“Bring us some Milchbrötchen for once, ja?” Anke said.
“If they have it.”
“How could they not have it? It’s a bakery!” Anke called after Lena.
Jenny gathered her things, knowing she wasn’t quite welcome without Lena, and leaned close to Mia. “Why did Lena get so upset earlier?” She wondered if she had missed something, a nuance lost in translation.
“She hates the GDR,” Mia said with a shrug. “More than most.”
“Why?”
“She has her reasons.”

On a Thursday afternoon three weeks after she’d first met Lena, Jenny banged on the door of the squat and waited for the key to drop from the window. When no key came, she tried the door and found that it was open. She let herself in, nearly stepping on a feral cat who hissed its displeasure before slinking off under a salvaged table to sleep. The place smelled of last night’s cigarettes and stale beer. It was uncharacteristically empty.
“Hallo? Ist jemand zuhause? Anybody home? It’s Dallas.”
Jenny bounded up the painted stairs and parted the clothesline-clipped rugs to find Zehra lying on the floor staring at the ceiling, an unlit cigarette poking up from her mouth like a snorkel. Anke was slumped over the keyboard pressing a G minor at random intervals. Lena sat on an overturned milk crate. Last night’s eye makeup had mostly been slept away, leaving smeary black tails. She didn’t even say hello.
“What’s the matter?” Jenny asked.
“Mia ran off to Stuttgart with her scooter-riding boyfriend,” Zehra said from the floor.
“Who runs away to Stuttgart?” Anke said.
“That stupid cow!” Lena leaped up, kicking the milk crate behind her.
“I’m sure you’ll find a new guitarist,” Jenny said, offering up the sort of greeting-card bromide her mother often used. She realized now that it was a flimsy emotional Band-Aid meant not to protect the wound but to hide it.
Lena kicked the amp. “We’re playing our first party here next weekend. No guitarist, no gig. No band.”
“Don’t take it out on the equipment, Lena! It’s hard enough to get!” Anke said. An argument erupted between the two of them like a punk duet while the corpse-like Zehra calmly smoked her cigarette.
Jenny knew how hard the band had worked these past few weeks. She knew it was tough for a girls’ punk band to be taken as seriously as the boys. It didn’t seem fair to have come this far to have to scrap a gig over a flaky guitarist.
“Hey. Hey!” Jenny shouted over their noise. “I could play!”
“Shhh! Shhh!” Lena put up a hand to Anke. “Dallas, you play guitar?”
“No,” Jenny said, suddenly less sure of herself. “But I play violin.”
Anke’s eye roll was withering. “Okay. If we do Tchaikovsky, we let you know.” She turned to Lena. “I’m telling A-Blitz to take us off the flyer.”
“Nein! We need this gig!” Lena said.
“We’ll do the next one.”
“No! It has to be now. There is no other time but now,” Lena insisted. “Look, forget Mia. We could do it as a three-piece.”
“But we rehearsed with Mia,” Anke said. They fell into loud arguing again.
Jenny stuck her fingers in her mouth and whistled hard.
“Ow,” Anke said, touching her ear.
“Why do you have to have guitar?” Jenny asked.
Anke snorted. “Because we are a punk band?”
“Yeah. No duh,” Jenny snapped. “A violin can be just as good as a guitar.”
“Nobody plays violin in punk.” Zehra shrugged. “They just don’t.”
“Warte, warte…,” Lena said. A sly smile lifted one corner of her mouth. “What could be more punk than an instrument nobody’s expecting?”
“But Lena. Violin? My Opa plays violin,” Anke whined. “Sei ernst.”
Lena nodded her head slowly, the way she did when she was thinking something over. “Dallas, are you good? None of your polite bourgeois bullshit. The truth.”
Jenny raised her chin. “I’m very good.”
Lena’s crooked-tooth smile was on full display. “You hear that? She’s very good.”
Anke sighed. “Ach. Sei’s drum.”
“Bring it tomorrow. We start at noon,” Lena told Jenny. “Don’t be late.”
Zehra moaned and rolled her head toward the others at last. “So early?”
“We need the practice,” Lena said with authority. “After all, we are about to be the first all-girl punk band with violin.”
Across the hall, a ropey-muscled boy with hair sticking up like razor blades banged the edge of a fist against the toilet’s closed door. “A-Blitz! You taking the shit of the century?” he said in a British accent. “Come on, mate, I’m in a Bob Murray!”
“Fuck off and let me shit in peace!” A-Blitz called back in German from behind the door.
“There is no peace after A-Blitz shits,” Anke moaned. “We’re going to have to set fire to the squat.”
The door to the toilet opened with a bang and the putrid smell reached them like a punch.
“Ahhhh!” the girls said, pressing their hands quickly to their noses.
Lena gagged. “Gott in Himmel!”
“What? Es ist gesund!” A-Blitz challenged. It’s healthy! “Ach! Never mind your bollocks!” A-Blitz enunciated in English and stalked off. The razor blade–haired boy stole a clothespin from the curtain, clipped it on his nose, and took his turn in the john.
“Now you know why we call him A-Blitz,” Zehra said to Jenny.
And then they were all on the floor, laughing till their eyes were wet, and Jenny was convinced that anything, even a stinky toilet, could be made special in the squat.

When Jenny showed up to the squat the next day with her violin, the girls were drinking tea from mismatched cups and talking over songs. Rat sat on the rug, letting Sid Vicious’s little pink nose sniff at his fingers. A couple Jenny had never seen before lounged beside each other, sharing a smoke. A-Blitz squatted in a corner tapping his fingers on an overturned bucket and banging his head to some internal music until Anke called out in German, “A-Blitz! Could you not?”
He sank down, folded his arms, and sulked. “Spielen Sie dann etwas!” Play something, then.
“We’re not here for your entertainment. Either shut up or go somewhere else,” Lena said over her shoulder. She nodded at Jenny. “You ready, Dallas?”
Jenny hadn’t expected an audience. She was already nervous enough. “I should probably warm up a bit before we get started…”
“Why?” Lena said.
“Well. I just want to plan out what I’m going to play…”
“No. We figure it out along the way. Okay! Let’s go!”
“Yeah, but…,” Jenny protested, but Zehra was already maneuvering into the narrow space behind the drum kit and Anke plugged the keyboard into the jury-rigged electrical setup.
“‘Youth Revolt,’ ja?” Anke said.
Lena grabbed the mic. “Hello, ladies and gentlemen and all the freaks! We are Sophie Scholl. So … UP YOURS!”
The girls lurched into their first song. Without Mia’s acidic guitar, the tune was bloodless. Anke wasn’t following Zehra’s drumming and Lena just did whatever she wanted. Jenny stood to the side, waiting for the right moment to jump into the fray. In orchestra, there had been sheet music to follow. Arrangements. This was nothing like that. Jenny didn’t know when to come in; she didn’t even know how to come in.
“What should I play?” Jenny yelled.
“Play whatever you feel! Present tense! Be here now!” Lena shouted before barreling into a long punk scream that sounded like someone being fed to a set of gears.
“Ja!” A-Blitz leaped up and jumped around, a mosh pit of one.
What do I feel? Jenny thought, mind and heart racing. I don’t know. I don’t know what I feel. Her nerves had always been a problem. Auditioning for first chair, she’d been so anxious that the notation on the sheet music seemed to run together into nonsensical black lines. She had lost her place and had needed to ask if she could start over, and after that, all she could hear in her head was You blew it. You weren’t perfect. You have to be perfect.
They were really getting into it now. Zehra was a speed beast on the mismatched kit. Anke’s keys screeched like sirens while Lena blasted out a wail about a war between squatters and police, about oppression. What did Jenny know about any of that? She wished she’d never volunteered to help the band. Maybe she could just slip out down the stairs and go eat pastry with Frau Hermann.
A-Blitz punched the air with a fist and shouted, “Tod den Faschisten!”
Anke looked at Jenny: Are you playing or what?
Jenny tiptoed in with a bit of a Mahler piece she’d learned from orchestra, trying to remember the notations she’d been taught, the proper fingering, the scripted crescendos. It was all wrong. As if she were playing a completely different gig, which she was.
Lena waved her arms overhead. “Stop, stop, stop!”
Zehra stilled a cymbal with her fingers.
“I told you,” Anke muttered, giving the eulogy for Jenny’s career in punk, which had lasted for less time than it took to play a Ramones song.
Lena fixed her kohl-lined gaze on Jenny. “What are you afraid of, Dallas?”
“Excuse me?”
“You play so carefully. Like … like you have one foot in the past. Like you are not really here.”
Jenny’s cheeks warmed. “What the hell does that mean?” she snorted, trying out the curse word to hide the sting.
“Punk is present tense. It’s happening now! No waiting. No past, no future, just this moment,” Lena said. “You know?”
Jenny started to pack up her violin. “I’m just trying to help. If you don’t want me in the band, just say so.”
“I don’t want you in the band,” Anke muttered in a not-quite- stage-whisper.
“Anke,” Lena warned. She beckoned Jenny with a finger. “Dallas. Come here.”
“Why?”
“Why not?”
Jenny stepped closer and Lena cupped her hand across Jenny’s eyes.
Jenny pulled away. “What are you doing?”
“Helping you find the now. Okay? You trust me?”
Lena unknotted the bandanna at her neck and tied it around Jenny’s eyes. It smelled like Lena, like cigarettes, sweat, and something indefinable but so undeniably Lena that Jenny could follow the smell back to her like a bloodhound.
“It’s okay?” Lena asked. “Not too tight?”
“No,” Jenny managed. “But why … I don’t understand what you’re doing.”
“You need to lose yourself so that you can find the sound. Here.”
Jenny felt the violin being placed against her clavicle. Lena guided her hand to the strings and placed the bow in her other hand.
Jenny laughed derisively. “Uh, I can’t play without seeing my instrument.”
“Why not? Stevie Wonder does.” Lena’s breath whispered against Jenny’s ear. “You can do this. I know it.”
“This is pointless, Lena,” Anke said.
“Anke? Halt deine Fresse.”
A-Blitz laughed and Anke sniped at him. “Sich verpissen, Arschloch!”
“Hör auf damit, ihr zwei!” Lena commanded. Her voice echoed through the mic. “Okay! We do this again. We are Sophie Scholl and This! Is! ‘Youth Revolt’!”
The music started up again. Jenny’s fear was a wave threatening to take her under. She needed to swim against it. She started with a little Mozart.
“What the hell? Not again,” Anke yelled.
“Just keep going. Let her find it,” Lena shot back.
They were arguing between the bars of the song. Jenny heard A-Blitz cackling. “Deine Band ist Scheisse!” Your band is shit. “Ihr solltet euch Sophie Shit nennen!” You should call yourself Sophie Shit. The moment was threatening to come apart at the seams. If she didn’t jump in and play, it would. Jenny sliced her bow across the strings, making a high-pitched screech.
“What the hell? It’s like a sick cat!” Anke complained.
“Sick cat! Sick cat,” Lena sang into the reverb of the microphone. “This government treats us like a sick cat, sick cat!”
Anke’s keys searched for chords. Zehra tapped the hi-hat, making a sound like the click of a gun ready to explode. Lena screamed “Sick cat!” again and again until it became inescapable. Let go, Jenny thought. She cut into the song, attacking with the bow, sawing out a drone, giving the music a backbone of nervous energy. She could imagine Lena with both hands wrapped around the mic, snarling out lyrics, then grunts, screams, and moans when words weren’t enough. And in the next second, something clicked. It wasn’t something Jenny could hear so much as something she felt. They were coming together into a beautifully ragged sonic force.
“Revolution!” Lena screamed over and over until her voice broke.
The trash can drums stumbled and stilled; the keys hummed into nothing. Jenny lifted her blindfold. At the mic, Lena panted, sweaty. The song had ended but the music had not. It was still coiled inside each of them.
Lena broke out in a grinning whoop. “That. Was. SUPER!”
“Scheisse,” Zehra said in amazement. “We might become a real band after all.”

Anke brought up some beers from the barely working icebox. The beer was warm but Jenny gamely sipped at it.
“To Sophie Scholl!” Lena toasted.
“To Sophie Scholl!” the girls all said, and clinked their bottles together.
Zehra offered Jenny one of her hand-rolled cigarettes. “For my new favorite punk.”
It seemed rude to refuse. Jenny sputtered and coughed on her first puff.
“It’s Turkish. They are stronger than American cigarettes,” Zehra said.
“I’ve never smoked before,” Jenny choked out, eyes watering.
“First time is always the roughest.”
Jenny handed it back. “I think that’s also my last time.”
“I’m starving. Hey. Anke. You have money?” Lena held out her palm.
“Frag deine Freundin,” Anke said, giving the last two words an extra dose of venom and shooting a look to Zehra, who smirked.
“Who is Deine Freundin?” Jenny asked. She hated missing the joke.
“Nobody.” Lena silenced the others with a sharp look. “Dallas, do you have money for some kebab? Pretty please?”
Jenny’s mother had given her an allowance. It was supposed to last the week. But what was she saving it for if not a moment like this? “I’ve got twenty deutsche marks. Is that enough?”
Anke spit up her beer. “Scheisse!”
“That’s a feast,” Zehra said.

Lena and Jenny pushed out of the squat, talking fast. Late afternoon sun had broken through the earlier gloom. It glinted off the scarred dirt of Kreuzberg’s bullet-riddled buildings, giving them a dusty shine. Lena and Jenny lined up at the Turkish takeout place on the corner. Jenny’s mouth watered as she watched the cook scrape diced lamb across a flat cooktop, moving it quickly with two spatulas. The cashier delivered a bag weighted with sandwiches wrapped in newspaper. The spicy lamb and fragrant onions joined the discordantly beautiful concert of smells that was Berlin—Jenny’s Berlin.
Lena pulled Jenny onto a bench. “They can wait. Let’s eat here. I’m starving.”
Jenny bit into the sauce-laden sandwich. It was delicious. “Wow!”
“What do you eat back home, McDonald’s and Coca-Cola?”
“If I’m with my friends. Salad, if my mom is watching.”
Lena licked dripped sauce from her knuckles. “Your mother watches you eat? Why?”
“I’m supposed to be on a diet.”
Lena growled. “Diets! That is a capitalist trap. Don’t let them use your body as a battlefield for profit.”
Jenny liked the sound of that. As if she and her body were revolutionaries. “I could stand to lose some weight, though.”
“Bullshit! True, your clothes are shit, but your body is beautiful. Very sexy.”
Jenny tried to swallow the bite in her mouth and found she couldn’t. Lena thinks my body is sexy. Lena gobbled a mouthful of sandwich, followed quickly by another. Her lips bulged with food. Tahini drizzled down her chin. She wiped it away and licked her fingers. “It’s so good!”
“I know!” Jenny said, savoring the bite in her mouth. It was the first time she could remember tasting food without guilt.
A group of college boys approached. They exuded an air of casual menace. Jenny tensed.
“Warum machst du dich hässlich?” the tallest boy sneered.
His friends burst out laughing. Jenny didn’t know exactly what was said, but the cruelty of it required no translation. She knew Hässlich—ugly. Her earlier joy evaporated. Out of habit, she shielded her stomach with her arms as if to hide it. Lena looked up from her sandwich. Mouth still full, she spit guttural gunfire at the tall boy, spewing fierceness and bits of lettucey lamb all at once. The boy looked furious. He started toward them but one of his friends held him back. “Komm schon. Lass uns ein Bier trinken.”
The tall boy knifed out one last word from across the street—“Hündin!”
Bitch.
“What did he say earlier?” Jenny asked once the boys were a safe distance away.
Lena swallowed and wiped her fingers on her pants leg. “He said, ‘Why do you make yourself so ugly?’ and I said, ‘So I never have to fuck boys like you.’”
Jenny could never imagine saying something like that to the boys back home in Texas. She would nurse such a bruise, certain that there was truth in it. Once, in the hallways between second and third periods, Billy Williams had told her she looked “healthy.”
She had smiled and said, “Thank you.”
“That’s not a compliment,” Heather had whispered to her. “He basically just called you fat.”
Lena finished her kebab and shoved the used paper wrap into her jacket pocket since there was no trash can nearby. She was an anarchist but German enough not to litter. She shook out a cigarette and grabbed it with her teeth, letting it seesaw on her lower lip while she patted her pockets for her matchbook. “You should let me cut your hair.”
“My hair?”
“Yeah. So that you will look more like you belong in a punk band.” Lena tore a flimsy match free from its homogenous row and struck it against the bottom of her boot heel, cupping the flame as she brought it to her cigarette. She pinched the hot end and tucked it behind her ear while exhaling smoke. “You know?”
Jenny’s hair was a long, thick chestnut. Everyone said it was her crowning glory. It was the second thing they’d comment on after You have such a pretty face. “My mom would have a freak-out.”
“We’re going to have to do something about your look, though. Here. Give me your jean jacket.”
“Why?”
“You want to be a real punk, right?”
“I don’t know.”
Lena grinned around her smoke. “That’s a perfect punk answer.”
Reluctantly, Jenny removed the jean jacket and handed it over. Lena flattened the jacket across her knees. “Here. Hold one edge tight.”
“My mom bought this for me. At Dillard’s,” Jenny said, holding down the edges as Lena took out a black marker and drew an anarchy symbol across the back. She removed her Slits button and speared it through the front pocket. “Here. The hair we’ll think about later, yes?”
Jenny slipped the jacket back over her pink Izod. She felt like a poseur but also a little dangerous.
“Do you have a record player at your place?”
“Yes.”
“Super. Let’s go. We must start your education.”
“I can’t. I promised I’d play some violin for Frau Hermann.”
“Oh, yes, the mysterious Frau Hermann who might be a witch. Has she had any luck with the—what is it?”
“The Bridegroom’s Oak.” Jenny shook her head. “I don’t think any men have responded yet.”
“Maybe she’s not after men.” Lena raised her eyebrows up and down.
Jenny’s face heated up.
“Did she tell you what happened to those two girls?”
“Not yet.”
“I heard a story about these cousins who used to lure Nazis into the forest for sex; then they stabbed the bastards and buried them there. No one ever found the bodies.”
Jenny had an unwelcome image of Frau Hermann having sex in her cardigan.
“I’m not sure if Frau Hermann’s story is, like, real,” she said.
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know. She has all of these fairy-tale books. And the story feels kind of like a fairy tale, too? I don’t know. It’s weird.”
“So you think this story is just made-up? Why would she do that?”
“I think she’s lonely and needs attention. Maybe she thinks I’ll keep coming around if she tells me a little bit of the story each time.”
“You should take me sometime. I could tell you if she’s telling the truth. Unless she kills us both. Maybe don’t eat the pastry. It could be poison.”
Jenny laughed. “Anyway. I have to get back.”
“Here. I’ll walk you to the station so no beautiful girls can lead you into the forest for sex and murder!” Lena gave Jenny a sly grin. “Or maybe just sex?”
Jenny blushed. “Oh yeah. Fer sure.”
“There are some very pretty German girls, you know…” The way Lena said it was mocking but not.
“Oh. I’m not … not. You know. That way.”
Lena was quiet for a second. “Schade.”
“What does schade mean?” Jenny asked.
“Look it up.”
At the station, Jenny glanced over her shoulder at Lena. She was still standing on the corner. In her baggy blue janitor’s uniform, her hair a ragged magenta crown, she was the brightest thing in all of Berlin’s gray.
“See you tomorrow?” Jenny called.
Wearing a wolfish grin, Lena spread her arms wide and walked backward with utter confidence. “Unless there’s a revolution first.”
On the train home, Jenny opened up her English-German dictionary, searching until she found schade.
But there were two definitions.
A sin. Shame.
But also: a pity; too bad.

Jenny’s first crush had happened at the age of eight. She’d been watching The Brady Bunch with her mom. During a close-up of Marcia’s face, Jenny had sighed and said, “I’m in love with Marcia Brady.”
“Girls don’t fall in love with other girls,” her mother had said.
“Why not?”
“They just don’t.”
“But I am!”
“Honey, you shouldn’t say that to anyone. People will get the wrong idea about you.”
“What do you mean?”
Her mother hadn’t answered and that had worried Jenny. What could be so terrible about being in love with Marcia Brady that her mother couldn’t bring herself to talk about it? Instead, she’d pulled Jenny close and said, “Oh, now, don’t worry. You’ll grow out of it. What about Peter Brady? He’s very cute, don’t you think?”
After that, Jenny had stopped watching the show altogether. She never told anyone about the other crushes. Not even Richard. Why had she and Richard never talked about what they could each sense in the other? What was it that kept people from telling each other the truth about themselves?
Schade. Shame.
Schade. Too bad.
Jenny lay in her bed under thick slices of soft German moon, her hand restless at her belly. She thought of Lena and only Lena. Later, in a tangle of sheets, her body shiny with new sweat, Jenny fell asleep and whatever she dreamed was lost to her by morning.

“We start your musical education right away. It is an emergency!” Lena announced as she opened the door to the squat while tugging on an old bomber jacket. It had rained all morning. The air was sticky. It brought Jenny back to last night and her thoughts of Lena. She blushed, wondering if Lena could read it on her.
“Do you have money?” Lena asked, pushing up the street. She was always in a hurry.
“Yes,” Jenny said, racing to catch up.
“Super!”
Lena took Jenny to a record store with grainy fluorescent lighting and rows of plywood bins filled with alphabetized albums. Lena leafed through the music as if she were an archaeologist unearthing buried treasure: “Ohhhh! Look at this—this is super rare!” “The B-side is better than the A-side.” “Do you know Nina Hagen? Nina Hagen is SUPER!”
Lena banged her head and growled out a chorus in English. An older man in thick glasses stopped his own search to stare at her. Lena curtsied for him. He shook his head and moved on. “Probably listens only to jazz,” Lena whispered to Jenny. “Only on Sundays and never puts the volume above two.”
Lena stacked records in Jenny’s arms, bands with names like X-Ray Spex, Buzzcocks, the Stooges. By the time the cashier rang up her total, Jenny had spent a good chunk of her sweet sixteen money from her grandparents, which was supposed to be saved for college.
“You’re going to thank me for this later!” Lena yelled up at the open bus window. Jenny had boarded with her new record collection. “Never mind the bollocks, here’s DALLAS!”
Back in their apartment, Jenny heard her mother’s voice drifting out of the kitchen like stale perfume: “Helga, let’s serve the crab dip tonight and maybe the melon balls…”
Jenny tucked the new albums away in her closet. She pulled the record player out from under her bed and plugged it in, wiping away the layer of dust on the turntable. She slipped the Sex Pistols’ Never Mind the Bollocks over the spindle and dropped the needle into the groove, keeping the volume low. She lay on her bed looking through her just-developed Kreuzberg photos. The record growled and hissed, every lyric a rebellion: “I am an Anti-Christ! And I am an anarchist!” Her parents would be appalled, which made it that much more satisfying. She had secret music and secret friends and a secret life that was all hers.
On her desk was an airmail letter from her friend Heather. Eager for news from home, Jenny tore it open. The letter was written in purple ink. Some of the i’s were dotted with little flowers.
Dear Pippi Longstocking,
Clearly Heather did not know the difference between Sweden and Germany.
How is Berlin? Have you fallen in love with any foxy German boys yet? You have to take pictures of the good ones and send them to meeeee!!!! Things here are mostly boring with a capital “B.” Went to the North Park mall with Tina and we tossed our pennies in the fountain and made a wish. I’d tell ya but then it wouldn’t come true! (Hint: It might involve a certain senior with perfectly feathered hair.) What else? My mom is being a total freakazoid about the PSAT. Like I’m so sure my whole life hinges on getting a good score on some stupid test. On Saturday, we went to the movies and saw Friday the 13th. So bitchin’! I will never swim in a lake again, I can promise you that! There was a pool party at Marcy Morrison’s Saturday. Gossip alert! Bobby Benson made out with Kirsten Miller!!!!! Barf-a-rama!!! Like, I could never be drunk enough to take that boy’s tongue on my tongue. EWWWW!!!!
The letter was so utterly Heather-trivial. It made Jenny a little homesick.
Gossip alert #2! Somebody said they saw Richard Beverly walking around with another boy. They looked pretty cozy, if you know what I mean. They were in Oak Lawn, wink-wink!
Richard and Jenny had met on the first day of tenth grade in Mrs. Feldenhammer’s drama class. “The Hammer” had been teaching at their high school for fifty years and was “three cats beyond eccentric,” as Richard used to whisper. She called everyone her “sweet babies!” and liked to recite Shakespeare while dragging some poor unsuspecting sophomore around the room by the arm. Day two, it had been Jenny’s turn. As The Hammer recited Lady Macbeth’s soliloquy with Jenny’s arm clutched to her bosom, Jenny and Richard locked eyes. Richard pretended to attach wires to his chest and blow himself up to demonstrate her predicament. Jenny had laughed out loud and then had needed to pretend that she was so moved by The Hammer’s recitation that she’d had a strange response. It was the only good acting she did that semester. After that, she and Richard had become scene partners and best friends.
Richard had transferred from Chicago and was more sophisticated than most of their other classmates. He watched classic films and read books on Hitchcock. “One day, I’m going to Hollywood to become a director,” he’d told her over Dr Peppers and a shared bag of Nacho Cheese Doritos that stained their fingers a chemical orange. “You can be in all of my movies.”
“Do I have to say anything?”
“No. In fact, it’s probably best if you don’t.”
“Unsex me here!” Jenny emoted, falling into his arms. They stared at each other for a moment. If it had been a movie, Richard would have kissed her. Jenny would’ve swooned. None of that happened.
“I take it back,” Richard said, waving a Dorito under Jenny’s nose, which she ate with a giggle. “Where’s your damn Oscar?”
They’d gotten close to being honest with each other only one time. At the end of sophomore year, to celebrate Richard getting his driver’s license, they’d gone to see The Children’s Hour at the artsy movie theater in Oak Lawn, which everyone knew was the secret gay neighborhood in Dallas.
“So what did you think?” Richard had asked. They were walking past the busy nightlife of Oak Lawn. Hypnotic dance music pulsed out of a club where a line of fashionable men and a few women waited on the other side of a velvet rope manned by a bouncer with a clipboard and a discerning eye.
“The acting was good. I love Audrey Hepburn,” Jenny had said, as if she were talking to anyone and not Richard. The truth was she had been titillated to see a movie about two women in love with each other, even if the movie hadn’t ended well. “It was sad, though.”
“Yeah. Nothing like some tragic lesbians.”
She couldn’t tell if he was making a joke or not. She was still stuck on the word lesbian said out loud. Jenny looked over at the club line, her gaze landing on two women with short haircuts. One of the women smiled at her and Jenny wondered if she could just tell.
“Kind of awful that they couldn’t just be themselves. You know?” Richard said then. The way he had looked at her, in the glow of the traffic light, had felt like an opening. But she’d been too afraid. What if she was wrong about Richard being like her? What if he told someone else at school and she was whispered about in the halls? What if her parents found out? What if?
“You wanna go somewhere else? This neighborhood kinda gives me the creeps. Too many you know whats.” She didn’t know why she’d said it but as soon as she had, she’d wished she could take it back.
Richard’s face fell as if he’d been punched. “Okay. Sure. I should get home anyway.”
Jenny saw less of Richard after that. She had orchestra and track team. Richard had new friends he didn’t talk about, and on the rare occasions he and Jenny did get together, he was vague and distant, a conversation held at arm’s length with a stranger. Sometimes, she’d glimpse Richard in the halls and they’d both do the same move of looking off into a classroom, as if they didn’t see each other.
“Oh my gosh, did you see Richard Beverly’s neck? Total hickey town!” Heather had giggled one morning. They were at their lockers between first and second periods. “I wonder who the lucky boy is.”
Jenny’s stomach had tensed. “What do you mean?”
“Come on. Everybody knows Richard’s a queer.”
The word was a siren in her head. “Who says so?”
“Um, everybody?” Heather laughed. “Honestly, it’s good you stopped hanging out with him so much. People were starting to talk about you, too.”
Her head buzzed. She felt faint. “We’re not really friends anymore.”
Heather put a hand to her mouth. Jenny turned around. Richard was standing right behind her. He’d heard everything.
“Oops,” Heather giggled.
They never spoke again. Jenny hadn’t even let him know that they were moving to Germany. She wondered how far the gossip about Richard and Oak Lawn had spread this summer. She wondered if it would make his junior year hell. If it would make it dangerous. She should write to him about Berlin. She should apologize for how things had ended. She should tell him the truth about herself.
“Jenny? You home, honey?” Her mother gave one knock and opened up.
“Could you not do that, please? Why bother knocking if you’re just gonna barge in?”
“Well, pardon me for living. I just came to see if you needed any help getting ready for the party. What are you listening to?”
Quickly, Jenny lifted the needle and stopped the record player. “Nothing. A German band.”
“Sounds like a lot of noise.” Her mother crossed to Jenny’s closet and Jenny stiffened, thinking about the albums hidden there. Her mother pulled out the hated gingham dress with the puffy sleeves. “Oh, this is perfect. You look so darling in this.” She draped it across Jenny’s bed. She picked up one of the pictures splayed there, her brows furrowing in obvious disapproval. “My goodness! That’s certainly an interesting-looking bunch. Who are they?”
“I don’t know. I saw them outside the train station.” Jenny took the photo from her mother, stacked it in with the others, and shoved the whole stack into her nightstand drawer.
“Where exactly do you go when you sightsee, darling?”
Jenny didn’t like the feel of this question. As if the conversational ground were mined and she didn’t dare put a foot wrong. “You know. Around.”
“Around where? With whom?”
“Just some kids from German class. I’m trying to learn the city and not miss my friends so much,” Jenny said, adding a stab of guilt.
“Well. Just be careful, honey. This isn’t like back home. Don’t go anywhere dangerous.” She secured a lock of Jenny’s hair behind her ear and cupped her chin in a way she hadn’t done for years. Jenny wanted to shake free of her mother’s Lanvin-scented hand; she wanted to press it to her cheek and hold it there. She settled on an eye roll.
“Mom. I need to get ready.”
“Okay, okay, Miss Impatience!” The hand tweaked Jenny’s nose before it went away. “You should curl your hair. It looks so cute when you do that, don’t you think?”

The party started at eight, and by eight thirty, the apartment was filled with her dad’s business partners and their wives. Soft jazz, bland as rice pudding, played on the apartment’s stereo. Waiters in stiff white jackets paraded silently through the crowd offering hors d’oeuvres from silver platters. A bartender was doing brisk business in the library. The ashtrays were emptied and filled again. Jenny wore the hated gingham. She’d curled her hair and let her mother scoop up the sides with silver combs. Her pantyhose kept bunching around her waist and they made her sweat. She had taken refuge in the kitchen, ignoring the repeated frowns and sighs from Helga, who regarded the space as her personal lair.
“There you are! What are you doing hiding in here?” Jenny’s mother said as she swept in to give the waiters instructions. She was perfect, of course, in her little black dress and pearls. Like a smiling photograph out of a hostessing magazine.
“Mom. I don’t know anyone.”
“And you won’t if you stay in here. You look darling in that dress!”
“I look like a county fair’s missing mascot.”
She thought she heard Helga snort. But it could’ve just been a German throat clearing.
Her mother sighed. “Well, that is some attitude, missy! What’s gotten into you tonight?”
“Nothing.”
“Then can you put on a smile, please, and come greet our guests? What would Miss Fox say?”
Jenny’s mother paraded her around from guest to guest. “Darling, say something in German for Mrs. Prescott!” she said, presenting her to a white-haired woman done up in heavy rouge and heavier jewelry.
Look how sophisticated she is! She walks and talks and speaks just like a real girl!
“Mir ist so langweilig, ich könnte sterben,’” Jenny said.
“And what does that mean, dear?” Mrs. Prescott cooed.
I am so bored I might die.
“I said, ‘I hope you have a pleasant evening,’” Jenny lied.
“My! So impressive!” Mrs. Prescott patted Jenny’s arm. “Your daughter is so well-behaved, Susan.”
“Thank you. We think we’ll keep her!”
Helga showed new guests into the parlor. There was a son around Jenny’s age. Blond and lifeguard-tan. He wore a suit and tie as if born to it. His eyes scanned the room like a pretty-girl-seeking robot.
“I told you you’d want to look your best,” her mother whispered into her ear.
Jenny’s stomach knotted for the embarrassments to come.
Mrs. Campbell greeted the new guests with some trivial party-chatter preamble before announcing, “And, Jenny, this is their son, Michael. He’s here for the summer, too!”
Michael looked her up and down. Just like her camera, she caught the split-second flicker of disappointment his manners weren’t quick enough to hide. “Nice to meet you.”
“Nice to meet you, too.”
“Jenny, honey, why don’t you get Michael a Coke? There are some in the refrigerator. Oh, and there’s diet soda, too—not that you have to worry about that, Michael!”
They took their Cokes out onto the little terrace overlooking the street. Jenny discovered to her dismay that Michael was one of those people who drank slowly but talked fast and who punctuated his sentences with “You know?” like he was waiting for an answer even though he wasn’t.
He drew a flask from his back pocket and poured the booze into his Coke. “No reason we can’t have our own party, you know?”
He offered it to Jenny, who shook her head.
“Suit yourself. Nice place. Your dad must be really big in the company.”
“I guess so. How do you like living in Berlin?”
“Sucks. I mean, why couldn’t the company have moved to Paris or London? You know?”
“It’s not so bad. Did you know Bowie recorded ‘Heroes’ here?”
“They don’t even have a McDonald’s. And I miss my car.”
Jenny sipped her Coke and looked out at the streetlamps. She wondered what Lena was doing now.
“I’m going to UVA—my dad went there, so I’m legacy. They have to take me. You know?”
“Right.”
“I’m stoked for rush in the fall. You gonna rush? I mean, you kinda have to if you wanna have any kind of social life, you know?”
“Mmm.”
“I’m gonna pledge PIKE. They’re the best house. I heard the college is cracking down on the frats, though, really being up their asses—’scuse my French—just because some idiot couldn’t handle his booze during initiation and nearly died. I mean, hazing is tradition. If you can’t handle that, you shouldn’t pledge.”
“Could you excuse me for a minute?”
Jenny approached her mother and waited for her opening. “Mom, I’m gonna take a plate of cookies down to Frau Hermann.”
Her mother searched the room. “Where’s Michael? You didn’t abandon him, did you?”
Jenny sighed. “Mom.”
Jenny’s mother put up her hands. “All right. But don’t stay too long. It’s getting late and I’m sure she needs her rest.”

Frau Hermann opened her door with a glance toward the muffled music and voices wafting down the staircase. “Aren’t you having a party?”
“My parents are having a party.”
“Ah. I see,” Frau Hermann said.
Jenny offered the paper plate of chocolate chip cookies. “From my mother.”
“Oh. Danke, but…” Frau Hermann put up a hand. “I cannot eat chocolate.” She brightened. “But I have an apple torte. Come in. Sit. I will bring it out.”
Jenny left the cookie plate outside, then took a seat at the dining room table. Teeming stacks of crosswise papers were spread across every inch. It made Jenny smile to know that Frau Hermann could be a bit of a slob. There was an open wine bottle and a crystal glass stained purple red. Jenny gave the glass a quick sniff. Wine, not poison. She’d report this to Lena.
“Any news from the Bridegroom’s Oak?” Jenny asked.
“Not yet,” Frau Hermann called back. “But I remain hopeful.”
In the kitchen, Frau Hermann hummed to herself amid the rattle of dishes and silverware. Her cane leaned against the wall. Jenny wondered when she’d started needing it or if she always had. Her age was as much a mystery as the rest of her. There were no helpful photographs of her when she was younger. In fact, there were no photographs at all except for one of a distinguished-looking older man with gray hair and glasses. She wondered if all Germans of Frau Hermann’s generation were this secretive because of the war. How could you have seen all of that or pretended not to have seen it—perhaps even have participated in it—and not want to hide from that truth? A slip of beautiful, flowered stationery lay in the mess of papers. Jenny recognized the neat flow of Frau Hermann’s handwriting from her letter. There was no salutation or date on this one; it was just the same phrase written over and over: Vergib mir. Jenny didn’t know what that meant. She’d have to look it up later.
“Here we are.” Frau Hermann limped into the room bearing two plates of apple torte. She pushed aside the papers to make room. “Ach. Such a mess. My sister always complained, ‘You leave crumbs of yourself wherever you go!’”
“You have a sister?” It was the first Jenny had heard of Frau Hermann’s family or any part of her life before now.
“She died. During the war.”
“Oh. I’m-I’m sorry.”
“It was a long time ago,” Frau Hermann said with an air of finality that made it clear there would be no follow-up. Instead, she asked about Jenny’s life in Berlin in such a way that Jenny felt like opening up instead of hiding. She told Frau Hermann about sightseeing with Lena, about life in the squat and the punk band. “Ah! She is a rebel, ja?” Frau Hermann exclaimed. “Part of the underground!” Jenny even told her that Lena had rechristened her Dallas, which she was coming to like more than Jennifer.
“It just feels more … me. You know?”
“Sometimes we need new names to find our true selves.” Frau Hermann poured more tea. “You and Lena have quite the friendship. Like the priestesses, Hanna and Sophie.”
“Will you tell me more about them? Why did they go into the forest that night?”
“They needed to escape.”
“Were they Jewish?”
“No. No. They had come up in the German Girls League. You know what this is? Hitler Youth for girls. Everyone had to join. You could say no but…” She waved a hand in the air. “There were consequences for that.” Frau Hermann toyed with her pastry. “In our village, there was an SS officer. He was … ambitious. Nothing escaped his notice. And he was always looking.”
“For what?”
“Anything…” Frau Hermann blinked at the ceiling as she searched for the right words. “Out of place.”
“Were Sophie and Hanna out of place?”
“Sophie, yes. Her father owned a bookshop. And he was not a member of the party. Hanna’s family was loyal to the Reich. Their friendship gave Sophie some protection. But also, they went to the forest so much. Once the war began, the forest was not so safe. A lot of seditious activity happened in forests and woods. They were meeting places for saboteurs, members of the underground. And it was also a place where war crimes happened as well. Terrible things done out of sight. Hidden.” Frau Hermann put out her left hand. “So. The SS…” She turned over her right. “And the resistance. In the same place. A lot of suspicion to go around. And the girls had a friend who was not from Kleinwald. An artist. From Berlin!” Frau Hermann said as if just remembering, which made Jenny once again doubt whether the story was true. “Ach! What was his name? There were scandalous rumors about him.”
“Like what?” Jenny couldn’t wait to tell Lena this new information.
“That he was a degenerate. That he had gotten one of the girls in town with child. That he was perhaps a spy for the Allies or possibly even for the Gestapo.”
She shook her head. “He was different. When people are different, they are suspect to some.”
Jenny thought of Heather’s letter about Richard. She picked at her pastry. “Do you think he was the reason Sophie and Hanna disappeared?”
Frau Hermann stared out the window at the treetops. “I only know that on the night of the winter solstice, Sophie and Hanna went into the forest. And they never came back.” Frau Hermann kept staring at the trees. “Egon,” she said after a moment. “That was the artist’s name.” She turned back to Jenny as if just remembering she was there. “Tell me, how do you like the pastry?”
“Delicious, thank you.” Jenny wanted to ask more questions about Sophie and Hanna, but she’d learned from her lessons at finishing school not to press when it seemed a topic was off-limits. She wondered if any of this was true, if Frau Hermann had run out of story and needed time to make up more.
“Is that a picture of your husband?” Jenny asked, changing the subject.
“Yes. That is my Ernst.” Frau Hermann limped to the shelf and brought down the silver-framed picture. “I gave him that scarf for a birthday, I think. He always wore it when he took me out.”
“How did the two of you meet?”
“It was at the end of the war. I had fallen in with some families who were running from the Soviet soldiers. We knew what they would do to us if they found us, and death was better. There was not enough food. My shoulder blades stuck out like little stunted wings. Some days, I hallucinated from hunger.”
Jenny thought about her mom and the women at the country club skipping meals to be thin. Thinking about Frau Hermann’s hunger, their diets struck Jenny as not just ridiculous but immoral.
“I made it to Berlin after the war. Those were very dark days. Very dark. To be a young woman at the mercy of … well. It was not easy. For anyone. In 1947, I went to work for Herr Hermann and his wife. The wife had had what you might call a nervous breakdown. I looked after her and the house. And him. He said he would provide for me, see to my schooling. Anything would have felt like love to me then. It was enough. I got by.”
Frau Hermann nestled the picture back on the shelf out of reach. Jenny toyed with her pastry, suddenly uncomfortable. She was reading around the margins of Frau Hermann’s murky story. Frau Hermann had been Ernst’s mistress, not wife. And before that, she’d done God knows what to survive. Jenny realized now that she’d invented a whole persona for Frau Hermann—the kindly widowed surrogate grandmother and possible witch who believed in the Bridegroom’s Oak and fairy tales. It was a narrative that fit neatly into Jenny’s need for Frau Hermann to be a moral compass, beyond reproach. But the real Frau Hermann was more complicated than that and made up of inconvenient details that defied easy categorization of right and wrong. Everything Frau Hermann had told her today had left Jenny with the feeling of trying to balance on shifting sand.
“Do you know why we tell children fairy tales?” Frau Hermann said suddenly, stirring her tea. Jenny shook her head. “We tell them to give children the code for survival. Fairy tales tell us how to see the monsters. How to defeat them. How to carry on despite grief and loss and injustice. They teach us how to make meaning from chaos. How to forgive. Sometimes, at Die Eichel, when people cannot talk about their trauma, I give them paper and pen and say, ‘Once upon a time…’ I ask them to write it down like a story or a letter, something that happened to someone else.”
“Why?” Jenny’s attention had genuinely shifted from Sophie and Hanna to Frau Hermann’s work.
“To release the burden of their guilt or shame, anger and sadness. So that they might move on.”
Something stirred deep inside Jenny, making her feel hot and cold at the same time. She pulled a strip of pastry from its flaky shell. “But what if there’s something you are afraid to write down? Something about you that’s not…” She stuffed the bite into her mouth and swallowed too quickly. It was thick and ticklish against her throat going down and she choked.
Frau Hermann offered Jenny a glass of water. “Here.”
Jenny drank until her throat was clear. Her eyes ran. Frau Hermann put a birdlike hand on Jenny’s arm. “One can always write the letter and never show it to anyone.”
The sound of a woman’s braying laugh drifted out of the open upstairs window along with jazz from the stereo.
“I should get back before my mother gets mad.”
Frau Hermann did not remove her hand. “In the end, Liebchen, we must always become ourselves. It is the only way.”

Jenny slipped back into her family’s apartment. The rooms were hazy with cigar smoke. A loud, alcohol-fueled conversation was taking place.
“We want to develop in Kreuzberg but we’ve had trouble with these squatters,” said a man with a liquor-flushed face. “These punks, they call themselves.”
“Oh, we saw a gathering of them on the drive in,” one of the wives said. “Their clothes! And the hair.”
“A disgrace if you ask me,” Mrs. Prescott said between sips of her martini. “At least the communists are disciplined and clean!”
That brought a round of laughter.
Bourgeois, Jenny whispered to herself. You petty little bourgeois bastards.
Jenny swept past, unnoticed. In the safety of her locked bedroom, she jacked her headphones into the record player. While Johnny Rotten snarled his way through an anthem of discontent, she took out a piece of stationery.
Dear Richard, she began. Frau Hermann says sometimes it helps to write a letter where you can say everything. I don’t really know how to start this, but Lena says there’s only the present tense. So I guess I’ll just start where I am …
She finished the letter.
Then she tore it into tiny pieces and threw it away.






BROOKLYN, NEW YORK.
SPRING 2020
Miles wakes up with a start on the couch beside an empty Doritos bag. The TV is still on—some cheesy action flick from the ’80s vault, judging from the mullets and oiled biceps. Dazed but awake, he wipes sweat from his neck. It’s 7:17 a.m. but it could be anytime. It’s all porous these days. He was having a dream about a forest and snow. In the dream, a beautiful doe came up to him. He could hear its thoughts. Snow is the souls of the departed falling to earth to say hello.
“No more Doritos before bed for you, pal,” Miles says to himself.
Beside him is the notepad where he’s written the name Rudolf Jaeger beside Nacht und Nebel. Probably just an internet misfire. But if there’s anything he’s learned from true crime podcasts, it’s that you never know what odd thing will put you on the right path. He could email Matthias at the university but he feels weird asking a German about anything Nazi related—Hey, I know we don’t really know each other, but I’d like to ask you about your country’s most notorious war crimes. Have a great day!
But there’s someone he can ask.
He opens his school email.
Hi Ms. Diaz,
I have sort of a weird question related to a research project I’m doing. Do you know anything about a Nazi program during WW2 called Nacht und Nebel and whether there’s any relationship between that and a town called Kleinwald in northern Germany?
Thanks,
Miles
Hi Miles,
I’m happy to hear you are doing an independent research study that actually dovetails with our unit.
Nacht und Nebel was a terror program used by the SS to target resistance fighters and political activists, anyone considered to be “endangering German security.” Those who disappeared were called Vernebelt, which means “transformed into mist.” There are no records of the names of the disappeared, no record of their graves. It was heartbreaking. Their families would never know what happened to them. That was a huge part of the Nazis’ objective, because this uncertainty struck terror into anyone else who might rebel. These were absolutely war crimes.
As for Kleinwald, I honestly don’t know. It’s certainly possible. Have you reached out to KT or Daniel? The school’s library has excellent resources and they’d be more than happy to help you!
Can I ask what got you interested in this subject? Perhaps you’d be willing to share with the class at some point? It would be great to hear from you more.
Sincerely,
Diana Diaz
Miles would rather have a root canal than share any of this with the class. Just thinking about it makes his anxiety spike.
Thanks so much, Ms. Diaz. I’m looking into a missing persons mystery in Germany from WW2 with a friend. It might have nothing to do with this. But it came up during my search and I was curious about it, so I thought I’d ask. Also, I’m sorry if talking about this subject brings up hard stuff for you.
Thanks,
Miles
Hi Miles,
Curiosity for the win! As for things seeming unrelated, I wouldn’t be so sure. That’s how research works, you know. You discover that events in history are interconnected. For example, if you want to study the Berlin Wall, you have to understand the events that led up to its building, which means understanding postwar Germany and the Soviet Union, which means understanding what happened during WWII, which means understanding what led up to WWII, which means exploring the Balkan Wars of 1912–13 and the roots of empire and imperialism, etc. Nothing ever happens in a vacuum. No incident is isolated. The past is with us always. This is the lesson of history and why it is important not to forget. We are always in a conversation with history.
And you did not upset me but thank you for your thoughtfulness. Making sure that history like this is not lost is a way of honoring my uncle, I like to think. ☺
Keep me posted on your progress! Don’t forget to consult multiple sources and to double-check where your information is coming from to be sure it’s a credible source. Remember your SHEG lateral reading practices. Trace the authors/topics to their sources and for verification, run it through fact-checking websites like Snopes.com and PolitiFact. Sources with .gov and .edu in the header are best. Good luck!
Regards,
Diana Diaz
The world might be falling apart but Ms. Diaz is still teaching history and that may be enough normalcy to get Miles through today.

Ms. Diaz is right about the interconnectedness of history. Miles starts with Nacht und Nebel. Before long, he’s reading about the incremental, desensitizing way the Third Reich made the unthinkable not just possible but acceptable to so many. How the Reichstag Fire in 1933 was used to justify seizing power. The inciting of fear. The Gestapo being given full rein to operate above the law. The creation of a national “enemy” by demonizing Jewish and Roma people, those with disabilities, and anyone queer. Kristallnacht, the “Night of Broken Glass,” which destroyed Jewish homes and businesses. The stripping of rights. The wearing of the yellow star. The deportations. The camps. All of it done so quickly and with such efficiency that it was numbing.
One link leads him to a Holocaust guide for teachers on the Einsatzgruppen, or “mobile killing squads” who followed the army into Poland and the Soviet Union. A photograph shows a Polish Jewish man sitting on the edge of a pit, a soldier standing behind him. The doomed man’s dark eyes haunt Miles; he knows his fate. But the blank stare of the soldier holding the gun also haunts Miles. What is he thinking in those moments before he fires? How can he simply carry out the execution as if it were nothing? Did not one of the soldiers watching this mass murder question the orders they were given? How did ordinary people allow these atrocities to happen? No. That isn’t the right question. How did ordinary people allow themselves to commit these atrocities?
A memory surfaces. January 2017. Miles was a freshman. Kids from various high schools organized a sit-in at the airports to protest the president’s travel ban. Chloe and Mormor were going. Chloe had asked Miles to go with her. “We can take the AirTrain to JFK. I made signs.” It was a Saturday night and bitterly cold. The trek to the airport would take a solid hour and a half each way. Miles had wanted to play a Borderlands DLC with Danny. “Sorry, I’m not feeling great,” he’d lied. He told himself that other people were taking care of it, people like Chloe and Mormor who were better at that sort of thing. The truth is, he’d had a choice and he’d chosen comfort.
Miles goes back to the original clipping about the missing teenagers, stopping at the mention of “recent disturbances.” He combs through three months’ worth of articles until he finds a small news blotter item.
DISSIDENTS ATTACK KLEINWALD
Police are actively searching for traitors who distributed seditious materials denouncing the Reich and our Führer. The pamphlets were left at the base of the Baron Wilhelm Alexander statue. Obergruppenführer Rudolf Jaeger has vowed to help the local authorities investigate all leads. “We will leave no stone unturned. We have eyes and ears everywhere. The saboteurs will be found and punished to the full extent of the law.”
Miles makes notes on his page.
	Resistance in Kleinwald?
	Seditious pamphlets
	Rudolf Jaeger

That man’s name keeps popping up. Back in the Kleinwald links, Miles hunts for information and finds that as the town’s Obergruppenführer, a lieutenant general of the SS, Jaeger was in charge of the soldiers who’d been garrisoned at the Wilhelm Schloss for training. There’s a formal, posed picture and several of him with his soldiers. In each of them, he is unsmiling but poised. Alert. But it’s his eyes that disturb Miles. They are penetrating, like two focused searchlights. Miles can’t imagine that Rudolf Jaeger missed much with that gaze. Miles hunts for any other mention of the SS officer and finds an obituary. It’s dated January 22, 1942. SS-Obergruppenführer Rudolf Jaeger, aged 32 … from injuries sustained in the line of duty on December 22 … December 22. The winter solstice. Same day as the disappearance of Hanna, Sophie, and Oskar, Jaeger’s star pupil. It feels too coincidental to be nothing, but whatever missing piece might connect the two events, Miles can’t see it. He sends another email to Matthias asking for any information he can find on one Rudolf Jaeger. At the bottom of the email, Miles attaches a photo of himself with the Moms Squared at last year’s Pride parade. “Von meiner Familie zu deiner,” he writes. From my family to yours.

Miles is down to his last box of cereal and half a cup of milk. He goes online to order a grocery delivery. Slots are booked out for at least four weeks. He checks a few more places but it’s the same scenario. He doesn’t know what to do—the grocery store closest to him has shut down. The subway doesn’t feel safe. He wishes his moms were here to help but he’s going to have to figure this one out on his own. He decides he can ride his bike to Danny’s parents’ deli just off Canal Street, across the Brooklyn Bridge. He knows they follow all the Covid protocols at least. Miles cruises through the streets of Brooklyn, past the funky row houses becoming more uniform with each new wave of gentrification. The sky is a creamy blue; the air cool but sweet. Even through his mask, he can smell honeysuckle. It’s all so achingly beautiful, all so fragile. Cherry trees have bloomed seemingly overnight. The riot of pink flowers reminds him of the swim caps the old Russian ladies wear to Coney Island to protect their beauty-salon hair. He pictures the wonders of Coney—the clackety roar of the wooden coaster and the screams of the kids riding it, the amusement game hustlers working their angles, the crack of the bat at a Cyclones game and the cheers from the bleachers, the salty-sweet smell of caramel corn and roasting peanuts, the pungent gray of the churning Atlantic mixed with coconut suntan lotion and hot, overfilled garbage cans. He imagines those same rides, dark. The beaches, empty. The aquarium devoid of annoying kindergarten campers on day visits. A lump presses against his throat. Things will turn around by summer, won’t they?
Danny’s parents have posted a new sign on the deli door: NO MASK, NO ENTRY. Danny’s sister, Amy, home from law school, wiggles her elbow at Miles from behind the register. Her eyes crinkle at him above her mask.
“Hey, stranger! Did you get taller?”
“Yeah, it’s all the Frosted Flakes,” Miles says. He’s always liked Amy. She’s the calm to Danny’s storm. “You doing okay?”
She shrugs. “You know,” she says. The new normal of greetings.
Miles steps through the aisles filling his bag with essentials as quickly as he can. He’s been diligent about only leaving the house to walk Dodger. For some reason, he convinced himself he’d feel safer here in this deli where he knows them and they know him. But now, he’s not so sure it was a good idea. He worries not just that he’ll be exposed to Covid but that he could have it and not know it and give it to somebody else like Amy, who could give it to Danny or their parents. His breathing is shallow, as if he’s afraid to let out too much air. His palms sweat beneath his plastic gloves. He’s grabbing a bag of pretzels when he hears the yelling. At the counter, a man in an expensive-looking leather jacket is shouting at Amy, who’s pointing to the sign and offering him a mask from a box by the register.
“I’m not wearing a face diaper!” the man yells. Miles imagines the viral load spewing out of his mouth with each word. Amy is New York tough but the man is bigger than she is and scary angry. The electricity of potential violence fills the small store. Miles is afraid. He wishes he weren’t here but he is, and he can’t let Amy face him alone.
“Hey. Come on, man. We’re all doing our best,” Miles says.
The man whirls around, his mouth set in a tight line. “What’s it to you? I’m the customer here.”
“Okay. But you’re kinda in her space, dude.” It sounds weak to Miles. He hates himself a little. How can he be this big on the outside and feel so small on the inside?
“No. This is my space! You’re the people responsible for this whole Covid mess! Why don’t you go back to your own country!”
A couple of years before, Miles and Danny had been goofing off in downtown Brooklyn when a group of older white dudes started following them, shouting racist comments. They’d thrown Danny’s backpack to the ground and yelled, “Go back to your own country!” before taking off laughing.
Near tears, Danny had shoved his papers angrily into his backpack. Miles handed him a crumpled homework assignment caked in mud. “They’re just assholes. Don’t let them get to you.”
“They do get to me,” Danny said. “What I don’t understand is why they never get to you. Why don’t you ever fight back?”
Something snaps. The inside of Miles buzzes like a hive. He’s never thrown a punch but he wants to lay this rich jerk flat. He wants the satisfaction of breaking his unmasked nose. He puts his groceries on the floor and steps up, violating all social distancing. This close, it’s obvious Miles is a good five inches taller and forty pounds of muscle bigger than this guy. Just give me one reason, dude, Miles thinks.
“This is our country and it’s her store.” Miles’s hands tighten into fists. “Get the fuck out, asshole.”
A flicker of fear shows in the man’s eyes. The second feels like a minute. And then the dude steps back. “Whatever,” he mumbles and swipes his abandoned carton of organic 2 percent onto the floor, where it splits along the seam, spreading milk across the clean tile. “I hope you’re out of business soon!” he shouts as he pushes through the door.
Miles starts after him.
“Miles! Miles! Stop!” Amy shouts. “It’s not worth it, okay?”
Miles picks up the carton. Milk drips across his hand. Amy offers the trash can and he drops in the carton. She gives him a rag for his hand. He’s breathing heavily, which worries him, but he can’t help it. “You okay, Amy?”
“Yeah. You?”
He nods. His head feels balloon full, like he needs to sit down. “You want me to wipe that up for you?” he hears himself say. He wants to race outside, but outside may not be any safer.
“No. I’ll get it,” Amy says. “That’s been happening more lately. I get worried about the older people, like my parents.”
Miles can only nod. He doesn’t want Amy to know he’s freaking out. It’s like the whole world is a video game where everything wants to kill you. He sucks in a shuddering breath, drawing the mask against his lips, lets it out. Takes in another, slightly deeper.
“You sure you’re okay?” Amy asks, brows furrowed.
“Yeah. Just got … I’m good.”
She reaches under the counter and hands Miles a flyer. “Some friends and I have been putting together a squad so we can look out for each other.”
Now that Miles’s panic is settling down, he reads the flyer: HATE IS A VIRUS. STOP AAPI HATE. There’s a coalition number and website at the bottom.
“That’s cool,” he says, pushing the paper back toward her. “You’re gonna make a great lawyer.”
Amy holds his gaze for a few seconds beyond uncomfortable. Then she passes a full stack of flyers over to him and adds a roll of tape. “Like they say, no one can do everything but everyone can do something. Maybe you could post some of these for me on your way home?”
Once outside, Miles peels off his plastic gloves, drops them in a bin, and rubs sanitizer over his hands until they are nearly red. He’s still a little shaky. Fueled by adrenaline, he pedals fast up the mostly deserted Canal Street, then cuts east toward the Brooklyn Bridge. Go back to your own country. “What country is that, you racist pig? Brooklyn?” Miles shouts into the wind. He’s halfway across the bridge now. The earlier adrenaline has gone and in its place is a strange sleepiness. His thoughts are still on the man in the store. The fear in his eyes had been intoxicating, vindicating. Miles had felt justified in wanting to hurt him. He’d felt powerful. But it wasn’t power; it was only intimidation. How easy it is to mistake one for the other. Today, Miles was on the right side of that line. But now he knows just how quickly that line can move. By the time Miles hits the Brooklyn side of the bridge, he’s not just physically tired; he’s soul tired. He suddenly remembers Amy’s flyers. Shit. He’d have to double back to post them—an extra twenty minutes. He’s already tossed his gloves. He doesn’t want to touch light poles, building walls, anything. What if it’s illegal and he gets stopped by the cops? He’s frozen with indecision and anxiety: He promised. He thinks about Mom Lisa going off to war. Mama D running toward chaos with her camera raised. Mormor going undercover against the Nazis. He wonders, as he often does, how they were so brave.Are some people just fundamentally better at this sort of thing? He looks back over his shoulder, weighing his choices. He’ll get to it later. As he rides toward home, the voice in his head matches his pedal strokes: Coward. Coward. Coward.


Miles is microwaving a bag of popcorn when Chloe FaceTimes him.
“Hey,” he says, grateful for someone to take him away from the shame spiral in his head. He tears open the steaming bag. The hot chemical-butter smell falls somewhere between appetizing and nauseating.
“Do you ever eat anything that’s actually food?” Chloe asks.
“Popcorn is made from corn. So, technically, it’s a vegetable.”
“I’m still stuck on Die Eichel,” she announces, no preamble. “Why would Mormor write that beside the newspaper clipping? What does an acorn have to do with … anything?”
Miles tosses a handful of popcorn into his mouth. “In the podcast, we cut to dramatic music there. Just saying.”
“Dude. Focus.”
“My bad.”
“All I could find is that the oak tree is the national tree of Germany and a symbol of bravery but that didn’t take me anywhere. Then I wondered if the acorn was something in the German Girls League—you know, like how there are Brownies and then there are Girl Scouts?”
“If you say so. Not up on my Girl Scouts. Except for Thin Mints. Which are the superior cookie.”
“No argument.” Chloe unwraps a green apple Jolly Rancher. The blocky candy slurs her words like she’s drunk. “Anyway, it’sth not. I looked it up. The only other thingsth I found were a couple of prethschoolsth and a therapy center in Berlin. Stho, basthically, I can’t find any connecthion between the missthing teensth and Die Eichel.”
He doesn’t want to say what he’s thinking, which is that Mormor had a stroke. Die Eichel could mean nothing—or nothing that’s relevant to their case.
“Ms. Diaz says that everything’s connected. We just haven’t found our connection yet.”
“Wha’ ha’ you go’?”
“Was that English?”
Chloe pushes the candy to one side of her mouth. “Thsorry. What have you got?”
Miles tells her about his research into Nacht und Nebel and the mention of the dissidents in Kleinwald plus what he’s found on Rudolf Jaeger.
“So there was a resistance movement in Kleinwald,” Chloe says.
“Maybe?” Miles tosses a popcorn kernel in the air and catches it in his mouth like a SeaWorld dolphin. “One mention of some pamphlets doesn’t make for a full-blown underground, you know? But this Rudolf Jaeger, he was the head of the SS in Kleinwald. A scary guy. Just seems really coincidental that he gets seriously wounded the same day that Hanna, Sophie, and Oskar go missing.”
Behind Chloe in the corner is a giant stuffed panda with some fluff poking out.
“Oh. Hey. It’s Twenty-Eight-Dollar Panda! How ya been, pal?”
Chloe glances over her shoulder and back. Even through the screen it’s like she can see into his soul. It’s always been this way between them. She is the one person he can never bullshit. “Yup. Still here.”
“That was a fun time,” Miles tries.
“Yeah,” Chloe says. “It was.”
“Chloe!” Joyce’s voice carries down the hallway and then she bursts into Chloe’s room. “Honey! Can you come to the kitchen, please?”
“I’m doing homework with Miles.”
Joyce puts her face up to the screen. It’s like looking at a time-lapse version of Chloe if Chloe decided to go full Real Housewives of Wealthy Brooklyn.
“Hiiii, Miles! How are you, honey? Chloe told me you’re all alone? I’ve been so worried about you!”
“Thanks. I’m fine, Mrs. Eisenberg.” All he hears is that Chloe has been talking about him.
“If you need anything, you just say so. I can leave chicken soup on your front porch.” Joyce waves a little vial at Chloe. “I just need five minutes.”
“Can I finish my conversation first?” Chloe says with a generous helping of irritation.
Joyce puts up her hands. “Fine. No rush. But it would be best if we could do it now and get it over with, okay?”
“I don’t even want to ask,” Miles says once Joyce leaves.
“23andMe. They messed up the first one,” Chloe explains.
“How can they mess up saliva?”
“Right? Anyway. Joyce is making them run it again. She’s really holding out for that Swedish royalty thing.”
Miles thinks of the family of friends the Moms Squared have built in Brooklyn over the years. All this talk about blood relations feels like bullshit; to him, family is the one you make.
“Mormor is the only one who could ever get Joyce to stand down.” Chloe adopts her grandmother’s accent again. “People survived the Blitz, Joyce. Your Amazon package coming late is not worth lamentation. I wish I were more like her. You know she never holds a grudge? She says it’s too much weight to carry.”
“That’s pretty deep,” Miles says.
Chloe shifts the slivered Jolly Rancher to the front of her tongue. “But what people did during the war … do you think you could forgive them for that? Because I could never.”
Miles wonders if Chloe has forgiven him.
“It all seems so unfair,” she says.
“What happened in the war?”
“Well, yeah, that, obviously. But I meant Mormor. She’s such a good person. I hate what the stroke is doing to her. It breaks my heart.”
Miles doesn’t know what to say that doesn’t sound like a shitty drugstore sympathy card. The truth is that being a good person is no protection against bad things. Life isn’t fair and all anyone can do is try to make it a little fairer in whatever small way they can. This is not the thing to say. He thinks about Mom Lisa. He’s seen her in the ER, comforting family members, reassuring a patient that relief for their pain is coming and that they are in good hands. “I’m sorry she can’t talk,” he says after a moment.
“She can talk. She just won’t. I think this”—Chloe points to the scrapbook and tapes—“is her way of talking. I just don’t know what she’s saying.”
“Then we will figure it out. Right?”
Chloe smiles at him. “Thanks, Miles-y. I appreciate it.”
God, he misses her.
“Uh … yeah, so, I’m gonna see if I can find out anything on this artist, EW. It just seems weird that these pictures of Hanna are dated from just before her disappearance.”
“You think this EW had something to do with it?”
“Honestly? The more I dive in, the less I know.”
A timer goes off. 6:58 p.m.
“Is it time?” Chloe asks.
“Yeah.” Miles carries the phone and Chloe down the stairs, Dodger following eagerly behind in case there might be food. In the kitchen, Miles grabs a pot and a wooden spoon. Over the ether, he hears Joyce yelling at Chloe: “Not the Le Creuset! Use the old saucepan!”
“FML,” Chloe singsongs quietly to Miles.
“Not the Le Creuset! Not the Le Creuset!” Miles whispers back.
He throws open the back door and a clanging symphony pours in—clapping, whoops, whistles, and the banging of many pots. He beats the spoon against the pot, getting a rhythm going with some of the other neighbors while on her end, Chloe does the same. At 7:01, the claps and clangs die down. It’s unnaturally quiet again. Miles shuts the back door and lays the pot and spoon on the counter.
“For Lisa,” Chloe says.
“For all the Lisas,” Miles says.

Miles can’t sleep. The house is too quiet and his brain, too loud. He’s thinking about everything—the mystery, Chloe, his moms, the incident at the deli, what happened in history class. On an impulse, he looks up Chi’s Instagram and scrolls through the public collage of her life. There are some of the typical shots of friends laughing outside a movie theater and sitting on a blanket in a park. But there are also plenty of postings about social change. Links to calls for action with the NAACP. Petitions to take down Confederate monuments. And videos about how structural racism works and how to be an effective ally in the fight. She ends one with a chant and a hashtag: “Keep! Showing! Up!”
Miles sends her a DM. “I liked what you said in class and also #onhere about showing up.” He doesn’t know what else to say so he ends with “Also, I think it’s cool what you’re doing to register voters. Guess I’ll see you Monday. Unless the revolution happens first. Peace, Miles.”
Within ten minutes, he has a response from Chi. “Thanks. I appreciate it. But next time, maybe you could speak up? I could use the support. Here’s the info on Vote.org. We definitely need volunteers—phone banking, texting, making flyers, social media outreach, and, when it’s safe again, canvassing and helping people get to the polls on election day. Hope you’re holding up okay. Zoom school suuuuucks!” She adds a Black fist emoji and a heart and a signature of her own: #NoJusticeNoPeace, Chi.






KLEINWALD, GERMANY.
1939–1940
Autumn came to Kleinwald in a fantasia of deep reds and golds and an orange that shimmered like the last sunset of a perfect summer. This was followed by a dreary, damp fog that trailed across the tiled rooftops and sat upon the browning fields like the muddy lace of a bridal hem. At the end of September, Sophie turned fifteen. It was the first birthday she had spent without Hanna by her side, and without her, it didn’t feel like a birthday at all.
Sophie’s mother had fallen pregnant again. There had been some early bleeding with this one and the doctor had warned Frau Muller to rest. Once the school day was done, Sophie was needed in the bookshop and at home to help look after Liesl and it was as good an excuse as any to avoid BDM meetings and the pain of seeing Hanna. After their fight, Hanna had become friendly with Klara. From the bookshop’s windows, Sophie often saw them walking past in their uniforms, arm in arm, heads bent together the way Sophie and Hanna used to do back when they were so close that everyone said they were “cut from the same cloth but dyed different colors.” Lotte trailed behind them begging for a sweet, but the girls ignored her, and Sophie felt sorry for the child, who was so desperate for someone, anyone, to pay attention to her that no amount of sweet treats would ever fill the hole. She wondered if she, too, would end up like that. She wondered if Hanna ever missed her. For weeks, whenever the bell rang above the shop’s door, Sophie’s heart gave a tiny flutter of hope that she would see Hanna instead of someone searching for a book whose title they could not remember but knew “it had a green cover.” Sophie had never been in love but a best friendship was a sort of love, and losing a best friend was a grief as sharp as losing a lover.
She took comfort in books. When alone in the shop, she liked to run her fingers along the spines and imagine that they were the backbone of some sleeping dragon full of fire and magic. She collected the words inside them like sea glass, turning them over in her mind. Numinous. Illuminate. Exultation. Repentance. Redemption.
Leon had gone on to university in Berlin. He had been turned down for military service because of a clubfoot but mostly for being Polish, and before he left, there had been some grumbling in the town that maybe one of his grandparents had been Jewish after all, but it was not proved, and when the order came down from Berlin for all Polish Jews to be expelled from Germany and sent back to Poland, his family remained in Kleinwald, which seemed to settle the matter.
Karl had gone from the Hitler Youth into the Wehrmacht. Sophie had heard that he was in Lodz, which Sophie could find on her map but which she had never seen and could only tell herself must not be too dissimilar to Kleinwald. After all, they shared the same sky. Every week, Sophie searched the newspaper for any notice of his capture or death and was relieved when she moved her finger past the S’s and did not see Schmidt, Karl Alexander.
At fifteen, Oskar was too young to fight and bitterly disappointed about it.
“Are you that eager to die, Oskar?” Sophie’s father had asked him.
“For the Führer, for the fatherland, I would gladly give my life! Any patriot would,” Oskar said with such passion that Sophie thought perhaps he should’ve been the actress, not Hanna. “The moment I am eighteen, I’ll join the Wehrmacht. After all, I am—”
“The best shot in Kleinwald. Yes. We know,” her father said, firmly but not unkindly. “By the time you are old enough, the war will be over, Oskar. Maybe even next week. Warsaw has capitulated.”
But Oskar hoped the war would hold on just long enough for him to prove himself in battle. He would come home with medals and a rifle as his father did in the last great war, he told anyone who would listen. But unlike his father, Oskar promised, his gun and medals would never lie blood-spattered in the mud under a spring song of starlings.
Now that the war was on in earnest, more troops had moved into the castle barracks. On Sundays, they could be seen roving through the sleepy streets of Kleinwald as if it had also been conquered. Every now and then, some of them would prowl the shop, disturbing the neat order of the books in their efforts to “make sure you are not selling verboten materials, Herr Muller.” Sophie’s father would give a friendly nod. “Of course. Please feel free.” She could feel her father’s tension from the back of the shop where she kept an eye on the soldiers through the cracked doorway. At these moments, she wished she were brave and quick, like Hanna, who, no doubt, would find a way to distract the soldiers and set them on their way. Once the soldiers left, Sophie would go about putting the beloved books back to rights. “I’m sorry you were mishandled,” she’d whisper, slipping the Grimms near Goethe.
But it was the soldiers’ young, handsome commandant, Herr Jaeger, who had captured the curiosity and imagination of most everyone. When he passed by in his sharp gray uniform with the golden epaulets, the Nazi swastika beaming out from his red armband like an all-seeing eye, the town snapped to attention. Older men bowed their heads and raised their arms in salute. The Women’s Auxiliary gifted him with a pie they’d baked by pooling their precious rations of sugar and butter. The younger women found a reason to be on the street wearing their best dresses, the seams of their only nylons lined up down the backs of their legs as straight and bold as their desire. For it was known that the handsome commandant was also unmarried.
More than once, Sophie had seen Klara look up at Herr Jaeger through fluttering lashes, a practiced bashful smile stretching her mouth into an unnatural state. Klara had knitted Herr Jaeger a scarf and offered it one day with effusive patriotic zeal. She did this while puffing out her chest, which had gotten larger seemingly overnight, a fact Klara used to her advantage whenever possible. And when Lotte, standing at her side, had said, “Why are you posing like a pigeon, Klara?” and imitated her chest-forward stance, Sophie had turned away to hide her grin.
On his visits to town, Herr Jaeger walked with a deliberate calm that did not seem innate but like a lever that pressed down against a coiled spring of violence. During his reviews of the Hitler Youth, he became aware of Oskar’s skill as a marksman and had taken a keen interest in the young man. (Sophie would not say Herr Jaeger liked Oskar, for the commandant did not appear to carry affection for anyone above his own ambitions.) But Oskar basked in this interest; he had never known fatherly love and so it was easy to mistake even the slightest attention as affection and praise. Oskar began to prove himself as a promising, ferocious soldier. He took orders without question, and while his superiors had to prod some of the other boys to give their all in a fight, with Oskar, they had to pull him back before he could cause serious damage. On occasion, Herr Jaeger took some of the boys hunting, where Oskar impressed the commandant with a decisive shot to the head of a rabid dog from one hundred meters away.
“It was half-starved and completely mad and if I hadn’t shot it, it would have charged us in the field,” Oskar crowed to everyone later. A crowd had gathered outside the shop, including several of the girls who had begun to see him differently, not as Oskar the Tragic Boy, Oskar the Pest, but as Oskar the Man, Oskar the Soldier, Oskar the Hunter. “But that’s nothing compared to the commandant! He took down three rabbits in a matter of seconds! The rabbits never even heard his approach!”
“Ohhhh,” said the girls.
Herr Jaeger never entered the bookshop, though, and so Sophie rarely had to endure his presence or unnerving gaze.
More than once, Sophie had seen Hanna and Oskar together. Sometimes, Hanna would allow Oskar to walk beside her on the way to or from school while she laughed at something he said. Sophie wondered if Hanna had let Oskar kiss her again. If she’d let him do more than kiss her. At other times, though, Sophie had watched as Hanna brushed past Oskar’s shop, ignoring him as he called after her, and Sophie would be guiltily pleased, both to know that Oskar was being tortured by Hanna and that Hanna was just as mercurial as she’d always been, which made Sophie feel justified in holding her grudge.
In November, there was an attempt on Hitler’s life. An explosion at a beer hall in Berlin where the Führer had just given a speech. Two days later, someone tossed a petrol bomb through the front window of a house belonging to Kleinwald’s last remaining German Jewish family, the Schafers. They had refused to sell their business—a dress shop—when the Arisierung laws had dictated that no Jews could own businesses. A note had been pinned to their dress shop window blaming them and all Jews for the attack, even though it was known that the beer hall bomber, Georg Elser, wasn’t Jewish at all. Sophie’s mother brought the family some food and a blanket. “It isn’t much but at least it lets them know we care and don’t approve of what happened,” she told Sophie.
“But where will they go?” Sophie asked her parents. Herr Schafer’s application for a visa to Switzerland had been denied. He could not leave Germany.
“I’ve heard there is family in Essen,” her father said, but he didn’t say it with conviction.
The next morning, the Schafers were gone. Soldiers had come for them before dawn and marched them to a truck. They had not even been able to keep the blanket, which was returned to Sophie’s mother. “They have been relocated” was all the officer said. Members of the Women’s Auxiliary had marched into their abandoned shop and rummaged through clothing, hats, jewelry, and shoes. Klara and Lotte’s mother held up a beautifully tailored coat with a golden fox-fur collar that had once belonged to the Schafers’ eldest daughter, Sarah. She handed it to Klara. “Well. It would be a shame to let it go to waste.”
There was a whispered story making the rounds that the relocation and labor camps were actually death camps. That behind the iron gates and barbed wire fences, people were being slaughtered. Sophie had even heard whisperings from one of her father’s former commune friends that the smoke belching from the ovens was not from industry; it was a crematorium. When Sophie looked out at the rain-soaked houses, the people scurrying across puddles under umbrellas calling “Moin! Moin!” to one another, she couldn’t imagine such a thing taking place. Not here in Germany.
There was other unsettling news. One of the young mothers in town had taken her little girl to the hospital. The girl had been born with a condition of the heart—“a defect,” as the doctor put it. A few days later, the girl died. The doctors told the mother that it was from natural causes, but the grief-stricken mother insisted that her daughter had been killed for being “a life unworthy of life.”
“She was worthy to me,” the mother cried. “She was worthy.”
Sophie was changing. Her body had taken on new curves; her face caught up to her eyes. When she walked to school, some of the older gentlemen now doffed their hats and smiled. She got her period at last. But unlike Hanna, Sophie enjoyed the sense of heaviness that weighted her each month. It made her feel even more connected to the earth and its rhythms of shedding and rebirth, to the cycles of the sun and moon and stars, and she thought that instead of calling it a “curse,” they should call it what it was: magic.
Christmas came but it was hard to celebrate. The shop windows glittered with precious gifts that no one could afford with their meager ration points, and even if they could, what was in the window was just for show. No factories were making silk stockings or toys. All production went to the war effort now. Every Christmas, Sophie and Hanna had given each other some small token—an apple or an acorn from the forest. This would be the first Christmas without each other.
On Christmas Eve, Karl ducked into the bookshop wearing his uniform, home from the front. He was thinner and the blue of his eyes had dimmed somewhat. Perhaps that was what happened when you had seen war; it took the innocence from your eyes first. Sophie’s heart fluttered a bit but she refused to be anything but professional.
“May I help you?” Sophie said. I am beyond a girlish crush. See? See how beyond it I am?
“How are you, Sophie?”
“I’m well, thank you,” Sophie replied crisply.
“I see that. You grew up.”
Sophie didn’t know if this was a compliment or not. “Yes. I’m fifteen now.”
Karl could not seem to keep his fingers still. Sophie had never known Karl to be a nervous type.
“May I help you find something?” she said, kindlier this time, and for a moment, Karl looked at her in a way that she couldn’t interpret, as if she had asked a question she didn’t know she’d asked, one that he was now answering inside his head.
“I was looking for Siddhartha.”
Was Karl testing her? Did he mean to report her?
“Hermann Hesse has been very critical of the Führer,” Sophie said cagily.
Karl smiled wanly. “I know. I think I might have been at the bonfire when they burned his books. But I heard your father talking about Siddhartha once. It intrigued me. I wondered if perhaps he has a personal copy you might loan me?”
Her father did have a personal copy. He kept it in a secret library in the storeroom stacked behind a row of Reich-accepted books. Sophie’s father was of the belief that people should be allowed to read anything they wished.
“Just a moment,” Sophie said. She slipped into the storeroom and returned with her father’s personal copy of Siddhartha. “Just make sure to return it before you leave for the front again.”
“Thank you. I will.”
The shop bell rang and Leon bustled through the door in a flurry of wet snowflakes. “Karl, we need to hurry if we … well, if it isn’t Miss Lonelyhearts! Still writing to the tree? Has your prince come for you at last?”
“Leon. Enough,” Karl barked.
“Okay, okay. Just a little fun.”
But the humiliation, renewed, sat on Sophie’s cheeks as scarlet. When Karl wished her a merry Christmas, she only nodded and picked up her feather duster to attack the dust-free shelves.
Sophie kept to herself for the rest of Christmas. She received a new diary, which she treasured. She gave Lieselotte her book of Norse myths and a precious orange. Later, in her room, Sophie sat at her little desk to write. She stared longingly into the darkness behind Hanna’s bedroom window. She heard a cough, and when she followed the sound, she saw Karl standing outside his house smoking a cigarette. Instead of stargazing, he was looking up at her window. At her. He gave a small wave. Sophie turned off her lamp and shut the curtains. By the first freezing rain of the new year, Karl and Leon were gone. Leon to university, Karl to the action at the front. True to his word, he wrapped the book in brown paper and left it on Sophie’s doorstep tied with a piece of string and an acorn with a perfect little cap.
January marched through Germany like an occupying army. It was a bitterly cold winter, the coldest Sophie could ever remember, made colder by a coal shortage. Sophie shivered in her coat, hat, and mittens inside the house and her father had needed to close the bookshop for several days for lack of heat. When they returned, a sheen of frost sparkled across the spines of the books as if they’d been sprinkled with fairy dust. But the snow was glorious. Deep and shiny, it spread out across the fields in elegant, wavelike drifts. The lake had frozen into a wide, clear expanse and it seemed as if all the youth of Kleinwald had laced up their skates and taken to it. Sophie was a better skier than skater, but the day had rare sun and was not to be missed.
It was Hanna’s laugh she heard first, a deep, husky performance Hanna had patterned after Marlene Dietrich, practicing in her room at night. Sophie was tempted to call her out on the fakery. Hanna was there with Klara and the other girls from the BDM. Klara, naturally, was quite good and wasted no time showing off her graceful pirouettes, circling some of the handsomer boys flirtatiously. She spied Sophie and skated toward her, giving Sophie’s shoulder a little bump as she passed so that Sophie wobbled on her skates and nearly fell. Sophie left the ice and returned home half hoping that Hanna might follow, but she didn’t.
By February, there was no coal at all. The school day was interminable; Sophie’s fingers were so stiff with cold that it was hard to write words upon the slate when asked. New, more restrictive ration cards had been handed out. Even cotton for diapers was in short supply. Sophie hoped it would all be over by the time the new baby came. Her mother looked pale. Food had grown scarcer. Potatoes had gone rotten in the cold. Sophie prayed for spring to come early but spring, it seemed, had other plans. The first week of March brought terrible news: There had been a battle at the front. In the fierce action, Karl had gone missing and was presumed dead. Sophie lay in bed with one of her headaches brought on by crying. She deeply regretted not waving back to Karl that last night. She tried to make a memory of his face as she had seen it from below her window, shadowed in moonlight. But she could only remember one expression: haunted.
The next day, Sophie watched from that same bedroom window as solemn-faced neighbors arrived at Hanna’s house with what plates of food they could pull together. Every time the door would open, Hanna was there to greet the mourners, her face stoic but her eyes puffy.
Lamentations.
Sophie and her mother and Liesl put on their best dresses and attended the small, hastily organized funeral in the tiny cemetery on the hill behind the Lutheran church. It was a dreary gray morning of cold wind and light snow. Winter still held Kleinwald in its grip. Words were said. Ephemeral. The empty pine box lowered. The solemn gravediggers got to work. The living filed past centuries of the dead.
“Go to her,” Sophie’s mother whispered with a nod to Hanna, who had stayed behind to watch the men shoveling dirt onto her brother’s grave as if that were the only way she could comprehend that he wasn’t coming back.
Sophie trudged back up the hill to Hanna’s side. It was the first time they’d spoken in six months and what was there to say now? None of the words she had ever collected were enough.
“I’m so sorry about Karl,” Sophie mumbled at last.
“Thank you.” Hanna blinked. Her eyes watered, with cold, with sorrow.
They stood uncertainly. Down the hill, muted sobs and sniffles carried on the unforgiving wind. Dirt hit pine with a dull, mechanical thud.
“I’m leaving tomorrow for Poland. To reeducate the Estonian Germans there,” Hanna said, her eyes still on the hypnotic grace of the gravediggers.
“Oh,” Sophie said, surprised. She knew the girls from the BDM had been recruited for such projects, but she couldn’t imagine Hanna having the patience to teach anyone anything. “For how long?”
“Six months.”
“A long time, then.”
“At least I’ll be away from Kleinwald. It’s too sad now.”
Oskar marched up the hill, intruding on the moment. “I am sorry for your loss, Hanna. But Karl died a hero. For the Führer and the fatherland.”
Hanna said nothing to this.
“Is it true that you are going to Poland?” Oskar didn’t wait for an answer; the question was just a formality. “You will make a very fine teacher. A perfect German. You will honor your brother’s sacrifice,” he announced, stiff as a greeting card, and if the circumstances weren’t so awful, Sophie would’ve laughed at his stunning inability to be a person. “Will you write to me from Poland? If you do, then I will write back to you.”
“Yes, that is how letter writing works, Oskar,” Hanna snapped. Even in grief, she had no trouble being blunt. Her surliness toward Oskar only seemed to make him more besotted with her, and Sophie wondered, with a touch of envy, what it must be like to hold such feminine power. But now Hanna turned syrupy sweet. Only Sophie knew that was when she was at her most dangerous. “Oskar, dear, I need a moment. With Sophie. Alone.”
“Oh. Yes. Of course. Heil Hitler!” Oskar gave a short nod and turned on his heel, striding through the graveyard as if he meant to impress it.
“How can he be so irritating? It’s almost a gift,” Hanna marveled.
Sophie sputtered with a laugh and clapped a hand over her mouth, horrified—how could she possibly laugh at a time like this? But then Hanna was also laughing and there were tears in her eyes and in Sophie’s, too, all of it mixed up together, and it was hard to know if their grief was for Karl or for all of the lonely months they’d spent apart.
Hanna took hold of Sophie’s hand. “I know he was sorry. About what he did. About what he should have done.”
Sophie understood what lurked underneath: I am sorry, too.
The next afternoon, Sophie marched down the slope of frozen dirt to the small depot by the weedy railroad tracks. The snow had turned to bitter sleet. The train, a big steel monster, idled behind a scrim of sooty steam that made it seem like something out of a dream. Two older BDM girls from another town who were also going to Poland handed luggage up to a young conductor who seemed torn between flirting with them and chastising them for coming so late. On the platform, the stationmaster checked his pocket watch and called out for everyone to board. Now that Sophie had gotten Hanna back, she wished she could pull the moment out like an afternoon spent under the welcoming arms of the oak.
“I brought you something. For the trip.” Sophie presented Hanna with her beloved book of fairy tales. She had encircled it with a piece of fraying string to make it seem more like a gift.
“But this is your favorite,” Hanna said.
“It’s a long train ride. You’ll need something to read. Don’t worry. There are plenty of kisses and killings. You won’t be bored.”
Hanna grabbed Sophie, hugging her violently. “Take care of the tree, will you?” she whispered. “You’ll have to give it magic for the both of us.” Then she turned and ran up the train’s steps without looking back.
And though spring was still a month away, Sophie could already feel its first hopeful thaw.
The rest of March was endured with its usual dread. Books had not been rationed, and despite everything, the shop was doing good business, which at least kept Sophie’s mind occupied. Whenever a new shipment arrived, it was all she could do not to plop herself down in some corner and read through the entire stack. She made lists of new words to share with Hanna: Absolution. Wistful. Radiance. And fornication, just to make sure she was paying attention. Sophie had received exactly two letters from Hanna, which didn’t surprise her. Hanna was not one for letters. It would mean needing to sit long enough to write. The first spoke of Poland’s dismal weather—I didn’t know any place could be colder than Kleinwald in winter. Everything is gray upon gray upon
gray—her annoyance at rooming with the two older girls—I’ve known cows with more imagination. One of them slurps her soup—and her difficulties in trying to educate Polish and Estonian women who’d been forced to abandon their native cultures and languages to assimilate as “True Germans”—They don’t seem in the least happy about it. I can’t say I’d feel any differently. Sophie wrote back with gossip from Kleinwald—Klara got in trouble with Fräulein Volker for wearing lipstick; Hedy was seen making eyes at Werner. She’d heard that Oskar was seen ice skating with Gerda and thought about reporting it to Hanna but decided against it. Instead she wrote, I placed flowers on Karl’s grave today. A handful of spring forsythia. They look resplendent there, which means beautiful. Hanna did not write back for some time.
April blew in with news of Germany’s invasion of Denmark and Norway. In town, the newspapers carried triumphant headlines of Germany’s victories. They assured the people that the shortages— of fuel, of food, of clothing—were all necessary for the glory of the Reich. Many people didn’t want war, just peace. But with only German newspapers to read, German radio stories to hear, and all other outside sources made illegal, they believed what they were told: Germany was under attack and was only defending itself. “What else can we do?” said many. They refused to believe the terrible rumors coming out of Warsaw and Lodz, Dachau, Auschwitz, and Neuengamme. “No one likes war but Germany has to defend itself against these British and French aggressors,” Herr Binder said one day in the shop. He was a funny little man with a barrel chest and a mustache like the kaiser’s. He said it to Herr Ohlsen, the willowy, dreamy-eyed piano teacher who also worked in the radio shop. Herr Binder had bought a book on the Vikings. Herr Ohlsen, a book of poetry. You got to know people by what they read, Sophie often thought.
Herr Ohlsen gently defended his position. “But all we know is what we read in the papers. What they allow us to read. I have heard—”
“You have heard? From whom? Surely you are not listening to foreign radio and its lies, Herr Ohlsen?”
Sophie was very nervous. She liked Herr Ohlsen, who would talk to her about how he was building a radio from parts he scavenged near the old dump. “So many useful scraps are there! A gold mine!” he’d said, excited as a boy on Christmas morning. She knew, though, that Herr Ohlsen did not like the Nazis and that he had once asked her father if he might be able to find him a copy of Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice for his friend with whom he shared an apartment, even though Thomas Mann’s works had been labeled “unacceptable” and burned in a bonfire by Goebbels in 1933. She remembered a quote from the Jewish German poet Heinrich Heine: “Where you burn books, you ultimately burn people.” She worried about the look on Herr Binder’s face now, like a match had been struck and held up to better see Herr Ohlsen.
“Herr Binder! If it’s history you like, I have just the book for you. Right this way…,” she said with forced brightness and a gentle hand on his back and a pleading glance over her shoulder to the piano teacher.
Sophie knew that her parents had also been listening to the forbidden BBC radio out of London and she worried that someone might find out. Just two weeks earlier, three students living at Frau Krupp’s boardinghouse had been arrested for listening to “foreign radio.” Frau Krupp’s son, a Luftwaffe airman, had gone missing and was presumed dead. The students had been listening to BBC when they heard the son’s name among a list of Germans who had been captured by the British. The students gave Frau Krupp the good news that her beloved son was still alive. But rather than feeling grateful, Frau Krupp promptly reported them to the authorities for their crime. She was praised by officials for “being a loyal, heroic German.” The students had been sent to prison.
Later that month, the Führer’s birthday was celebrated. Many in Kleinwald flew the Reich flag from their windows for the occasion. Sophie’s parents did not. Frau Wiedenhammer, decked out in jewels from her Berlin cabaret days, peered up at their empty windows. “Where is your flag? Aren’t you patriots?”
“Oh, Frau Wiedenhammer, it is too dirty to show. We are down to just a sliver of soap. We would be ashamed to fly it,” Sophie lied.
She had become adept at lying or, at least, not telling the full truth. She wondered if that was the same as acting.
Hitler took to the official radio, sounding angry and hateful, petty and aggrieved about one thing or another. Sophie had never heard him any other way, never seen his dead eyes light up with joy. He frightened her. Those bombastic tirades, the newspaper photos of his face splotchy with rage, a finger jabbing at the air as if it, too, were an offense, as if he had gone mad. But the very traits that upset Sophie seemed to bring other people a sense of comfort and security. “He’s a strong leader,” Fräulein Volker would say. “A real man who is unafraid of his authority. The fatherland demands a strict father to make it great again.”
Sophie was glad that her own father was not like this.
“I’m outnumbered in my own house,” he would say with a twinkle.
The first week of May, Sophie’s little brother came mewling into the uncertain world. Her parents named the boy Fritz. He was fat and pink and healthy. Sophie wrote to Hanna to tell her the news. The next week, Germany invaded Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands. All German-occupied territories now. A second letter arrived from Hanna, shorter than the first.
Dear Sophie,
I am so glad that little Fritz is here and that your mother is well. A baby is a hopeful, happy thing. Not for me, of course. I have made my feelings about the little brats quite clear.
Sophie grinned. There were some things that never changed.
The trees are blooming here in Lodz, but I don’t think spring will ever really come to Poland again. It will take more magic than any seidr branch holds to weave color back into this deeply sad world. Thank you for visiting Karl and for the resplendent flowers you left him.
Your friend,
Hanna
Sophie didn’t know quite what to make of this letter. This Hanna sounded melancholy, to use one of their words. Perhaps she was homesick. After all, she’d been away from Kleinwald for the first time and for two whole months, and Sophie secretly hoped that this would cure Hanna of ever wanting to leave again.
Between the shop and the new baby, Sophie was very busy, and so it wasn’t until the close of May, when summer showed up like a flirt, that Sophie was seized by a sudden yearning to go to the forest. That afternoon, she dusted off her bicycle and traveled the familiar road made somewhat unfamiliar now by the sight of rakes and wheelbarrows positioned to look like antiaircraft guns when viewed from above. There had been bombings in Germany and a town fifty kilometers to the west had burned. But none of that mattered to the forest, which bloomed anew. Sophie saw two freckled fawns wobbling behind their mother with a curious determination. She felt as if she had come home again after a long journey. The Bridegroom’s Oak wore a brilliant crown of new leaves. Sophie climbed the ladder, mostly out of nostalgia; she was fifteen now and had tasted the beginnings of war and loss. She was not as taken with magic as she had been once upon a time. And so she was quite surprised to find in the day’s stack a letter, crackly with age, addressed to her.
She sat in a cozy spot beneath the tree and began to read.
Dear Sophie,
There are some people who, despite everything, manage to see the good in this world. You are such a person. Always there with a kind word or gesture. You have faith where others do not. That is what makes you truly beautiful. I do not know if you will ever read this letter or if you will grant me a reply. I only know that I needed to tell you this.
Warm regards,
Nobody
That night, she sat at her bedroom window looking out at the evening’s first stars. She couldn’t stop thinking about the letter. Who could have written it? It didn’t seem like a joke, not like the last time. It wasn’t romantic and it asked nothing of her in return. It was sort of sweet, actually. She could find no reason not to write back to this Nobody. She wouldn’t make the same mistakes she’d made last summer. She’d guard her heart. Keep things polite but aloof.
Dear Nobody, she wrote. Thank you kindly for your letter. Your compliments were well received. I try to have faith in others even when that faith is abused.
No. That sounded bitter.
She started over.
Dear Nobody,
I try to have faith in others even when it’s hard. My father says that’s why it’s called faith. If it were certainty, it would be found at an undertaker’s office. I wish you good health.
Sincerely,
Sophie Muller
The next day, she rode out to the forest and posted her reply inside the tree. Several days passed, and when she returned to the forest, she found, to her delight, a new letter written on the back of her own.
Dear Somebody,
I see that you are also witty. The undertaker joke was a good one. I’ll have to remember it. It’s good to remember that there are reasons to laugh at such a serious time as this. I hope you do not mind if I address you as Somebody, for I feel certain—or should I say that I have faith—that you will prove to be Somebody in time.
Warm regards,
Nobody
Sophie couldn’t stop smiling. It was ridiculous to feel so giddy about someone she’d never met but who seemed to be familiar with her in some way. The handwriting looked a bit masculine to her, though she couldn’t be sure. All the same, she was excited to have a secret pen pal. For the first time in ages, she had something to look forward to, something beyond the dreariness of ration cards and her parents’ serious faces every time they listened to the radio late at night when they thought Sophie wasn’t watching them.
May ripened into June and the letters, always written on the back of her own pages, continued, becoming more intimate and romantic:
Dear Somebody,
Which flower is your favorite?
Dear Nobody,
Daisies. Because you can find them anywhere and so you can always be made happy.
When are you happiest?
My Dearest Somebody,
When I am fixing something that is broken and, at first glance, seems unfixable. There is something very satisfying about solving a problem that others have deemed beyond hope.
The other day, I heard a bit of violin drifting from an open window somewhere. I recognized it. Mahler’s Second Symphony, the one called
Resurrection. Do you know it?
“Die shall I in order to live / Rise again, yes, rise again.” I know that Mahler’s music is forbidden now, but how can anything so beautiful be denied? I believe that your heart is like Mahler’s music, beautiful and undeniable.
With deep affection,
Nobody
Dearest Nobody,
I have never received such a gift as your last letter. I wish that I had a photograph of you so that I might keep it on my dresser and see it first thing every morning, and if anyone were to ask, “Who is that man in the silver picture frame?” I could answer, truthfully, “Oh, that’s Nobody.”
Then again, it’s probably best that I don’t have your picture near. That way, I can imagine that any stranger I pass could be you. This thought makes me quite happy.
Your Somebody
Dearest Somebody,
You might find the sight of me disappointing at present. I am no prince. I feel like one who has been banished from his own soul. Only when I read your letters do I remain hopeful of regaining myself. They sustain me. Remind me that there is good in this fraught world. I thank you for them. I thank the universe for you, dear Sophie.
Yours,
Nobody
Sophie collected eggs, then nearly forgot to latch the coop. She daydreamed and hummed. She giggled at odd times and for no apparent reason, giving the town yet more reasons to think of her as eccentric and, perhaps, not altogether there. “Miss Lonelyhearts,” they’d say knowingly to one another.
Lieselotte had started at the Jungmädel along with Klara’s sister, Lotte, where they were referred to as “Lotte and Lotte.” Liesl complained that Lotte always wanted attention and that she liked showing off the acorn Sophie had brought her and saying she was one of the Norn, so Sophie promised that the next time she went to the forest, she would bring home an acorn just like Lotte’s for her sister.
On her happiest days, when she received a letter from Nobody, she would sit with her back against the aged bark of the old oak and read it over and over until she could practically recite it by heart. She no longer even cared that she was still giggled about in the streets.
Sophie was working in the shop alone and daydreaming again when the bell above the door made the slightest sound as Herr Jaeger entered, his uniform the color of a thundercloud.
“Heil Hitler,” the commandant said.
“May I help you find something, Herr Jaeger?”
“We shall see.” Herr Jaeger paraded around the shop, his hands firmly clasped behind his back. He peered at each shelf as if inspecting troops for any irregularity or breach. It was his calm that unnerved Sophie. Always watching with those sharp eyes. Sophie could imagine him sitting in the woods for hours, waiting for a buck or doe to drop their guard and step into the clearing. She could practically feel him taking the shot.
With the flick of a finger, Herr Jaeger lifted the cover of a book of poems.
“Do you like poetry, Herr Kommandant?” Sophie asked. Her heart was beating very fast.
“Soldiers have little time for poetry, Fräulein.” He let the cover drop and fixed her with that gaze. She felt like prey in his sights. “But … I do not see Mein Kampf.”
Sophie could not answer. Her mouth had gone dry. She wished her father were here to answer instead of her.
“Surely, such an important book should be here, hmm?”
“Yes, Herr Jaeger. We sold the last copy yesterday. More will come soon,” Sophie lied. “It is very popular, of course,” she added.
Did he believe her? It was impossible to tell.
“You are not at the BDM meeting today?”
“My mother has been ill. I am needed in the shop.”
“But surely, preparing yourself for your duty to the Reich is important?”
It was shaped as a question but it was not a question.
“Duty is always important, Herr Jaeger. Duty to country and to family.”
“Mmm.”
“May I help you find something else?” Sophie said with a polite smile.
The commandant took a last sweeping look around the shop. “I have what I need,” he said. “I hope your mother recovers soon.” He snapped his arm into salute. “Heil Hitler.”
Sophie did not raise hers. “Good day to you, Herr Jaeger.”

By mid-June, Paris had fallen to Germany. The Nazis had rolled their tanks down the Champs-Élysées while Parisians fled just ahead of them pushing wheelbarrows of whatever they could save. In Kleinwald, life went on. The newspapers carried reports about the boys who’d gone off to fight. Commendations. Victories. Injuries. Deaths. There was grumbling in town when Rolf Veidt was killed in battle. The notice in the paper, written by his grieving mother, did not end with the common patriotic phrase Died for the Führer but instead the pointed Died for the fatherland. Mostly, people blindly accepted these new inconveniences of war: They went to work. Hung the wash. Listened to the radio. They complained about the weather and their knees. They told themselves it would all be over soon. People just went on being people and Sophie didn’t know if this was good or bad.
The police had great power now. They no longer needed a warrant for a search, they only needed suspicion—and there was a great deal of suspicion to go around. One Tuesday, they surrounded the bicycle of a student delivering newspapers. The newspapers were harmless, only the local paper. Still, the police questioned him—to whom did he deliver his papers? Were any of the people suspicious? Did they take other papers? Days later, Sophie was in the shop reading in that very newspaper about a man who had been pulled from a train in Leipzig for carrying a briefcase of forged passports and birth certificates. Just outside of Kleinwald, a farmer and his wife had been arrested for hiding a Jewish family in their attic. The family, the farmer, and his wife were marched into the forest at rifle point. They did not come back out.
There were rumors about the forest. About things done in the dark of night. Disappearances. Enemy soldiers and saboteurs. Sophie promised her mother she’d be careful, but in truth, she’d risk any danger for another letter from her prince, her precious Nobody.
My Dearest Nobody,
Yesterday, the Gestapo came for the piano teacher, Herr Ohlsen. I was standing on Hauptstrasse with my ration card. Mother had sent me out to see if they might have butter. I miss butter dearly, and sometimes, I chide myself that there is around us war and death and I could waste a moment on missing the glory of butter sunk deeply into soft, warm bread. But I confess that I do. I suppose you must think me terrible now.
The men pulled Herr Ohlsen from his house. He had been beaten. I could see the bruise purpling around his left eye like a poisonous flower. Already, it was swelling shut. He was barefoot, still in his robe, his hair sticking up as if it had been electrified. I wished I had had the kindness of a comb to afford him at least that small dignity. He was always so smartly dressed, never a hair out of place. Next, they dragged out his housemate, Herr Bauer. He was naked except for the blood streaking his pale chest so that one could be forgiven for thinking he wore a red shirt. The blood came from a great gash across his scalp. Herr Bauer was too injured to resist and only moaned as they pulled him by the arms into the street. Herr Ohlsen cried out, “Why are you doing this? What crime have
we committed?” until one of the officers smacked him hard across the mouth. Two of his teeth flew to the street and his mouth filled with so much blood I was afraid he would choke on it. After that, he did not speak again, and the officers loaded both men into a wagon and carted them away. Later, I heard Frau Schrieber say that they were lovers and that such men should not be allowed to live, let alone teach children.
I have not been able to keep my thoughts from Herr Ohlsen’s last words: “What crime have we committed?” No one, not even Frau Schrieber, has provided a satisfactory answer.
By the time I made it to the shop, there was no more butter.
But it hardly seemed to matter anymore.
Your fondest friend,
Somebody
My Darling Somebody,
Do you suppose that forgiveness is real? I do not speak of God. What I mean is, can we forgive ourselves for allowing wickedness to flourish? I read in a book once that no matter what pain or misfortune may come our way, we might yet transform it into some good. I cling
to the idea of that. As I cling to the idea of you.
With love and affection,
Your Nobody
July sprang up, fresh and bold, then wilted under the weight of summer heat. No cool breeze could be found, not even down by the lake. The usually stalwart Fräulein Volker shortened the girls’ hikes, much to Sophie’s relief, and allowed them to strip down and float in the comfort of a wooded stream while she fanned herself and muttered, “Gott in Himmel. This heat.” In August, the Luftwaffe bombed London. A day later, the British bombed Berlin. Already, Sophie was becoming accustomed to the blackouts, to the long nights listening for the approaching swarm of bombers. September again. Sophie turned sixteen, another birthday without Hanna. The weather was turning cooler. Sophie dreaded the thought of another winter.
My Dearest Nobody,
I suppose we are in for a longer war than most thought. We received our new ration cards. Only one pound of meat per week doesn’t seem like much. And my papa is unhappy about the restrictions on shaving cream. He’s threatening to grow a wizard’s beard, which I would quite like.
Sometimes I think that if I didn’t write to you, I would feel as if I didn’t exist. Ephemeral. It means “impermanence; lasting for only a short
time.” That’s a word I collected. I like collecting words. I like knowing that they exist and that they can have many different meanings. Or that you think you know the definition but find that you were wrong, that you missed some small detail that changes it entirely.
I am sixteen now. Happy birthday to me. Though I suppose it doesn’t really matter. We are all ephemeral in the end.
Yours always,
Somebody
October. A brick shattered the window of the bookshop. A prank from a trio of Hitler Youth boys no older than twelve. They’d been scolded and made to sweep up the glass but the incident had left a chill. Sophie’s mother and father had gotten into another argument about leaving, with Sophie’s mother begging her father to pack up and go and Sophie’s father insisting it would all blow over soon enough.
“What are they saying?” Lieselotte asked, sneaking up behind Sophie, who was listening at the top of the stairs. Liesl had become nosier since joining the Jungmädel and Sophie worried that her little sister might mistake tattling on their family for duty. Already, she was quoting her indoctrination like scripture.
“Having more babies,” Sophie lied.
A look of horror spread across Liesl’s face. She bounded back to their room and shut the door, just as Sophie had hoped. In the kitchen, her mother was crying; her father’s voice soothed her with assurances. “It will pass, my darling.”
The weather had turned overnight.
My Dearest Somebody,
I have been pondering your word, “ephemeral.” It is a good word, I feel. Do you ever gaze up at the night sky and wonder what account the stars keep of us? All those thousands of years watching us make the same mistakes?
I read once about a sound, “om,” that the Hindus hold sacred. Do you know this? It is called the “word of words,” a holy syllable that unites earth and heaven. It is birth, life, and death. It is God within a vibration. Do you think there could be such a sound that could unify every person, every movement, every atom in the universe? Would its forgiveness travel through our cells and transform us from within? Do you think it is possible?
I have said that I like to fix whatever is broken, but I am a broken thing and I do not yet know if I am beyond repair. I do know that I love you. And for you, for us, for the world, I say now, om.
Yours always,
Nobody
Sophie stared at the words I love you to make sure she’d read them correctly. The thrill of it rushed through her so fast her face went hot. She read the sentence again and again. But the letter also worried Sophie. It was melancholy. Full of lamentations. Under the tree, she pressed her lips together trying to form this word of words. She did not know if the sound was a short or long O. She spoke it aloud into the forest but the only vibration she heard was her own voice.
Dearest Nobody,
I tried speaking “om” into the forest, but I am not sure that I did it correctly. I wish I could hear your voice. Your last letter left me feeling happier than I have ever felt in my whole life. To be loved. Is there anything greater? I love you, too. Wholly and completely. It seems strange to say that since we’ve never met. But I do. I will leave you with another of my favorite words, “redemption.” What I like is that it implies that we are imperfect beings who can right our wrongs. We can grow and change and be better going forward. This hope might be the best true magic I know, a form of love beyond us. I’m sure the stars would understand. Maybe one day, we will ask them together.
Please don’t be sad.
Yours forever,
Somebody
The next time Sophie wrote to Hanna in Poland, she added om to her list of words of the day. No doubt, practical Hanna would scoff at the notion of two little letters capable of holding so much mercy and love within their vibrations. Nevertheless, it was worth a try.
Two weeks passed with no reply to Sophie’s last letter to the Bridegroom’s Oak. She fretted that she had given away too much of herself. Perhaps she should’ve remained more guarded. But she had never been able to see any sense in doling out measured spoonfuls of one’s heart. Then she worried that something had happened to Nobody, something terrible. All of those times she’d spent spinning out tales of the tragically romantic were coming back to haunt her. But as the days droned on, with Sophie climbing the ladder to the Bridegroom’s Oak and finding nothing there, her anxiety and worry turned to anger. In the privacy of her room, she wrote haughty responses full of accusations and rebukes and empty promises—If you were to write me a hundred letters now, I wouldn’t answer even one of them. You have lost me forever. Goodbye!
She tore all of these into pieces. She fell onto her bed, heartsick and pining and emptied of the buoyant hope that had carried her through the hard months alone. She cried into her pillow and then, all at once, it struck her as bitterly funny: She had fallen in love with a dream.
She had fallen in love with Nobody.
November arrived. Hanna was due home in a few weeks and Sophie couldn’t wait to see her again. That might take some of the sting out of her failed romance with Nobody, though she didn’t think she could bring herself to confess it to Hanna. Not after last time. When would she ever learn not to give her heart away so easily?
It was toward the end of a wet, miserable November that Klara raced to catch up to Sophie on the walk to school, something she never did. She was breathless, her cheeks ruddy with excitement. “Sophie! Did you hear?”
“Hear what?”
“You honestly haven’t heard the news?”
“Klara. Are you going to tell me or not?” The intimidation Klara once wielded over Sophie had dulled to prickly annoyance.
“About Karl!”
Sophie slowed. “What about Karl?”
“They’ve found him!”
“His body? Where?”
“No! They found him.”
Everything around Sophie tightened like an explosion so that, even years from now, she was sure, she’d remember the brightness of the morning sky against the sharp lines of the rooftops.
She heard her voice as if it belonged to someone else: “What did you say?”
“Sophie! Karl is alive!”






WEST BERLIN.
SUMMER 1980
Jenny had started skipping some of her German classes. The band took up most of her time and besides, she was learning more German just being with Lena and the others in the squat. She’d even had her first dream in German. In it, the Bridegroom’s Oak rose from the rubble of Kreuzberg and Jenny sat on one of its outstretched limbs, suspended above the earth. David Bowie’s voice floated across the broken rooftops like the feathery tips of angels’ wings. In their lonely watchtowers on the other side of the wall, the East German guards put down their guns and danced with each other.
“Hören Sie: Wir können Helden sein. Ist das nicht etwas?”
Listen: We can be heroes. Isn’t that something?
She woke to a hazy Berlin sunrise with the feeling that there was actual magic in the world.
“Saturday night at the squat party we are going to show everyone that Sophie Scholl is the greatest punk band in West Berlin!” Lena announced at the start of band practice. She dropped a spent cigarette into a beer bottle, where it went out with a tiny fizz. “We need to build up a name so people will take us seriously.”
“You’re still pissed off that Jürgen wouldn’t give us a spot in the club,” Anke said.
“They say they want to disrupt the system, but they are still sexist!” Lena growled. “They only want to look at us without hearing us. Well, we will make them hear us! No more good girls!” Lena grabbed the mic and screamed long and hard into it until the amp squawked with feedback: “We won’t be your good little girrrls!”
Zehra caught the cue and thumped out a sinister beat. “Keep going!”
Lena made up lyrics as she went. “Sugar and spice and everything nice / That’s what your bullshit is made of!”
An actual smile broke out on Anke’s face. She made the keys hum. Jenny grabbed her violin.
“I won’t conform! I won’t perform!” Lena screeched. “My body is not a museum for your eyes! Good little girls—”
“Never cut their hair,” Zehra shouted. “But I don’t care! I do what I like!”
“I do what I like!” Lena sang, and looked to Jenny.
“Good little girls eat their diet food! Sit with their legs crossed. Such a pretty face! Vergib mir! Vergib mir!” Jenny added.
“My per-i-od blood is not! A! Disgrace!” Anke warbled.
The girls screamed with laughter, high on transgressive delight.
“Good little girls! Good little girls! We won’t be your good little girls!” Lena sang.
“Good little girls! Good little girls! We won’t be your good little girls!” they sang together.
Lena screamed it over and over until there was no more air to give. Zehra finished with a crash of noisy cymbals. They all looked at each other, grinning and sweaty.
“Now that was punk!” Lena said.
“It’s a start,” Anke said, contrarian as usual.
“I don’t know about the period blood, though,” Jenny said. She could barely buy tampons without blushing.
“No. It’s honest. If boys can sing about their bodies and sex, why can’t we sing about ours?” Lena demanded.
“Genau,” Anke said.
Zehra was looking at Jenny strangely. “Why did you sing vergib mir?”
“Oh. I don’t know. I saw it written in Frau Hermann’s notebook. I meant to look it up. Why? Is it bad?”
“Hard to say without context,” Zehra said with a shrug.
“What does it mean?” Jenny pressed.
“Forgive me.”
It had been written across the entire page. Jenny wondered what it meant. Was this part of her work with the patients at Die Eichel, like writing a letter to yourself? Or had Frau Hermann been asking for forgiveness and, if so, what had she done to need it?
“I like it as a lyric. It’s ironic,” Lena said. “Okay. What’s next?”
They rehearsed for another hour until Lena said rather suddenly, “I have to go to work.”
“Can I come with you to the bakery? I’d like to get something for my sister,” Jenny asked.
“No. I need to walk a bit and clear my head, come up with more songs,” Lena said. She waved without looking back. “Tschüs!”
“Don’t take it personally. That’s just Lena,” Zehra said, extricating herself from the drum kit. “Anke, help me fix the bicycle, ja?”
With Lena gone and the other girls occupied, Jenny felt awkward and out of place. She slipped into the dark of Lena’s makeshift bedroom and fell back across the unmade bed. The scent of Lena’s minty shaving cream lingered on the pillowcase. Jenny breathed it in. She rolled onto her side, coming face-to-face with the photograph of the serious-looking blond boy. It was the only picture in Lena’s room that hadn’t been torn from a punk magazine. It definitely did not come with the frame.
Jenny brought the picture into the rehearsal space. “Who is this boy?”
Zehra looked up from the bike chain and frowned. “You should put that back.”
“Why?”
“It’s special to her.”
Jenny got a sick feeling. Maybe he was a boyfriend after all. “Okayyy. What’s so special about it?”
“That’s Andreas,” Anke said. “Lena’s brother.”
Lena had never mentioned a brother. “Does he live here in Berlin?”
“No.”
“Are you going to keep being cryptic?” Jenny’s annoyance caught the girls off guard. She thought she saw a flicker of respect in Anke’s eyes.
“He’s in Prenzlauer Berg,” Zehra said.
“Isn’t that East Berlin?” Jenny asked.
Zehra said something fast and low to Anke in German. Anke put up her hands in a way that translated easily—“sorry, whatever.”
“You should ask Lena about it,” Zehra said.

“How come you didn’t tell me you have a brother in East Berlin?” Jenny said when Lena returned a few hours later, filthy and, predictably, without the pastry.
“Who told you that?”
“You’re avoiding the question,” Jenny said.
“Okay. So now you know.” Lena peeled off her top and trousers and left them in a pile at her feet. Jenny turned her head but stole glances at Lena’s naked stomach, the swell of her breasts above her bra cups, the dark triangular outline pressed against the front of her underwear.
“But if he’s in East Germany … I don’t understand.”
“Look. I need to take a shower first, okay?”
Fifteen minutes later, Lena came back, draped in a towel, her hair strangely flat and the ends dripping water onto her shoulders. Stripped of her usual punk armor and makeup, she seemed small and unremarkable. She pulled on a pink satin robe, a thrift-store find with a giant brown stain across the front like a cabbage rose, and sat on the bed next to Jenny as she rummaged in her trousers for her silver cigarette case and slid out a hand-rolled one, tapping it twice against the wooden floor to pack the tobacco. “I was born there.” She lit the end and took a long pull, letting her words trickle out on a stream of smoke. “My mother knew a man in the West. He had a car that had been fitted with a special compartment for hiding things, you understand?”
“A smuggler?”
Lena nodded. “It took months to arrange. The compartment was small, and the man could not take us all at once. So, we go one at a time. Andreas was twelve and tall for his age. I was eight. Still little. So, the man took me first. They made me crawl inside. It was so dark I could not see. I could not move. For hours like this. Finally, I fell asleep or I think I would have started screaming. And when I woke up, I was in the West. My cousins here took me in. And then we waited. For my mother and Andreas.”
Lena sank into herself a bit, grew quiet. She was not the Lena of Sophie Scholl. Tapping her ash into a coffee mug cloudy with soured milk, she continued, “One of my mother’s friends turned out to be IM. You know what this means?”
Jenny shook her head.
“Inoffizieller Mitarbeiter. An ‘unofficial collaborator.’ An informant. Over there, you never know who is a true friend or neighbor and who is reporting on you to the Stasi until there is a knock at your door and the police want you to come in to ‘clear up a few facts about a case.’ The friend had informed on my mother. When the smuggler came back, he was detained. They tore apart his car and found the hidden space and took him away. After that, the Stasi came for my mother. ‘Where is your daughter?’ ‘With family in the countryside.’ ‘You’re lying.’ They arrest her. Put her in prison.” Lena was quiet for several seconds. Down the hall, someone flushed the wonky toilet, which burbled and hissed through a hidden network of ancient pipes. “She died there, two years ago. They said it was her heart.” Lena dragged hard on the cigarette. “They always say it is the heart.”
“I’m so sorry,” Jenny said. The apology felt anemic, but what was there to say? “What about Andreas?”
“He went to live with cousins. We write. I send a Westpaket—what do you call it? Care package?—with letters, coffee, when I can. I send it through friends here. The Stasi bastards take the coffee most of the time. They read the letters, of course. Andreas seals his envelopes with cellophane so that I can see if they’ve been opened. The tape is always broken. So we speak in code. ‘How’s the garden?’ means ‘Are you in trouble?’ If he says ‘mostly gray,’ it means all is the same. If he says ‘there was sun on the flowers,’ it means he’s met a girl he likes.” Lena smiled but it quickly disappeared. “If he says, ‘I think it’s going to rain,’ it means the Stasi has pulled him in for questioning or torn up his apartment. I’m worried about him. He has become a punk, too.”
“Just like you.”
“No. Not just like me. Here, if you are a punk, people stare. Sometimes they say something. There? Being a punk—punk music—is illegal. East German bands like Wutanfall and Planlos? They’re not playing clubs—there are no punk clubs. The only place that’s safe to play is the church. The state can’t touch the church. But the Stasi can harass you. They can make it impossible for you to get a job, and when you have no job, they will arrest you for not working. Then they throw you in prison. Sometimes, people don’t come back from prison.” Lena wiped away angry tears. “And this is what it’s like. You can’t get out. You don’t know who to trust. Your whole future has been written for you and you’d better give up and fall in line. It’s not the wall they put around the city.” She tapped the side of her head with her ring finger and the ash from her cigarette fluttered to the ground. “It’s the wall they put around your mind. Around your dreams.”
Lena bit at her cuticle, nibbling off a bit of skin. She spit it at the floor. “For a while, I hated my mother for sending me first. For leaving me all alone.”
“You’re not alone, though. You have the band. The squat. Me.” Jenny laced her fingers in Lena’s. Her heart was beating very fast.
Lena smiled through her tears. “Upsy-daisy!” she said, and fell back on the bed, tugging Jenny down beside her.
“It’s oopsie-daisy.”
“I like upsy better.” Lena sighed. “You ever just like to look at the ceiling? I feel like if I stare at it long enough, it can become whatever I imagine it to be—sky. Snow. A break through the wall. Anything.”
Jenny stared at the ceiling. She saw water stains and broken plaster.
“You see it?” Lena whispered.
“Mm-hmm,” Jenny lied. Because all she could see there was Lena.

As Saturday drew nearer, Jenny was beside herself with nerves. It wasn’t just the playing. She didn’t know how she was going to get past her parents. They would want to meet Lena and talk to her parents to make sure that Jenny was making friends with “the right kind of people.” She shut her eyes and imagined Lena sitting on the expensive sofa, Helga in her starched maid’s uniform feather-dusting pristine furniture while Jenny’s mother offered finger sandwiches from a silver tray: And what does your father do, Lena? Is he at Mercedes or perhaps the university? Doomed. Utterly doomed.
Martina answered her door with her hair clipped into a Metropolis-halo of hot curlers. Jenny handed over the coveted Grease soundtrack. Martina’s mascaraed eyes lit up with John Travolta greed.
“You can have it,” Jenny said. “For keeps.”
Greed became suspicion. “What is your catch?”
“I just need to tell my mom that I’m staying over at your house tomorrow night. Your parents are going to Munich, right?”
“Ja. So. Where are you going?”
“To a party.” For a minute, Jenny was afraid Martina would ask to come along. Fortunately, Martina proved to be reliably incurious about Jenny’s life except for one detail.
“Are you going to do drugs?”
“Uh … no.”
“Good. I don’t cover for drug addicts. I saw an American movie about a girl who did heroin. She got syphilis and died. But she went insane first. It ate her brain.”
Jenny tried to hear it in Richard’s fake Greta Garbo voice. He’d love Martina. It would be material for days.
“I’m not doing heroin,” Jenny said. “So you’ll cover for me?”
Martina tucked the soundtrack against her chest. “For Danny Zuko, ja.”
In the U-Bahn station, Jenny ducked into the cheerless public bathroom and changed into the jeans vest that Lena had punked out over a plain white T-shirt and swiped on a dark red lipstick she’d stolen from her mother’s makeup drawer. The hair really was all wrong but there was nothing she could do about that now. She stared at this new self in the cracked bathroom mirror. “You are on your way to the life you’re supposed to have,” she said.
Halfway down the block, Jenny could hear the party, which spilled out into the street in strobing bursts of light and caterwauling sound. On the second floor of the building kitty-corner, an old man in an undershirt leaned his head out the window and shouted—“Mach das Geräusch aus!” Turn off that noise!—before giving up, shaking his head, and slamming his window shut.
There was no point in knocking, so Jenny pushed in, ducking as a beer bottle sailed past and smashed against the far wall, scattering brown shards across the floor. Someone laughed as Rat quietly swept up the pieces for his art collection. The squat was crowded with what seemed like every punk in West Berlin. The air was soupy with smoke. Adrenalized music pumped through the packed squat courtesy of a new boom box placed on a table away from flailing arms. A-Blitz stood guarding it like a nervous new parent: “Vorsicht, Idiot!”
There were rapid-fire conversations in German but also in French and what sounded to Jenny like Russian or Polish; she couldn’t be sure.
“But can’t you change the system from within?”
“How? If that system is corrupt? It will do anything to protect itself—deny, oppress, steal, torture. Even murder.”
“Exactly! To participate in the current system is to be complicit, immoral. There is only one answer: disruption…”
“When is the band going on? Are they any good?”
“I don’t know. It’s Lena. You never know what to expect with Lena. It could all be a joke…”
“Or a political statement…”
“Now Lena is a true chaos agent!”
“You want another beer?”
“Why not?”
Jenny gripped her violin case. All of these people would be watching. Judging. They were cooler than she could ever dream of being. What had she been thinking? How had she allowed herself to get so wrapped up in this embarrassing fantasy? Punk priestess? She’d never even heard of the Sex Pistols until two weeks ago. Her eyes darted around the squat, taking in every bit of winged eyeliner, every buzz cut and cockatoo spike, the leather and cuffs and scuffed combat boots and A-Blitz letting off a wolf howl just because he felt like it. She couldn’t do this. She would sneak out right now and head back to the station. She’d think of something to tell Lena—a stomach virus, a family emergency.
“Dallas! My American friend!” Lena waved wildly from across the room, jumping up to be seen over the whipping sea of spiny heads. She elbowed her way into the crowd—“Coming through, lady with a baby!” “Lena! You’re crazy! Whose is it?” “Yours! That’s how I already know it’s ugly!” She shimmied under a pair of legs, nearly upending a woman in a white vinyl trench coat—“Ack! Lena! Watch it!”—and rushed Jenny, wrapping her up in a fierce bear hug. Lena was tipsy and possibly on some kind of upper. Her pupils were enormous. “Dallas! Are you ready?”
“Um, so, I was thinking…”
Lena put a finger to Jenny’s lips. “No. Don’t think. Just … be!”
Zehra bumped up next to them and raised a bottle of mystery liquor in greeting. “Hallooo, Dallas!”
Anke gave a curt nod. “When do we do this?”
“Dallas is nervous. We have to help her.” Lena snapped her fingers. “Medicine!”
Zehra reached over the epauletted shoulder of a Scottish punk and grabbed two tiny glasses. She pulled the cork from the mystery bottle with her front teeth and poured out two shots of a dark brown liquor with a smell so strong Jenny’s nose hair tingled. Zehra pressed the glass into Jenny’s hand. “Prost.”
Jenny sniffed it and recoiled.
“It’ll give you tits,” Lena giggled into her ear.
Jenny took a sip and coughed as if her lungs were on fire. “God. What is that, turpentine?”
“Jägermeister. You’re supposed to drink it all at once like so.” Anke grabbed the shot glass and tipped it back into her own mouth without even wincing, then refilled it.
Jenny put up a hand. “No thanks. I’m good.”
“Who said it was for you?” Anke said, and downed the shot.
“Don’t worry! We are going to be super!” Lena shouted over the din. “We are set up over there.”
She pointed to the far corner of the squat now glowing under a string of red bulbs. It was occupied by the drums, keys, mic, and two small, scruffy amps that looked as if they’d recently fallen off a truck. A homemade life-sized gig poster had been taped to the wall—a bloody tampon, the string plugged into an amplifier, beneath SOPHIE SCHOLL scrawled in thick black marker.
“Rat made it for us!” Lena said. “It is super!”
Jenny nodded at the amps. “Where’d those come from?”
“A-Blitz got them,” Zehra yelled back.
“Did he … steal them?”
Zehra shrugged. “Nobody really owns anything.”
Anke frowned at Jenny’s outfit. “This is tragic.”
“It was the best I could do,” Jenny said. She was too nervous for fighting.
“It just needs a little sparkle.” Lena unbuckled her silver-spiked dog collar and secured it around Jenny’s neck. “There. You are no longer Jenny. You are Dallas … Doberman.”
Another bottle broke and A-Blitz was getting punchy about somebody touching the boom box. “Already?” Zehra sighed.
“Hold on. I’ll fix it.” Lena bopped her way back through the smoking, sweaty, reeking mosh pit.
Zehra and Anke drifted into a conversation started by a girl with a shoe-polish black pixie whom everyone called Sergeant.
“I found it in a bin! A shower curtain!” she yelled. Jenny assumed she meant her plastic dress, which was patterned with rubber ducks and held together with duct tape and safety pins. “These people waste so much! It was a perfectly good shower curtain!” Sergeant clinked bottles with another girl called Ari, whose dress was also held together with tape and safety pins. “Conformist, capitalist piggies.”
“Ja,” Ari agreed, and they drank their beers in perfect unison.
“Can I take your picture?” Jenny asked.
The girls posed in their shower-curtain dresses. Jenny imagined sending the picture to Richard with a note: Local birds flock together. She imagined sending one of A-Blitz mid-scream to Heather: You said you wanted a boyfriend. She imagined taking a photo of herself in the thick of the party under the rosy wash of the red bulbs so she’d always remember this moment. Jenny’s camera found Lena. She was in a corner under the shadowy stairs having a quietly intense conversation with two strangers. They didn’t look like punks. More like university students. One of them was the suspicious-looking man Jenny had seen on Bernauer Strasse.
Jenny tugged at Zehra’s sleeve. “Hey, Zehra. Who is that guy over there?”
Zehra craned her head above the gyrating crowd. “Don’t know. Anke, do you know that man?”
“Nein. Looks like police.”
Zehra scoffed. “Lena would never be nice to the police.”
“I’ve seen him before. He was watching us on Bernauer Strasse,” Jenny said. “I thought maybe he knew Lena.”
Anke shrugged. “Lena knows everybody.”
The boom box cut out suddenly. “Lena! Lena!” Rat called, Sid Vicious cupped in his hands. “Lena! Where are you? It’s time.”
Lena left the strangers under the stairs and dropped her cigarette into a beer bottle on her way to the stage. She looked over at Jenny. “Come on. Let’s go.”
“Now?” Jenny squeaked.
“What other time is there?”
The girls clambered into the narrow space. Jenny stared out at a wall of faces all wearing the same expression: Entertain us.
“Ladies and gentlemen and everyone-in-between, whoever you are, you are here! Right here. Right now,” Lena purred into the mic.
“Play some fucking music!” A-Blitz shouted from the back.
“As you wish.” Lena bowed, then turned around and yanked down her pants, mooning him. The room erupted in cheers. Trousers up, she flipped him off. “They say girls can’t be punk rockers. But we say…”
In the brief pause, Jenny felt the change—Here we go, ready or not.
Lena screamed into the microphone: “… Eins, drei, zwei, FICH DICH!”
They launched into “Good Little Girls.” A-Blitz started a mosh pit of one, all boxing arms and thrashing head. The others weren’t giving it up for Sophie Scholl so easily. Jenny’s mind detoured in a dark wood: You can’t do this. You’re not good enough—you’re not even a real punk. They’re going to laugh at you.
“Dallas! Play something, for God’s sakes!” Anke yelled from the keys.
At the front of the crowd, Sergeant and Ari laughed. The sides of the room fuzzed black. The music narrowed as if squeezed into a tunnel. Jenny looked to Lena: Help me.
“We won’t be your good little girls!” Lena sang, and whipped off her bandanna. She came up behind Jenny and tied it across her eyes. “Dallas. Be here now,” she murmured into her ear. “WE WON’T BE YOUR GOOD LITTLE GIRLS!”
The sound fattened out again. There was only the music now. A refrain like a pulse: We won’t be your good little girls … Jenny raised her bow and sliced into the violin with meaty squawks and squeals and a sawing, metallic run as bitchin’ as any guitar-god solo. She could feel the floor vibrating with a mosh pit and she understood that the crowd had come around at last. But it hardly mattered. The band had become one living organism, and Jenny was a part of that organism, their cells breathing together in notes and screams and raw defiance.
Amped up on nerves, they played their five-song set in thirteen minutes and had to play it through again. “Come back next week! We are working on new songs,” Lena promised. They were wired and sweaty and goofy with success. Even Anke was smiling.
Later at the kitchen table, Anke brought out her penknife and they each took turns carving their initials into the pockmarked wood, a testament to their first night as a real band. Lena leaned in close to Jenny and whispered, “Come. I want to show you something.”
In the strange calm of Lena’s bedroom, they were alone. Lena reached beneath her pillow. “I got you something. I wanted to give it to you before the gig but…” She extended it to Jenny. It was the fedora from the first day at the market. “Bitte.”
“This was expensive.”
“You’re worth it.”
Jenny fitted the hat on her head. She didn’t have a mirror but Lena’s smile let her know it was pleasing. “You were right about the violin. Everybody loved it.”
The sounds of the party seemed miles away but all of Jenny’s electrons pogoed inside her. “There is a moment that comes. Where you decide to live. Present tense. Do you know what I mean?”
The air smelled charged, like the seconds before lightning. Jenny shook her head slowly. Lena cupped her hand over Jenny’s eyes once more, bringing her into an intimate dark. Jenny stared into the beautiful unknown formed by the press of Lena’s skin to hers. She could almost imagine stars winking into the nicotine flesh of that tiny, soft palm.
“Tell me, Dallas—where are you now?”
“I-I’m right here.”
“Are you? Are you present tense here?”
“Yeah. Yes.” Jenny’s voice sounded strange to her, an underwater creature surfacing.
Lena removed her hand. Jenny blinked into the sudden light. It fuzzed around the sharp edges of Lena’s spiked hair and brought her face, so close now, into sharp focus. The soft peachy down of Lena’s upper lip was illuminated as her mouth moved closer.
“Are you?” she whispered.

Here is how it happens: Their lips touch. The touch becomes a kiss. Lightning strikes ground inside Jenny. She is here. She is home. She is. Lena’s mouth is a warm thing, perhaps the warmest part of Berlin. Jenny can’t say how long they kiss. Time is no longer measured in the same predictable way. She only knows that however long it is, it’s not enough. She wants more—of Lena, of this life, and of herself in it all.
At last, Lena pulls away, grinning. “Welcome to the present tense.”
They are together for a while. All their motions lead into each other until finally, Lena laces Jenny’s fingers with hers, parts the curtains, and guides her downstairs toward the bright lights. It doesn’t feel like the same party to Jenny. How could it be?
“Lena! Oi! Where have you been? I’ve been looking for you!” A-Blitz says when the girls return to the pulsing, steamy mayhem.
“Well, you found me.” Lena slings her arm across Jenny’s shoulder as if it were the most natural thing in the world. No one notices. Or cares. Only Anke looks from Lena to Jenny, her expression somewhere between a scowl and something unreadable. Fine. Let her disapprove, Jenny thinks. I don’t care anymore. I’m home at last.
“I want you to hear something,” A-Blitz shouts over the noise. The music stops suddenly and the room erupts: “Was zum Teufel? Wo ist die Musik? A-Blitz!” A-Blitz pops an unmarked cassette into the boom box. “Hör dir das an!” Listen to this.
An assault of snarled lyrics and howitzer guitar punches its way out of the boom box. It’s more than music; it’s a manifesto. Everyone gathers around, drawn by the raw sound.
“Who is this?” Lena asks.
“Regimewechsel. They are from Pankow,” A-Blitz says proudly.
“How did they get it out of the GDR?” Zehra asks.
“How did they even record it?” Rat says.
“They’re probably all in prison now for this.” Sergeant.
“Yeah. Prison.” Ari.
“Turn it up,” Lena commands. She looks like she wants to run, dance, scream, all of it, all at once. She looks like she wants to set fire to the night. “This is real! It’s the most real music I’ve ever heard! This is what we need to be!”
As if a starter’s gun has sounded, a riot of dancing breaks out all at once. Everyone is pogoing like the Jiffy Pop popcorn Jenny used to make for slumber parties on their stove back home. Punks slam their bodies against each other. Generating heat. Giving birth to something desperate to be born—the impending, undeniable future, whatever it may be. The floor of the squat rumbles and creaks as if it might give way. A flailing forearm catches Jenny on the side of the head but she laughs it off. Lena hands her a beer. “Glückwunsch!” Jenny thinks that means congratulations. She laughs harder and downs several gulps of the beer. She and Lena throw themselves into each other again and again. Lena rests her forearms on Jenny’s shoulders as they shake up and down, all of their atoms colliding. The whole noisy squat falls away. It’s just Jenny and Lena. Dancing. Laughing. Here. Now.
On the best night of her entire life.

The music is still raging in the squat as Lena and Jenny climb onto the roof. They lie on its pebbled, war-torn surface, their own urban moon, and stare up at the sky.
“I like it up here. So open. Sometimes during a party it can feel too crowded, too…” Lena mimes choking.
“Klaustrophobisch?” Jenny says.
“Ja.”
“What time is it?” Jenny asks. She doesn’t really care.
“A good time,” Lena answers, and it seems right. She points to the brightest light in the sky. “That’s Venus. She’s always the strongest light before dawn.”
“She?”
“Venus is the Goddess of Love. Right?”
“Right.”
“So, then—she.”
It’s very late or very early, depending. Jenny has never stayed up all night before. She wants to see the sun rise on this new day. But she made the mistake of lying down and now her eyelids are so heavy. She can’t fight it. She snuggles up close to Lena and drapes an arm across the curve of her hip and they lie facing each other.
“Sorry,” Jenny says. “Just gonna shut my eyes for a few minutes.”
Lena kisses the top of her head. “Okay.”
“See you tomorrow,” Jenny whispers sleepily.
“Unless there’s a revolution first.”
There has already been a revolution.
It took place inside of Jenny the moment Lena kissed her.
The wall has fallen and she is free.






BROOKLYN, NEW YORK.
SPRING 2020
Miles gets an email notification from student council about a Zoom Prom. Somebody has made a wonky flyer of 1960s movie stars dancing the Twist under the headline “Quarantine Can’t Quash the Class of 2020!” It’s so bad it’s almost art. He prints it out and pins it to his wall, then texts a screenshot to Danny: You see this?
Danny’s avatar—Transformers as K-pop stars—pops up on FaceTime. Behind him is his new obsession, a full setup for a game-streaming channel he’s sure will make him a Twitch star. The month before, he was selling sneakers on Poshmark. Before that, it was ASMR TikToks of him eating his mom’s kimchi and internet stand-up performed in his bathtub.
“Zoom Prom. Dude, I am face-palming for the whole of humanity.”
Two texts from Chloe float down over the top of Danny’s head:
ChloeintheDark: I got fresh intel
ChloeintheDark: Call me!
Miles swipes the notifications away, but his attention goes with them. “Uhh. So. You going?”
Danny’s head swivels. “Are you high? Heeeelll noooo! Gonna roll through Borderlands 2 again. Tiny Tina awaits.”
“That game makes you cry.”
“I’m addicted to pain.”
Another text from Chloe: Nobody home? Dying to tell you.
“Dude, who you keep two-timing me with? I’m wounded,” Danny says.
“Huh? Nah. Just a … thing.”
Danny raises both eyebrows. “Aww, heyyy. It’s a laaaadyyyy! Bow-chicka-wow-wow.”
“Yeah. It’s your mom.”
“So wrong, dude!”
“But it feels so right. Go kill things! Daddy’s so proud!”
“Wait—!”
Miles clicks off on the conversational cliffhanger. He could’ve just told Danny it was Chloe, but that would’ve led to Questions and he is not ready with Answers. Besides, this is probably the most titillation outside of PS4 that Danny has had all week. Miles’s call rings through to Chloe’s voicemail. Funny how he used to dread having to talk to an actual person on the phone. Now he’s disappointed to get a recording. Before he can leave a message, she’s on the other line trying to break through.
“Hey-o. What’s shaking?” Miles answers.
“I found Die Eichel!” Chloe says. She’s a little breathless.
“Whoa!” He’s intrigued and a little jealous that she found it first.
“I was on Ancestry.com—PS: If you ever tell Joyce I did that, I really will kill you. It would be her dream come true, right after me getting a job at Prada. Anyway. Somebody was trying to find information on family lost during the Holocaust. There was a story from a man in his eighties, who says that members of a German resistance group helped him and some other kids escape Germany using forged documents. Hold on.” Chloe rustles through a stack of printouts. “A Josef Keller in Tel Aviv. He said he never met them, never knew their real names, just their code names—Hawk. Eagle. Owl. What he did know was the name of the resistance movement.” Chloe spins her chair around. “Die Eichel!”
“Holy Scheisse,” Miles says.
“Yeah. He said they weren’t around for long because they were betrayed from within. The documents stopped completely at the end of 1941 … right when Sophie, Hanna, and Oskar disappeared.”
“So were Sophie, Hanna, and Oskar part of the resistance? Or … did they betray Die Eichel to the SS?”
Chloe shakes her head. “If they were the moles, then why would they have to disappear?”
“True.” Miles drums his fingers against the edge of his desk, thinking. “Maybe they were killed by the resistance? Or they got tipped off that the resistance was onto them and they had to leave in a hurry. Maybe that was one of Mormor’s missions—tracking them down and…” He draws his finger across his neck.
Chloe grimaces. “Kind of hard to think of my grandma as a killer.”
“Just a theory.” Miles has another, more uncomfortable theory. He keeps that one to himself.
“Hey, maybe you could ask your mom about Die Eichel?”
“She’s old but she’s not that old!”
“Don’t be a jerkface! I meant since she’s putting together that exhibit about resistance movements, she might know something about them?”
“Long shot, but I’ll ask.” Miles makes a note to text Mama D.
“Mr. Keller also said there was some kind of courier system so the documents could make their way to wherever they were needed. In his case, Berlin. God. Imagine doing the right thing, putting yourself in danger, and history will never know your name. It’s a little sad that these stories are dying out with these people. And that there is an internet full of Holocaust deniers.”
“Ms. Diaz says that memory is an act of rebellion.”
Chloe takes this in, nodding.
“Which reminds me, what about Mormor’s tapes? Anything there?”
“Yeahhhh.” Chloe winces.
“What?”
“The story … it’s not the version I remember.”
“Did she add dinosaurs? ’Cause everything’s better with dinosaurs.”
“Yeah. That’s it.” Chloe rolls her eyes. “No. It’s, um, grittier than I remember. Less sweet, more Brothers Grimm. But, like, really grim. Honestly, it’s kinda hard to listen to.”
“Lisa says sometimes before a big stroke, people experience these ministrokes and it can really mess with their brains, even change their personalities. Maybe that was happening to Mormor.”
“Maybe.” Chloe goes quiet for a second. “What’ve you got on your end?”
“Nothing yet on Sophie and Hanna. We’ve got the rally picture of Oskar, the good shot, and the dude who gave him the medal—”
“Please don’t call a Nazi officer ‘the dude.’”
“Sorry. The genocidal maniac who gave him the medal…”
“Better.”
“And who was in charge of the army there. So now you’ve got a town full of soldiers. Some kind of resistance presence, which might be—”
“Die Eichel…,” Chloe finishes.
“Got a Nazi officer who has sworn to take down that resistance. A Hitler Youth who can shoot really well. Two girls who could be spies or resistance or possibly the mole that brought down Die Eichel—one of whom was also the model for a mystery artist with the initials EW.” Miles pushes out a hard breath. “This is messy.”
Chloe squints at something over Miles’s shoulder. “Excuse me. What is that?”
Miles follows her gaze to the flyer. “My high school is doing a Zoom Prom.”
“Oh my god! Like, in what universe is that a good idea?”
“Right?” Miles says with a laugh. But he deflates a bit, too. It’s all so messed up. The senior year that wasn’t. “Like, we could all stand in our Zoom squares awkwardly not talking to each other instead of doing the same thing in the gym.”
“Should we crash it? Spike the virtual punch?”
“I’m in.”
Chloe clears her throat. “So. Who were you thinking of asking to prom, like, back when that was an option?”
She tosses the question out casually, but it feels like a repeat of last Halloween. Unlike in class, Miles can’t sink below Chloe’s radar.
“Hey. Miles-y. Hellooo?”
“Danny. Obviously. You should see that man dance. It stirs my loins.”
“Heroes” comes on Spotify. Miles turns it up, grateful for a way out of awkward conversational territory. “Oh man, I love this song!”
“Great song!” Chloe says.
“Right? Mama D said that when the wall came down in ’89, people blasted ‘Heroes’ from their boom boxes and sang along. Kinda cool to think that a song could have that much power.”
“Yeah. But, like, Bowie was just the match; the people were the fire. You know?”
No one else says things like this. It’s why he loves her. He takes in a big breath. His heart is beating very fast. “Hey, I wanted to ask you something…”
Chloe’s bedroom door flies open and The Terrors rush in wearing pirate costumes and screaming full tilt. They’re brandishing lightsabers. Josh—or it might be Jake; Miles is never sure—takes a swipe and knocks Chloe’s pencil holder off her desk. The pencils fall like pickup sticks. The mug shatters.
“Oh my god! Out of my room! Out!”
One of The Terrors grabs Chloe’s phone. The scenery is now the bouncing interior of the brownstone. Miles can hear the twins laughing and Chloe yelling, “Josh, give me my phone! I am going to freaking murder you!” followed by the boys’ screams of “Mom! Mom!” before the phone disconnects and he is enveloped in the soft hum of the fan and the silent house. He tells himself he’s grateful for the quiet even though he knows it’s a lie.

Miles is too restless to sleep. He dives back into the mystery. It’s become both his mission and his salvation, a way out of his isolation loop. He wants to know about Germans who made the choice to actively resist the Nazis. He dives into the sinew of history, reading about the Edelweiss Pirates, who poured sugar in Nazi officers’ gas tanks and slashed their tires, aided deserters, and supplied explosives. Brother and sister Hans and Sophie Scholl, whose White Rose movement of students distributed leaflets denouncing the Nazis and urging fellow citizens to wake up to what was happening around them. Sophie, who wrote Freedom on the back of her indictment, was beheaded four days after her arrest. He reads about Dutch saboteurs and assassins, Freddie and Truus Oversteegen, two sisters who blew up railway lines and shot Nazis to protect Jews in hiding. Freddie was only fourteen. All of these resisters started when they were only teenagers. Not a single one older than Miles and his friends. It’s mind-blowing. Miles wonders if he would’ve been brave enough to fight back. He remembers Amy’s flyers down in the depths of his backpack, the ones he promised to post but never did. People like to think they’d rise to the occasion and be heroes. It’s all theoretical. Until it isn’t. There’s a chalked sign outside the boxing gym near the subway: Everybody has a plan till they get punched in the mouth—Mike Tyson.
Unsettled, Miles goes back to Die Zeitung, though he’s not sure what he’s looking for. He’s just about to log off when he’s drawn to a small block of text, a society column.
NEW TO KLEINWALD
Egon Wagner, a university student from Berlin, whose apartment building was bombed by radical elements, will spend the summer in Kleinwald, a guest of Leon Nowak. A talented artist, Herr Wagner has been commissioned by the Ministry of Public Enlightenment.
He will be opening a studio for the teaching of art.
Egon Wagner. EW.
Miles looks up the Ministry of Public Enlightenment. It was Goebbels’s Propaganda Ministry. They hired artists and filmmakers to spread their message. Egon Wagner was an artist for the Reich. And he suddenly shows up in Kleinwald out of nowhere months before Hanna Schmidt, a girl he drew often, went missing.
Miles makes a note:
	Was Egon Wagner the Nazi mole?
	If so, what happened to him?

Miles grabs the stack of flyers and the roll of tape. Just a few blocks around his neighborhood. Fifteen minutes tops. Like Amy said, everybody can do something. He can start here. He masks up and leashes Dodger, who seems surprised to be getting a bonus walk. “Come on, buddy. We got work to do.”






THE TALE OF THE HARE AND THE DEER
You would like me to tell the story.
What if the story you want to hear is not the story I need to tell?
Very well. It begins the same: Once upon a time …
Once upon a time there was a peaceable kingdom that fell into treachery and evil. This was a long time ago. Feels like yesterday. There was a mad king. You know from before. I need to tell you more about his reign, so that you understand. What is remembered holds power—it is a witness. One of the first things King Aldred did was to banish the historians and the truth-tellers. Only those who were followers and flatterers of the king could write the history. History gives us a chance to learn from our mistakes so that we do not repeat them. But only if it is told truthfully.
I need you to know this, my love. It is important.
Never let anyone hide the truth of history and replace it with myth.
King Aldred was not content just to rule Almany. His ambitions were far greater. For this he needed a war and for war he needed to create an enemy. This was easy, what with the historians and their lessons gone. These enemies were the reason that their cows took ill and made no milk! These enemies were why the crops failed! These enemies had stolen what belonged rightfully to the good citizens of Almany! Only when the enemies were gone could Almany be restored to this hazy memory of its former glory. The king pulled in farmers and young men from the fields. Potters and blacksmiths. Fathers and sons. People who had only known war through unreliable narrators. Some were eager to prove themselves worthy of the myths; others had no choice. In time, both would bleed. King Aldred sent these armies forth waving golden banners and banging drums. So proud. So smug. So naive. They did not see the tears on the faces of the eldest who knew war, who understood what could be lost forever. Lands were conquered, “enemies” murdered—mothers, fathers, children. The king’s body held no mercy; his bones were hollow, sharp things.
This may upset you. I did not tell this part before.
It’s just a story.
Let me tell you a bit about the prince, then.
Prince Alexander was handsome. It was said that when he sat upon his horse, he looked the very picture of the bronzed statue that had once stood outside the castle walls. Was he noble? Sometimes. He was a person; people are complicated. The prince had been a soldier. He knew its horrors. There were things he did not speak about. The prince had his spies who told him of Aldred’s treachery and of the people’s fear of the hunter. Prince Alexander began to form a plan. He gathered the men and women who were loyal to him. “We must put a stop to King Aldred’s reign of terror.”
Forgive me, Liebchen. What I said earlier is a lie. There’s no such thing as “just” a story. A story is a form of magic. It changes you from the inside and you are never the same after. Once you know about other lives. So it’s no wonder that King Aldred insisted on burning the books. People hurled entire libraries. Philosophy. Poetry. Fables and fairy tales. Martyrs, those books. They shrieked as their pages blackened and curled. But the ideas inside them would not burn. Aided by a sympathetic wind, the remnants rose up. They pressed themselves against woolen coats and stuck fast, shining out like singed medals until the curious peeled them off and read each rebellion aloud—“calumny,” “serendipitous,” “justice,” “prevail”—and the spell took hold. No. You cannot kill what lives inside of books.
But to the court, the king’s cruelties only enhanced his power.
“How strong is our king! How mighty!” the rooster crowed.
“One day, I will marry His Majesty,” said the fox, and she licked her golden fur until it shone.
And always, at the king’s side, was the hunter. Watching with his keen eyes.
Every morning, just before dawn, Saga and Freya whispered their secrets into the tree’s great heart. Such love between them. Each would die to protect the other. The tree accepted their confessions. It let out a sigh that held the whole world within it. In their trust, it felt less alone. That is a great magic: to know that we are not alone.
Do you know that I love you?
I hope so.
It helps us to bear the world.
The tree spoke to the sisters. “The magic has always been, just as the stars have always been. But there is only so much magic. There is what I can do. And there is what you must do.”
The tree could not hide the two sisters all of the time. By day, they were the hare and the deer, listening to the messages whispered to them through the resistance of trees and rivers and birds. But as the moon rose, the magic waned, and by the time the stars wrote their own stories into the ink of sky, they were Saga and Freya once more. It was at this time, under cloak of night, that the sisters began to weave. When they were finished, they delivered the cloth to the barn owl.
“Will you courier this message to the people?” Saga asked.
You know this word, courier? It is French. It takes great bravery to be a courier, to carry secrets that could get you killed. Great bravery.
“Will you promise to look after my babies should the worse come to the worst?” the barn owl asked. Sometimes, babies must be raised by other mothers. It happens. Saga and Freya promised that they would. The barn owl kissed her children and flew off into darkness, the glittering cloth clutched in her beak.
In the morning, the good citizens of Almany woke to see a banner flying beneath the country’s flag: “Resist Tyranny!” The next morning, there was a new message: “You Are Stronger Than You Know.” And then another: “You Are the Hope.” Each time, a little seed of courage took root. Like planting acorns. Not all of them rise into oaks. But some do. And in time, that is how you get a forest.
The citizens of the kingdom were frightened. They burned the messages lest they be thought to have written them and punished. But as I said, ideas do not burn, and some began to think about the words stitched in such fine thread. Perhaps they were stronger than they had realized.
The king was more determined than ever to put a stop to this impudence. He sent the hunter into the village. “Who has been hiding these traitors?” the hunter demanded. The people cast their eyes downward, afraid. “There will be no more food until they are found and delivered to me.”
When word reached Freya and Saga in the forest, they were heartbroken that the people should suffer so on their account. That night, they gathered a sack of acorns with a new message: You are not alone. The following morning, the baker cried out in joy at discovering the sack. He ground the acorns into flour and baked enough bread to feed everyone in the village. The message was whispered with each slice: You are not alone.
The hunter was furious. He turned to the rooster: “Speak to the birds. Find out what they know and report back to me.”
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The news about Karl spread quickly through the town. He had been found wandering on the road thirty miles from Kleinwald, filthy, disheveled, starving, and half out of his mind. If he had any memory of where he had been since the day of the battle, no one knew because Karl wasn’t talking.
“They say he doesn’t speak at all. Not one word.”
“I heard he saw something so terrible it ripped the words from him.”
“A case of hysteria.”
“Ach, hysteria. Shameful. German men, German soldiers, are above such womanly afflictions.”
“They gave him a medal, I hear.”
“And what of the grave? An empty box buried in the ground is a bad omen.”
“He’s like a living ghost.”
“If you ask me, it would have been better if he had died at the front.”
Sophie thought of cool, confident Karl. It seemed impossible that he could be broken by war. From her window, she tried to steal a peek but the curtains were drawn. She wanted to go straight over but her mother wouldn’t allow it. “They need time. Let them be.”
The sky threatened rain as Sophie rode out to the forest. She’d continued to hope for a letter from Nobody, but again today, there was nothing. As she climbed down, she was surprised to see Hanna, who had returned from Poland only the night before.
“Hanna!” Sophie said, running to embrace her friend.
Hanna smiled wanly. “Have you kept the tree company all this time?”
“A bit.” She wanted to tell Hanna about Nobody’s letters, but they had more important matters to discuss.
Hanna circled the old oak, trailing her fingers across its crags and bumps as if reading it. She stooped to pull a last stubborn wildflower from the dirt and brought it to her nose with a deep inhale.
“How was the train ride?” Sophie asked. She had never traveled farther than Bremen and certainly had never traveled overnight.
Hanna plucked a petal and rubbed it between her fingers. “Long.”
“And Poland?”
“Cold.”
Sophie had expected Hanna of old. Blunt, outrageous, full of wild stories. But this Hanna was subdued, as if her mind were still traveling somewhere.
“You taught them German?”
“Some.”
Sophie did not know if she meant she taught only some German or only taught some of them German. Hanna gathered the plucked petals and shoved them into the earth. But the damage to the flower had been done.
“I should return your book.”
“Did you read it?”
“Some.” Hanna turned to Sophie, her eyes fierce at last. “What’s the use of stories? They’re made-up things. They’re pretty lies.”
“Oh no, that isn’t true! A story is … well, it’s a love letter! Sent from the present or the past to the future.”
“I don’t even understand what that means.”
“It’s as if you send a letter from your heart: Here is what I feel, what I’m trying to understand—about life, about being alive. And you send it out into the future, not knowing where it will go or who might receive it. You just have to trust that someone will receive it. It is an act of faith. An act of love.”
“You have more faith in the world than I, Sophie.”
“Don’t say that, Hanna,” Sophie begged. “The world needs us to believe in it. That’s the only way any magic ever happens.”
“Magic is just another story we tell ourselves.”
Sophie didn’t know what to say to this. She changed the subject. “I’m so glad to hear that Karl has been found.”
“Yes. It’s … yes.”
“And do they think he will make a recovery?”
“The doctors can’t say.”
“We must remain hopeful,” Sophie said.
Hanna’s eyes brimmed with tears. Impulsively, she threw her arms around Sophie and hugged her tightly. “Oh, Sophie, Sophie. Give me a word for today, please? Something to hold on to?”
For once, Sophie seemed lost for words. She searched the archive of her mind and plucked one. “Ambiguous: Having more than one possible meaning. Open to interpretation. Uncertain.”
Hanna withdrew her arms and hugged herself. “I don’t think I like that word.”
“Funny. It’s a lot like you.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s one of the most honest words I can think of.”

At the end of the week, Sophie stopped by to visit with Karl. He sat slumped in a chair in his bedroom by an open window that let in the last of the daylight. An angry constellation of welts pockmarked his skin. Sophie had heard that, when found, he’d had a full beard and long hair matted into knots; they’d needed to delouse his body with kerosene before they could even approach him with the shears. He was thinner; his face, chiseled by war into something as hard and lifeless as the bronze statue of Baron Wilhelm Alexander. The air in the room was as still as a church.
“Hello, Karl. It’s wonderful to see you.” When Karl didn’t answer, Sophie continued. “I thought I might read to you for a bit. If that’s all right.”
She perched on a small wooden stool and opened the book she’d brought. “I remembered that you liked Siddhartha,” she said. “Part One. ‘The Son of the Brahman’…” While Sophie read, Karl gazed out the window. She couldn’t know if he was staring at the wet street below or at the blue-gray world of naked trees beyond it or perhaps into some void she did not know, might never know.
After half an hour, she found a stopping place. She put her book away and rose from the chair. “I could come again in a few days. If you like.”
Karl said nothing.
It had become December again. There were no festive Christmas markets, and the traditional cookies, the gingery Lebkuchen, were in short supply. But there were candles in windows on some nights when it was allowed, and the children still buzzed with excitement that defied the constraints and terrors of war. Sophie, Hanna, and the other girls had been tasked with collecting money for the war effort and coats for soldiers. It was a damp, in-the-bones cold. Klara wore the beautiful fox-fur-trimmed coat her mother had taken from the Schafers’ house, which seemed to annoy Hanna. She shot Klara dark looks, and under her breath, where only Sophie could hear, she’d mutter, “Look at her in that coat. The impudence.”
Hanna had been in a mood all day. In fact, she’d been moody since returning from Poland. Sophie didn’t know if it was because of Karl’s condition or if she had been angry to be pulled back to Kleinwald. It was unlike her to be jealous of Klara or a coat, and Sophie couldn’t help being pleased that Hanna had cooled toward Klara, whom she viewed as her competition for the coveted position of Hanna’s best friend.
Klara pranced over, her donation can rattling with new coins. “I got two reichsmarks from Hans Becker. I think he likes me. I might let him take me walking sometime.”
Hanna glared at Klara with a rare, open hostility. “Does it bother you to wear a dead girl’s coat?”
“She’s not dead. They relocated. And she left it behind—what should I do, let it go to waste?”
“You’re an idiot.”
“I beg your pardon!”
There was a feeling of violence in the air. Sophie was afraid Hanna might slap Klara or vice versa.
“Hanna! Can you help me with the ledger? I’ve gotten my numbers mixed up again.” Sophie tugged gently at Hanna’s sleeve and the moment passed, but something unsettling had been left in its wake, the shape of which Sophie could not yet see.
Now every Sunday afternoon after the supper dishes had been put away, Sophie crossed from her house to Hanna’s, where she read to Karl. He never acknowledged her presence, but she noticed that the tremors in his hands lessened by the end of her visit and she thought this a good sign. Hanna had said that he’d begun sitting at his desk and fixing things again. When he was hunched over a piece of machinery, his hands seemed to find their purpose and didn’t shake. Already, he’d repaired the hinges for Frau Binder’s cupboard door and rebuilt the engine of Herr Sommer’s truck. He’d even gotten his mother’s faltering radio to work like new. He did this all silently.
Sophie still hoped for a letter from Nobody, but after the weeks turned to months, she accepted that the romance—if it could be called a romance—had ended and it wouldn’t do her any good to mope about it. At least she had Hanna in her life again, though there was still a strange distance between them that, no matter how hard Sophie tried, she couldn’t seem to close. As if Hanna had locked up some part of herself and swallowed the key.
The winter dragged on. Germany had pushed into North Africa, and by April, they had invaded Greece and Yugoslavia. Every few weeks, Leon took the train from Berlin back to Kleinwald to see his parents and to visit with Karl. Leon had never been one of Sophie’s favorites, especially after the Miss Lonelyhearts incident. She tolerated him at best.
“How do you stand him? He’s such a snob,” Sophie said. It was a Saturday late in April. She was working in the bookshop. Hanna was there to help. She’d become more interested in books of late. Works of philosophy and history. In the corner, the Lottes were coloring. They were in a good patch, though Sophie knew those two could fall out with each other at any moment.
“He’s not so bad,” Hanna said, leafing through Sophie’s giant book of fairy tales. “And he’s been very kind to Karl.”
“He wasn’t very kind to me.”
“No. He wasn’t. But neither was Karl. And you’ve forgiven him.”
She had. Because he was handsome? Because she had always had a crush on him? Because he was a bit damaged and lost? All of it? How arbitrary was her own kindness, then? Her forgiveness was ambiguous at best.
“Leon is no Karl,” she said.
“And Karl is no Baron Wilhelm Alexander, no matter how tragically romantic he seems to you,” Hanna said.
A shouting argument erupted between the Lottes, complete with accusations and tears.
“Lieselotte! Charlotte! Quiet!” Hanna looked up from her book with annoyance. “Can we drown them both in the river?” she asked Sophie.
Sophie hurried over to the fighting girls. “What’s the matter?”
“Lotte said the Bridegroom’s Oak isn’t magic! That you made that up!”
“Is that so?” Sophie said playfully. “Well, then. Who wants to hear a story about the oak and its magic, hmmm? It starts with two sisters who were as close as could be…”
Now that Karl was able to work again, Sophie’s visits to him were less frequent, which saddened her. She’d come to look forward to them; even though Karl didn’t say anything, it still felt like a communion of sorts, their worlds joined by a book. One Sunday in May, as the lengthening days stretched toward the languid promise of summer, Sophie had just finished her reading and was readying to leave when Karl spoke for the first time. His voice, scratchy and barely above a whisper, was a shock after so long. “The river is everywhere,” he said, quoting a passage from Siddhartha. “Do you suppose that’s true? That time is an illusion and we are a part of everything, always and forever?”
Now Sophie was the one struck mute. “I … I don’t know.”
Karl nodded, less to her unsatisfactory answer than to some internal question. She stood uncertainly for a moment, waiting, but he seemed to have exhausted his words for the day. As she left his room, he shut his eyes and murmured something over and over, a word so quiet that it was more hum than speech.

Sophie woke shivering. The room had a damp chill. Liesl had left the window cracked again. With a sigh, Sophie rose to lower it and spied Hanna lurking outside her house, partially hidden in the shadows. It was well after midnight. Hanna watched the street as if waiting for someone, and in a moment, a man bundled in a scarf and hat approached from the other direction. Sophie strained but it was too dark to see. A solitary streetlamp caught his face as he moved past. Leon. Hanna emerged. They embraced. She cupped his face in her hands and nodded. No words were exchanged. And then Leon was on his way again. Hanna slipped quietly back into her house. Sophie could scarcely believe it: Hanna and Leon. It wasn’t quite as bad as Oskar but almost. And why was she keeping it a secret?
“How is Leon?” Sophie asked the next day. They’d taken Fritz out for a walk in his carriage.
“Fine, I suppose,” Hanna said.
“I thought I saw him at your house last night.”
“He came to see Karl,” Hanna said.
“Not from what I could see.”
“Well, things aren’t always what they seem, are they?” Hanna said acidly.
Fritz squawked for attention.
“It was very late. There were no lights on,” Sophie said in a singsong voice while playing peekaboo with her little brother.
“Are you interrogating me? Have you joined the Gestapo?” Hanna said with the same singsong voice.
“Fine. Forget I asked.”
“Suits me.” Hanna grabbed Fritz’s hands and clapped them together in patty-cake and the baby began to cry.

Summer arrived at last. Summer was what they lived for. It was a hike day. Fräulein Volker had insisted that the girls be in uniform and ready by eight o’clock sharp. Hanna was not present. It was the second time she’d missed a hike that month.
“Sophie, give us a word of the day,” Hedy urged. She was already bored and had been singing an old folk song, “Der Hase und der Hirsch,” until Klara had barked at her to stop.
“Synchronous,” Sophie said after a moment. “From the Greek synkhronos, meaning ‘happening at the same time’ and ‘the arrangement of historical events to indicate coexistence.’”
“Oh!” Hedy said, wide-eyed. “What is coexistence?”
Gerda, who had been forced to hike alongside Fräulein Volker, fell back into the group with a burst of news she’d been itching to share. “Have you heard? Leon is home and he has a friend from university living with him. His apartment was bombed by communists!”
“Leon’s apartment was bombed by communists?” Hildegard said.
“Don’t be an idiot. The friend’s! In Berlin. He’ll be staying here for a while.”
“Is he handsome?” Klara, naturally.
“They say he is. His family is from Argentina.”
“Ohhhh,” the girls said, excited. They’d never met anyone from Argentina and even a German of Argentine origin was something. Besides, Argentina was a neutral country so it was all right to like them, according to their parents.
Over the next day, information was gathered and pieced together. The visitor’s name was Egon Wagner. He was a painter. An art student in Berlin, where he’d become friends with Leon. His family had gone back to Argentina for the weather—his father’s health—but Egon had stayed on to finish his studies.
“I heard from Annalise who got it from Ilse who heard from her aunt who was talking with Frau Wieck at the beauty parlor—did you know Frau Wieck dyes her hair to look younger? Well, she does!”
“Gott in Himmel, Gerda, your stories are like the Bible! Get on with it!” Klara griped.
“I’m getting there, aren’t I? Anyway, Frau Wieck told Ilse’s aunt who told Ilse who passed it on to Annalise that he’s a very talented painter. He’s taken a studio in town. He has a commission to paint for the war office. Artwork for the Reich. Posters and whatnot.”
“Ohhhh,” the girls said again.
“Does he have a sweetheart?” Klara asked.
“Not that anyone knows, and believe me, Ilse’s aunt asked. I suppose he could have one in Argentina. But that’s an awfully long way to go for a kiss. Apparently, Leon and some of the others are taking him out rowing this afternoon.”
“Ohhhh,” said the girls.
By three o’clock, the girls had positioned themselves on the grassy hill just above the lake. While waiting—but without wanting to look as if they were—they swooped artlessly through the motions of a gymnastics routine. But then Gerda thought she saw the boys approaching and missed her cue to catch Ilse, who dropped to the ground with a sickening thud. It was a full minute before Ilse could catch her breath again, but once she did she attacked Gerda and had to be pulled off by the others. Finally, the girls settled onto their blanket and grew sleepy in the warm embrace of the sun, and that was when the boys crested the top of the reedy hill in their swimming outfits and strolled down the dirt path toward the lake. It was Karl and Oskar, Werner and Günter. Lagging behind were Leon and a lanky, broad-shouldered stranger, presumably Egon.
“Can you see him from here?” Hilde asked.
“Still too far. Lotte. Give me the binoculars,” Klara demanded. She was cross about having to bring Lotte along but her mother had insisted.
“But I’m looking at the birds! One caught a fish in its mouth!”
Klara stuck out her palm. “Lotte! Now!”
Lotte handed them over. “They’re just stinky boys,” she grumbled.
Klara stood on tiptoe and pressed the binoculars to her eyes.
“Can you see him yet?” Sophie asked.
“No. Karl and Oskar are in the way. Karl is tall. And Oskar is broad.”
“Oskar has really filled out, ja?” Ilse said appreciatively. It was true. Where before he’d been a bit ropey, he was now muscular, like a weight lifter, and his skin had been burnished by summer sun. “Hanna, are you and Oskar…?”
“Maybe,” Hanna said with a shrug.
Sophie knew Hanna the Barbarian didn’t really want Oskar but she didn’t necessarily want someone else to have him, either.
“I see him! He’s good-looking! He has a serious sort of face, like a film star,” Klara reported.
“Let us see!” The other girls rushed her for the binoculars, but Klara held them away. “They’re coming! Look busy or bored,” she instructed.
The girls scurried to their places on the blanket. Ilse and Hildegard pretended to be engrossed in a magazine while Sophie opened her book of fairy tales, which she read quietly to Lotte, who loved them, especially the bloody ones. Klara slipped on a pair of tortoiseshell sunglasses that she thought made her look even more glamorous and, most annoyingly, did. Hanna stared out at the lake.
“Hello!” Werner called in his booming voice. He always sounded as if he were leading a parade. “Did you ladies come to watch us row?”
“Oh, hello,” Klara said, feigning surprise. “Why, no, we had no idea you were coming.”
“You should watch. We’re very good!”
“Hello, Hanna. How are you today?” Oskar said.
Hanna leaned back on her elbows so that he couldn’t block her sun. “The same as yesterday.”
Werner laughed his big laugh. “When did you become so cynical, Hanna?”
Hanna didn’t answer. Sophie wondered if Oskar knew about Hanna and Leon yet.
“Leon, who is your friend? Don’t be rude. Introduce us,” Klara cooed. She’d perched on her left hip, positioning her legs in such a way that they looked their longest. It was an awkward angle, but she was working hard to make it look natural.
“This is my friend from Berlin, Egon. He will be staying with me for a while. Egon, this is Klara. Hedy. Ilse. Gerda. Hildegard. Klara’s sister, Lotte. Sophie. And Karl’s sister, Hanna.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” Egon said, but he was gazing only at Hanna. Something passed between them; Sophie could feel it in the air like moments before snow arrived. Hanna dipped her head and looked away. Sophie had never known Hanna to break a gaze first. She was always the one in control.
“Come on,” Werner said, kicking off his shoes. “The last one in buys the beer!”
The boys raced to the water’s edge and pushed the three rowboats out into the lake, where they wasted no time in blading its calm into a frothy agitation.
“Did you see that?” Klara said to the other girls with a toss of her hair. “He looked right at me.”
“Do you know Leon’s friend from before?” Sophie asked Hanna later.
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know. It was the way he was looking at you.”
“Maybe I remind him of someone.”
Sophie didn’t think so but if Hanna didn’t want to talk about it, they wouldn’t. Since she’d returned from Poland, she’d been less forthcoming with Sophie. Not quite secretive, but as if she were weighing every thought carefully before expressing it. Nothing like the old Hanna, who would blurt out whatever she felt and damn the consequences. Sophie was growing tired of this. She wanted the real Hanna back. She wanted to know what was happening with Leon, what was happening in the part that Hanna was hiding from her. Sophie bumped Hanna’s shoulder with her own, a bit playful, a bit not. “Oskar will be jealous. He tells everyone he’s going to marry you someday,” she goaded.
Hanna snorted. “That’ll be the day.”
“You shouldn’t toy with him, Hanna. If you don’t want him, let him go find some other girl. He may be a pest but it’s not decent. And if you’re courting Leon, you should say so, too.”
Sophie told herself she was simply being honest, like Hanna always had been. But deep down, she knew that this was not about Oskar or Leon at all. It was about feeling that Hanna was toying with her affections. Hanna was treating Sophie like any other fool in town instead of the one who knew and loved her best.
On Thursday, Sophie asked Hanna if she wanted to go to the forest but she said she was busy. She asked again on Friday, but the answer was still the same. Sophie tried not to take it personally but found it impossible. Her mind raced to fill the emptiness with the worst possible thoughts: Hanna had a fatal disease and, like some heroine in a Victorian novel, she wanted to spare her dearest friend the terrible news until one day, with a final bloody cough onto a white handkerchief, she’d succumb in Sophie’s arms. I never wanted you to know, my darling…, she’d rasp out on her last breath while Sophie howled at the injustice. Tragically romantic. Romantically tragic. The other possibility, that Hanna had grown tired of Sophie, also skulked the halls of Sophie’s mind. But that idea was too painful for her to entertain for long.
It was on a Wednesday afternoon, just after school, that Sophie bicycled to the forest where she had always done her best thinking. It was an inhospitable day, overcast, muggy, occasionally spitting out an irritating rain. In the fields a quarter mile out of town, soldiers trained while junior officers barked orders. Herr Jaeger watched coolly from the sidelines, hands clasped behind his back in a way so familiar now that Sophie thought she might be startled to see them in any other position. She pedaled faster, eager to be away from the sharp percussion of gunfire, the oily stink of smoke. But once in the comforting embrace of the forest, she felt at home again. The smell of earth calmed her. She climbed the ladder and read through the letters left inside until she came to one marked To Sophie Muller. Eagerly, she opened it, her heart beating faster. Inside was a blank sheet of paper and, tucked into the fold, a perfectly preserved daisy. It had to be from Nobody. Who else knew her favorite flower?
Sophie was startled by the crack of a branch. All of Fräulein Volker’s warnings about not venturing into the forest alone came back to her: You could be violated by enemy spies! Quickly, she darted behind the tree. She was relieved but also surprised to see Hanna.
“I thought you didn’t come here anymore,” Sophie said, stepping out from her hiding place.
“I thought I’d see if you were here.” Hanna kept glancing furtively into the woods as if expecting someone.
Sophie had had enough. “I’m not Oskar, Hanna. I won’t follow you around like a puppy. I’ve changed quite a lot since you left, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“I noticed.”
She didn’t say it rudely, more like a fact. Sophie’s anger, which had felt righteous a moment ago, began to ebb, no matter how hard she tried to pull it back to her. In its wake was a plaintive hurt. “If you don’t want to be my friend any longer, just say so.”
“Oh, Sophie. Sophie, darling. That isn’t true. I promise.”
“Then tell me. Please.”
“I wanted to tell you. So many times. But I was afraid.”
Now Sophie was worried. What if all of her imagined stories about Hanna being mortally ill had come true?
Hanna crossed the distance between them. “Sophie, do you love me?”
“You know I do.”
“How much do you love me?”
“More than anything. I swear on the Norn. On the seidr branch. On the oak itself.”
“And can I trust you?” Hanna pressed her fingers to Sophie’s lips. “No. Don’t answer. I can’t bear to know.”
“You can trussth me,” Sophie said against the weight of Hanna’s fingers.
Hanna stroked the side of Sophie’s face. “If I can’t trust you, then I don’t want to live in this world.”

Hanna wouldn’t tell Sophie where they were going. She led Sophie to Wilhelmstrasse, a street bordering the river on the edge of town, to a medieval stone building that was mostly used for storing porcelain from the nearby factory. Hanna took out a key and twisted it in the lock. She pushed open the heavy door. Inside, the air was thick with dust and shadows.
“This way,” Hanna said, winding up a narrow staircase to the top floor and a closed door at the end of a long hallway. She knocked out a rhythm—one-two-pause-three—and waited. When there was no answer, she used a different key and then they were in. The space was small, more of an attic, with sloped ceilings and, in one corner, a coal-burning stove. A pair of large windows let in light and offered a perfect view of the town, the bridge, and the castle. An easel had been set up in the center of the room where the light was strongest. Several canvases of varying sizes were stacked against a wall.
Sophie lifted a delicate, point-tipped paintbrush. “What is this place?”
“You know that I love you more than anyone,” Hanna said.
Oh, really? Sophie wanted to say. I suppose that’s why you’ve been avoiding me? This felt like performance on Hanna’s part and Sophie bristled at being thought naive.
“Hanna, why have you brought me here?” she said coldly.
“I’ll show you.” Hanna slipped her hand behind the stove and worked out a loose brick. She retrieved something wrapped in linen from the hollow space and clutched it against her stomach as if it were holy.
“Here,” she said, passing the bundle to Sophie.
“What is this?” Sophie asked.
“Hope,” Hanna said.
Sophie unwrapped the cloth. Inside was a set of papers: A birth certificate. Work papers. Passport. All for someone named Jürgen Kruger. “Who is Jürgen Kruger?”
“A phantom. A man who didn’t exist until today.”
“Hanna, you’re talking in riddles,” Sophie said.
“A forgery,” Hanna said.
The papers in Sophie’s hands felt suddenly heavy. “Hanna, you’re with the resistance?”
“You asked me about Poland. Well, I will tell you: I saw the resettlement camps, the ghetto. These are not places for human beings. So dismal. You can’t imagine. They don’t have enough food—maybe one boiled potato and some rancid bread. One day, I was passing by. Behind the gate, there was a little boy. He was half skeleton, Sophie. His legs like two little matchsticks. He looked at me…” Hanna stopped, swallowed hard. “He looked at me as if he knew he was already dead. And that he wanted me to know, too. I can’t stop seeing his face. Once you see, once you know, how do you go back to our lies? How do you pretend you don’t know? It’s like Egon says: ‘There is no such thing as neutrality. To cooperate is to be complicit with evil.’ You remember, you taught me that word.” Hanna let out a shaky breath. “I don’t want to be complicit anymore, Sophie.”
Sophie swiped her finger across the forgery, feeling the raised stamps and watermarks, the perforations along the bottom. The paper even looked worn. It was indistinguishable from a real passport.
“It was selfish of me to tell you. But I couldn’t go on keeping it a secret from you. I couldn’t bear thinking that you believed I didn’t love you. It was you who gave us our name, by the way.”
Sophie gave Hanna a quizzical look.
“We call ourselves Die Eichel. After those acorns you’re always planting,” Hanna says. “I suppose in our way we’re planting small bits of hope.”
“Oh” was all Sophie could manage. Her mind whirred as if the whole world had tilted sideways in a moment. She examined a slip of paper where someone had been practicing t’s and n’s to match the original document. None of them were quite right, the strokes too firm where the original was feathery and slightly curved.
“They’re pressing too hard here,” she said. “See? It needs to be softer. Like this.” Sophie copied the signature carefully, matching the light, halting cross of the t.
“That’s very good! I can’t tell the difference,” Hanna marveled.
Through the open window, Sophie could see the calm, red-tiled roofs of their home and the castle housing the soldiers rising in the distance. “Hanna. If anyone knew … I’m frightened.”
Hanna wrapped her arms around Sophie’s waist, the point of her chin balanced in the groove of Sophie’s collarbone like summers past. “Me, too.”
Sophie leaned her head against Hanna’s soft, damp cheek. “My penmanship is very good.”
“Sophie…”
“Like you said, once you know, how can you go back?”
Hanna squeezed Sophie tighter. “I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you. I’d have to become a completely different person and forget my entire life.”

It is at this moment that Sophie feels a shift in the world, all of her cells colliding, rearranging, shaping themselves with purpose. As if she has been stumbling through the fog of dreams and has just awakened into a sharp, clear morning. As if she has never been alive until now. She doesn’t care if Hanna was performing earlier or not. It doesn’t matter. How has she managed all of this time without her? The world had been gray and suddenly there is color again. There is only one thing left to know.
“And Karl? Is he…?”
“Yes,” Hanna says. “Yes.”
Sophie nods. She pushes up her sleeves. “Let’s get to work.”






WEST BERLIN.
SUMMER 1980
Berlin has become a Lena-shaped city. It is a gritty, grafitti-painted fairy tale amid the rubble of Kreuzberg and in the dank basement clubs where bands thrash all night and ears ring afterward for days. The sound of Berlin is frenetic guitar and Lena’s machine-gun laugh. The smell is Lena’s scent, tobacco and hair spray and the faint musk of a girl who refuses deodorant as “unnatural.” Jenny lives for Lena’s mouth on hers. The two of them, kissing by the wall, just like a Bowie song. Lena finds the spot on the dirty concrete where Jenny wrote her new name weeks before. With the same marker, she adds + Lena and draws a heart around their unlikely equation. Jenny spends all of her time with Lena and still it isn’t enough. She wishes she could stop time and they could breeze through Checkpoint Charlie hand in hand past the frozen guards, marching right into the square at Alexanderplatz. They would waltz around the Neptune fountain, the metal god and his forked spear daring anyone to break them apart.
When she’s not with Lena, Jenny shows up for the occasional German class, where she is already far ahead of the other students, thanks to life at the squat. She suppresses a giggle thinking of the filthy German she’d love to add to her perfect homework answers. Other times, she sprawls on the sun-warmed oak of her bedroom floor and listens to her new albums. She writes angry lyrics in a spiral notebook but the margins are embroidered with Lena’s name. Whenever Jenny runs into Frau Hermann on the stairs, the older woman cajoles her inside with promises of some new pastry and more of the story about Sophie and Hanna: Hanna was very athletic and popular; Sophie liked reading and she was kind. They claimed to have a seidr wand—that is from the Norse for divination. Who knows? Maybe they really were sorceresses.
Lying to her parents has become much easier for Jenny with practice. Martina has proved to be a surprisingly solid ally on this front. It has cost Jenny a slightly used Bonne Bell Bubble Gum Lip-Smacker and her subscription to Seventeen, but it’s worth it. Jenny can barely tolerate her family now. Every sentence her parents say is its own death strip. It looks traversable but it is mined and guarded. It can kill you in a hundred different ways.
“I heard you missed German class last week?” Her mother. Sniper position.
“I started my period. I didn’t have anything with me.” Here are my papers, comrade.
“Why didn’t you go Thursday?” Trigger cocked.
“The cramps were, like, terrible. I thought my insides were gonna come out, Mom.”
Jenny’s father looks up from his pork chop with disgust. “Some of us are trying to eat.” Wave this tourist through. Next, please.
“I’ll explain to Miss Blau,” her mother says quickly. The rifle is lowered. The guard retreats. “But you’ll have to do whatever she says to make it up.”
Close call. Jenny reaches for the dinner rolls and her mother makes a face.
“Honey, don’t you think you’ve had enough?”
“If I’d had enough, I wouldn’t still be hungry, Mom.”
Her dad isn’t subtle. He makes loud pig noises. Alison giggles and joins in. Jenny imagines flicking a forkful of mashed potatoes and gravy at both of their faces.
“John. Alison,” her mother scolds. Alison gets in one last oink. “Staying slim is a full-time job, isn’t it? I know I sure hate it.” Her mom says this to Jenny with a little smile. Like they’re in this together. On the same side.
“It’s a capitalist trap,” Jenny says. “Corporations just want us to feel bad about ourselves so we’ll keep buying their stuff. It’s all so bourgeois.”
Her father snorts. “You didn’t think it was so bourgeois when your mom took you shopping last week. Should we donate your bourgeois new clothes to Marx and Lenin?”
Strangers. She is at a table of strangers. They don’t know her, wouldn’t accept her if she let them in all the way. They will never see her play as Dallas Doberman with Sophie Scholl. Never take pictures of her smiling nervously in the foyer before a date with Lena. Never acknowledge the strength and power of her natural, healthy body. She should be angry about this—she is angry about it. But mostly, it’s lonely. She doesn’t want them to love a theoretical version of her; she wants them to love the real her. It sounds so simple. Like being a kid and thinking that if you just build a tall enough ladder, you can rope the moon. It’s only when you’re older that you understand the impossibility in the millions of miles and layers of choking atmosphere, the final absence of gravity that keeps you floating forever alone in the vast isolation of space.
Later, Jenny overhears her parents talking. Her father sits in his leather chair with a scotch, not his first. Her mom is on the sofa with her wine spritzer. They are separated by the coffee table like little islands.
“I don’t know what’s going on with Jenny,” her mom says, looking off.
“She’ll be all right once school starts. But you know more about how girls are than I do.”
Her mom sips her wine. “I don’t think I know anything anymore,” she says.
“Suit yourself.” Her dad reads his paper, drinks his scotch. Unable to sit any longer, her mom walks to the windows and shuts the drapes against the night.

The band is getting better. It’s like they can finish each other’s musical sentences. Sometimes, when they are walking through the neighborhood, other punks recognize them. “Sophie Scholl!” they call out, and Jenny feels excited but also a little like an impostor. Lena, though? She just smiles like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Like she’s always been a rock star and people are finally beginning to take notice. And when Lena believes something, it’s hard not to be a believer in it, too.
The only sore spot is Anke. Ever since Jenny and Lena started dating, Anke’s cutting sarcasm has taken on a sharper edge. Snotty asides disguised as teasing crop up during practice—Are you going to wear that tragic shirt at our next gig? Can we burn it onstage? You’ll probably forget about us once school starts and you can be with the new rich friends you will meet at the American school here. Sometimes, they’re more than asides. When Jenny says she’s trying to get the fingering right on a song, Anke snorts. “Oh, your fingering. Ja, I’ll bet it’s good.”
Jenny knows this kind of comment. She lived in fear of it. She has lived in fear. But now she’s in love and she won’t live in that place anymore. She marches up to Anke and slams her hand on the keys in a show of electronic dissonance.
“What’s your problem, Anke?”
“Well, your hand is on my keyboard for one.”
“I’ll say it again more slowly: What. Is. Your. Problem?”
“I have no problems.” They stare each other down for a few seconds. Anke exhales dramatically. “Can we get back to work?”
Jenny walks away. Behind her, Anke grumbles low under her breath. “It’s you who will have the problems, friend.”
But that’s only sometimes. Mostly, it’s good. Better than good. It’s everything Jenny didn’t know she was missing. They laugh. Smoke. Drink beer when they can get it. They tape songs off the radio.
“Zehra! The recorder—quick!” Lena commands. She scrambles to shove in a cassette.
“Lena! Check the tape! That could be important!” Zehra says.
“Not anymore.” Lena presses play and record at the same time.
They dance around the flat in their underwear, singing “No Future” at the top of their lungs. Jenny laughs. No future. Is that a thing to dance to? Well, why not? Her friends aren’t being hopeless; they’re rejecting the future that has been set into place for them, one that’s been formed and decided on by a small group of powerful people who have shaped that future to keep certain other people from having the same power. People like her parents and their friends. And what has traveling that careful path done for them? Given them a membership to the country club and the keys to this year’s Mercedes? Granted them access to social-climbing parties filled with other social-climbing people who agree with everything you say so that no one ever has to be uncomfortable? But it couldn’t protect them from everything, could it? A wild card could come along—cancer, a tornado, war, going broke—and then everything you’d planned for, all the ways you’d numbed yourself to the misfortune that only happened to “other people,” could crumble away like the dying facade on a soot-stained building in Kreuzberg. And then what? Then you had a choice: You could either keep up the facade, or you could look at where you were. You could decide to build something new. Something kinder and more honest.
Lena stops the recording. “The Sex Pistols! Scheisse! That…” Lena trails off. Whatever it is she wants to express is beyond words. But it doesn’t matter. No words are needed. They all get it.
“Time for work,” Lena says. She gathers her things. Jenny waits for an invitation. Now that they are a couple, surely Lena will take her there. But Lena only says “Tschüs!” as usual.
Jenny follows her down the stairs. “Hey! Mind if I tag along? I want to take some pictures.”
Lena bites at a cuticle. “I need to write some lyrics. On the bus is my only time to think.” At the door, Lena doubles back and kisses Jenny. “More later, ja?”
Jenny knows she shouldn’t follow Lena but she can’t seem to talk herself out of it. She keeps a safe distance, watching as Lena crosses one street and then another, ducking into shadowed doorways when Lena pauses to look in a shop window or say hello to a trio of kids blasting each other with water. Lena reaches the bus stop and keeps going. Jenny is confused. Curious, she follows Lena through several more streets to a run-down building where Lena presses the buzzer and waits. Moments later, a girl with long blond braids comes out. Not a punk. And she’s older, maybe in her early twenties. She and Lena hug and give a European kiss on each cheek. They set off together, not talking, just walking side by side like they do this all the time. An icy dread pricks at Jenny’s stomach. She follows them all the way to Bernauer Strasse. The wall is on her right, shockingly close. The watchtower looming above. Lena stops like she’s going to double back. Quickly, Jenny leaps into a shadowed doorway, her heart beating. What will she say if caught? She waits for a count of ten, and when she looks down the street again, Lena is gone. Jenny walks to the end of the street, stopping in front of the building where she’d seen the dark-eyed man the day she and Lena had gone sightseeing, the man from the party. Above the door, faded gold-leaf lettering read “Bäckerei.” Bakery. But it looks to have been closed for some time. Newspapers, yellowed with age, cover the front windows.
Is this where Lena goes every week? If so, why is she coming to work in a bakery that doesn’t seem to be a working bakery? Is this why Lena didn’t want Jenny to come, because it’s where she and this other girl meet? Are they inside even now, doing what Lena and Jenny have done together? Jenny feels sick. She wants to knock. Wants to demand answers. But how would she explain following Lena? She’s truly stuck. Anke’s words come back to her: It’s you who will have the problems.

It takes Jenny a long time to fall asleep. She keeps seeing Lena and the blond girl. When she finally drifts off, her dreams are frantic. In them, she’s running after Lena in the foggy streets but she can never quite catch her. Every time she gets close, Lena turns around and it’s someone else entirely.
The next morning, Jenny runs into Frau Hermann on the stairs. Jenny is sure she looks tired after her bad night, but Frau Hermann is positively beaming. There’s a new light in her eyes.
“Jenny! How nice to see you! I have exciting news. Can you come for tea tomorrow?”
“I’m supposed to spend time with my friend Lena.” Unless she’s off in a fake bakery making out with some braided blond chick.
“Bring her along! I’ll make something special for all of us. The tree has borne fruit!” Frau Hermann says, and enters the apartment building singing.






BROOKLYN, NEW YORK.
HALLOWEEN 2019
The costume party is at a fancy brownstone in Brooklyn Heights. Some friend from Chloe’s private school. Miles always feels awkward around superrich kids like these who go skiing in Aspen and spend spring break in the Bahamas. Chloe is late, as usual, and Miles is standing on the periphery of the packed living room while a group of girls dressed as some kind of Coachella version of fairies twirls and vapes on the dance floor to Cardi B. Either the rich parents aren’t home or they’re upstairs on another floor, checked out. Mama D and Mom Lisa would have a fit.
Miles has come dressed as John Wayne Gacy, but no one gets it. A floppy-haired dude lifts his beer in salute and laughs. “Heyyy, sad clown! All right!”
“Okay, but why does everyone assume I’m a sad clown?” he says to Chloe later. They are sitting on the brownstone’s front stoop, a bowl of mini candies on the step between them as they watch a hallucinatory parade of trick-or-treaters pass by. Chloe has come dressed as a Twister game, complete with a spinner handbag she’s made out of cardboard. Miles has washed off most of his Pogo the Clown makeup except for the blue triangles around his eyes, which will take something stronger than soap and water and half a roll of toilet paper in a stranger’s bathroom to remove.
“All clowns are sad,” she says, half chewing a Swedish Fish. “Fact.”
“Disagree. Clowns have unlimited access to balloon animals. You cannot be sad at that.”
A pack of kids dressed as witches, ghosts, and various Marvel superheroes approaches, shouting, “Trick or treat!” Chloe drops a bite-sized candy bar into each of their plastic sacks with a cheery “Happy Halloween!” and they trot down the rain-slicked block in search of the next payday. “Man. Weird to think this is our last Halloween before we scatter. You know?”
Miles doesn’t like thinking about the future. Or a future without Chloe nearby. He feels braver when she’s around, like the best version of himself.
“Mama D says there’s a moment when you become present tense.”
Chloe looks confused.
“Like, there is a moment when you sort of wake up. When you can’t ignore who you really are or what’s happening around you,” he explains.
“I don’t know. Feels like our lives are too present tense now. One big scroll of homework and college prep and keeping up on social media with no time to really just … be and think and screw up.”
“I hear that’s what happens once you graduate,” Miles jokes.
“Oh my god—I just bought my graduation dress. Bonus: Joyce hates it.” Chloe does a little butt scoot dance on the step.
“A twofer.” Miles fishes in the bucket and comes up with a tiny packet of SweeTarts. “Is it a cone bra with tassels? You can tell me.”
“That would be amaaaazing,” Chloe says with a laugh. “It’s a vintage fifties prom dress. It’s poufy and aqua. Found it at the thrift store for eighteen bucks.” Chloe launches into an imitation of her mom: “Honey, why don’t you let me take you to Bloomie’s? We can get you something nice.”
Miles is glad he doesn’t have these issues with the Moms Squared.
“God. She is so Talbots,” Chloe says.
“What’s that mean?”
“Imagine if uptight were a clothing store.”
“I’m sure you’ll look awesome in it,” he says.
Chloe leans back and looks at Miles. She’s wearing an expression he can’t decipher.
“What?” he says. It feels weird, this scrutiny.
“Daria asked me who you were.”
“Who’s Daria?”
“Catwoman outfit?”
Miles noticed her, of course. The slinky bodysuit hugged every curve. “Oh. Right.”
“She said she thinks you’re hot. Actually, what she said was ‘He reminds me of that guy from that one show.’” Chloe snorts. “Yeah. She’s not exactly future valedictorian material.”
Miles claws his fingers. “Meow!”
He wants to press Chloe for more about Daria and what she said about him, for every single detail. But that wouldn’t be cool.
“Well. I am devastating in this outfit.”
He waits for her to make fun of him. She doesn’t, which is also off-putting. Some middle schoolers who are entirely too old to be trick-or-treating swagger up to the bottom step and hold out their bulging bags. “Yo. Trick or treat.”
Miles cradles the bowl with both arms. “Sorry. We are quality control. These have razor blades in them.”
“Fuck you!” the shortest one says in a voice that’s just barely postpuberty. They take off running.
“The youth!” Miles says with mock outrage.
Chloe laughs and fishes in the bowl for Twizzlers. “She’s really pretty, though,” she says a few seconds later.
“Who?”
“Daria!”
Someone sets off a firecracker down the street. The gunshot pops whistle up and crack open in a flower of light. Chloe leans back against the wrought-iron railing and looks at Miles. “What would you say is your type? Like, name a celebrity crush.”
There’s a molecular shift in the air between them. This feels like a test he is bound to fail.
“Ms. Frizzle.”
She whacks his arm. “Be serious!”
“Hey! She’s smart. Always up for an adventure. And she’s got that sweet school-bus ride.”
Chloe bites off the end of a red licorice twist. The sulfurous tail of the firecracker still lingers in the night air.
“What about you? Your type,” he asks, even though he knows he shouldn’t. He’s venturing into a territory he’s not sure he can back out of easily.
Chloe looks up at the night sky where a thin haze of fog has crept down and shrouded the long row of cornices. “Smart. Funny. Weird. Not weird-weird but, you know. Unique.”
Miles goes very still. Is she talking about him? Is this her way of hinting? Dating is a question they have silently danced around for years. Miles has always been afraid of a romance with Chloe. What if it got weird and complicated? He couldn’t bear losing what they have. Last spring, the two of them almost kissed. It was Memorial Day weekend and a group of them had gone to Coney Island to ride the coaster, shoot plastic ducks, and eat curly fries at Nathan’s. The day had been warm and beautiful. It was Danny’s first time meeting Chloe.
“Yo, you didn’t convey to me how fully awesome Chloe is. She single?”
“What she is, is really smart. Too smart for you, DanDan.”
“Don’t mangle my mojo, dude!”
It didn’t stop Danny from trying to shoot his shot the rest of the afternoon, asking Chloe to go with him on every ride. Miles had been amused at first, then irritated, and finally, jealous. He became determined to win Chloe a prize: a giant stuffed panda with absurd googly eyes.
“I got this,” he promised Chloe after his fifth go-round at the water pistols.
“I see that,” Chloe laughed.
“Dude. This is boring,” Danny griped.
Chloe patted Miles’s arm. “Yeah. It’s okay. You can stop.”
“Never! Death before dishonor!”
It took twenty-eight dollars and pity on the part of the carnival worker, but Miles finally won the stuffed animal. Chloe named it Twenty-Eight-Dollar Panda. By that time, the day had slipped away. Danny had wandered off to ride the Electro Spin with some Dominican girls from the Bronx that he met in line for ice cream. The sunset pulled itself down into the murky Atlantic. The boardwalk neon bloomed. The waves whispered back and forth beneath the screams and click-clack of the coaster. Chloe and Miles strolled the salt-worn planks, Chloe hugging the oversized trophy panda to her chest. They were talking about their upcoming senior year and all of the plans they had, all of the last high-school hurrahs before they were flung into new futures, possibly without each other for the first time in years. The conversation had slowed to halting, half-finished phrases until it melted into a contented silence, as if they’d been emptied of all they’d needed to say. They stopped to look out at the gray line of the horizon where the ocean met the sky and Miles had wanted nothing more than to kiss her, to show her what she meant to him. He loved her in a new way at that moment and it was as heady as the bright lights and whirring rides behind them. She’d looked up at him as if she sensed the kiss forming in his thoughts. Miles leaned in closer. Chloe turned her face up to his. At the last minute, Miles chickened out. He dodged right and kissed the panda on his furry face. “I love you, Expensive Panda! Don’t ever change!”
Four weeks later, Chloe left for summer camp and started dating a fellow CIT named Jared.
“You snooze you lose,” Danny told him once Miles got the news.
“Whatever,” Miles had said. He’d had his chance and he’d blown it, sure that there would be other chances ahead.
“I don’t think I’m anybody’s type,” Chloe announces from her perch on the brownstone’s steps. She’s fishing. He knows it; she knows it. She and Jared broke up a month ago. She’s free. He’s free. There’s nothing stopping them except the years of friendship and the weight of what happens once they graduate. Another firecracker screams up, fizzles into two dull pops. Their smoke joins the fog.
Miles rises, makes a show of stretching. “Oh man. I’ve got serious candy mouth. I’m gonna get a seltzer. You want anything?”
Chloe holds his gaze for a moment, then says, “Sure. Seltzer would be good. Thanks.”
“’K. Don’t eat any razor blades while I’m gone,” he says. “Quality control!”
She stares out at the fog and the strange creatures inhabiting it.

Miles threads his way through the revelers. It’s late. The party has gotten looser. In one corner, a girl dressed as some form of Kardashian is crying about a breakup to her friends, who, from their expressions and phone scrolling, suggest that this is not the first time this has happened. A stoner dude dressed as Brad Pitt in Fight Club is holding court around the coffee table and passing a bong. The air is thick with smoke. Miles is pretty sure he could get a contact high if he stays longer than ten seconds.
“I’m just saying that it’s hard for guys like us now,” Fight Club Dude says. “Like, I’ve got a four point oh, but all the scholarships are for, like, bisexual giraffes of color with Tourette’s, you know?” He leans his head back against the sofa as Miles passes behind it. “You feel me, right, bro?” He offers his fist for a dap, which Miles ignores.
“Actually, I am a bisexual giraffe with a full ride to Harvard, so sucks to be you.”
“All right! Good one,” Fight Club Dude laughs. “Like the sad clown costume, man.”
“Welcome to Douchetown,” Miles mumbles, and heads into the kitchen.
He rummages in a cooler till he finds two LaCroix cans at the ice-water bottom. When he turns around, Daria is sitting on the granite countertop drinking from a red Solo cup. She offers it to him. “Want some?”
“They literally made that punch in a trash can. I’m gonna pass.”
“You’re funny,” she giggles. Her Catwoman outfit has been unzipped to showcase her cleavage, which Miles is doing his best to pretend not to notice.
“You’re Chloe’s friend, right?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Yeah. She’s told me about you.”
“What’d she say?”
“That you’re a really good guy. That you got her through a rough time when she had to go on meds for depression.”
“Girls really do talk about everything in the bathroom,” Miles says. He’s a little jealous that Chloe shared something so personal with Daria, who doesn’t seem like a super-close friend. And he wants to know if Chloe said anything more about him.
Daria bites her lip, then says, “She said you’re really sweet.”
“Thanks.”
“You remind me of that guy from that show.”
“Could you be more specific?”
She sips her punch. “I don’t know his name. It’s a cop show? With, like, ghosts? It’s set in Hawaii.”
Miles knows the show. The actor is also half-Filipino and light-skinned, like Miles. “Cool. I guess? I mean, unless he’s seventy-five and has wooden teeth.”
“Oh my god!” Daria laughs and slaps his arm playfully. “It’s a compliment! He’s, like, really hot.”
Miles pops the top on his seltzer and leaves the other can on the counter. In the other room, someone DJs from Billie Eilish to Lizzo. The crowd erupts in cheers. People push furniture out of the way to make a dance floor.
“Oh my godddd! This is my song!” Daria pulls Miles by the hand toward the dance floor.
“Ah, nah. I’m good,” Miles says. His body feels like an awkward house whose rooms he hasn’t fully moved into yet, the dancing room being near the top.
Daria doesn’t let go. “Sorry, but you have to dance to Lizzo. It’s a rule!”
She presses the Solo cup to his lips. Miles drinks the rest in three gulps. It’s high proof and burns on the way down. Someone hands Miles more punch, which he drinks. Daria puts her arms around his neck and presses up against him while she dances and Miles prays his body doesn’t react. To be safe, he steps back a bit and places his hands at her hips. They sway like this while around them, everyone does their best hair-toss-check-my-nails and sings along loudly. Before long, even Miles is singing. He feels loose and wanted by the hottest girl in the room. The music shifts to Megan Thee Stallion. The living room dance floor is packed and sweaty, despite the late October cold. Miles and Daria dance to this song and the next and then they are making out, lips and bodies mashed together. Miles is oblivious to the others cheering them on and to the shift when Chloe comes in, wondering what has happened to Miles that he’s been gone so long. He looks up just in time to see her expression—the cold-water shock of discovery followed by the hurt before it quickly slipstreams into a face-saving coolness. She grabs somebody’s unopened seltzer and heads out the front door.
“Are you two…?” Daria asks.
“No,” Miles answers. It is both the truth and a lie in one.
It’s a week before he and Chloe talk. They meet in Prospect Park, where the trees are giving their last hurrah in golds and reds. They sit on their favorite hill overlooking the meadow where parents chase after wobbly toddlers and dogs trot in between strollers and picnickers.
“I guess I shouldn’t have had the punch,” Miles says by way of shitty apology.
“Daria says you ghosted her.”
Miles and Daria had exactly two dates but beyond the lust, they had nothing to talk about. “Like you said, she’s not exactly valedictorian material.”
“It’s not funny, Miles. She’s still a human being.”
“We hung out. It didn’t work. End of story. Since when are you so Team Daria?”
“It’s not cool, Miles.”
He feels defensive and angry. “I feel like this isn’t about Daria?”
Chloe’s head swivels his way, her mouth open. She snorts, shakes her head. “Were you always this much of an asshole and I just never noticed?”
“I don’t know. Were you always this judgmental and I never noticed?”
They are fighting. They never fight. Chloe jumps up, brushes leaves from her jeans. “Grow up, Miles.”
“I already have two moms.”
“And one less friend,” she says, and stomps off across the meadow.
Miles waits exactly twenty-four hours before he breaks down and texts her. Hey. Can we talk? This time, he will tell her the truth—that it was her he wanted to dance with at the party, her he has always wanted to kiss, but there was so much at stake and Daria was the less terrifying choice. He wants to say that he’s sorry and that he wishes he could have a do-over and go back to that moment on the steps where, instead of chickening out and going inside, he would take her hand in his and say, Hey, you wanna blow this Popsicle stand, go get some slices? He will ask her, “What would you have said if I asked to kiss you?” And “Do you think we could work?” He will say all of this. He will finally confess all the things he’s been afraid to say for so long.
He doesn’t get the chance. She leaves him on read then and every other time he texts. By the end of the week, Miles stops. He waits but she never reaches out. Thanksgiving rolls past. Christmas and New Year’s. It becomes a strange form of grief, mourning a romantic relationship that never quite happened and a friendship that was everything to him. Then all hell broke loose in the world and everyone was forced into isolation. But in a way, Miles already felt isolated, adrift from the person most important to him.






KLEINWALD, GERMANY.
SUMMER 1941
They are careful about coming to the garret, varying their arrivals and departures so that no one becomes suspicious. The space is hot and dusty but the windows afford them a perfect view of the streets below and the village beyond. And they are on the top floor; if the Gestapo comes, they’ll have time to hide their work before anyone makes it up the five flights of steep, winding stairs. Egon provides their best cover by giving art lessons. On those days, the easels are set up. The paints and brushes laid out. Egon walks behind the students, encouraging and correcting. When the students have finished, Egon ushers them out the door with a cheery “Keep practicing!”
Then the real work begins.
The loose floorboard is pried up and the tools of their trade brought out. There are wood blocks. Inks—black and indigo. Photographs. Knives for smoothing. Bowls of coal soot from the oven to smudge around the edges of the paper to make it look old. A stiff, fresh passport will arouse suspicion; everything has to be perfect, but it can’t look like it’s trying to be perfect. The balance means the difference between life and death. There is a photoengraving machine that Karl has crafted from parts scavenged from the scrapyard. “Herr Ohlsen used to build radios from parts he found there,” Sophie tells them. And in this way, she likes to think that he lives on. Hanna works the sewing machine. With a jeweler’s precision, she runs the needle over the paper, making the necessary perforations to match the originals.
“Who knew those dull Wednesday night meetings learning to sew would pay off,” Hanna whispers to Sophie later on their walk home, arm in arm, as they pass the shops with the red-and-black flags in the windows. Sophie squeezes Hanna’s arm and all is said between them.
Sophie’s steady penmanship puts the finishing touches on each document. There are so many documents that have to work in communion: not just passports and identity cards but birth certificates, marriage licenses, baptismal records—anything that might be needed to prove that a person is who they say they are, anything that can be used against them.
Leon is the one who figured out the perfect way to remove a particularly tricky blue ink stamp from an official document. “Don’t use bleach. It will turn the lettering yellow and give you away.”
“How do we remove the ink from the document, then?” Hanna asks.
Leon pushes his eyeglasses up to the bridge of his nose. “Nothing is permanent.”
“Leon, it’s not the time for philosophy,” Karl says. The hour is late and they are tired and edgy. Twice he’s certain he’s heard the scuff of storm trooper boots on the stairs.
“I wasn’t being philosophical. When I worked for Herr Kravitz at the cleaners, he taught me how to remove even the most impossible stains. Lactic acid. It lifts them right out. Even ink. It’s just chemistry.”
“Can you get us what we need?” Egon says.
Leon is smug. “Leave it to me.”
Within days, Leon is concocting chemical baths and lifting blue ink like a magician. Sophie stands beside him, marveling at the disappearing act, that an identity could be wiped clean and started fresh. Egon is the true artist among them. His hand-drawn stamps are impeccable, impossible to distinguish from the real thing. He has been a forger for nearly two years and, Sophie learns, Egon Wagner is not his real name.
“From my studio, I watched the SS carting people away. A friend of a friend asked me if I wanted to use my talents to help get people out,” Egon explains one afternoon as thick gray clouds sit over the town, refusing to let go and give them relief. The air is sticky. Sophie’s hand cramps from use. She rubs the sore spot between her index finger and thumb.
“The first papers I made were my own. I buried Erich Weinberg and became Egon Wagner.”
“Were you frightened?” Sophie asks. She thinks Egon is very brave.
“I knew they would come for me, for my family, eventually. I decided it was better to risk execution than to wait for death.”
“Tell them about the first time, on the train,” Hanna prompts, giving him the slightest smile. It’s so small. No one but Sophie notices.
“The next day, the police are moving through the cars checking everyone’s papers. I offer mine. I have to will my hands not to shake. Pretend you are painting, I say to myself to steady them. The officer looks very closely at my card, then at my face, and back at the card. I thought, This is it. I am done.”
Egon pours tobacco into a fresh paper and rolls the cigarette with paint-stained fingers.
“What happened?” Leon finally asks.
Egon strikes a match against the sole of his shoe. He lights his cigarette and waves the match until the flame dies. “The officer looks at me, hard, and I am sure I am a dead man. ‘Wagner,’ he says. ‘Like the great composer?’ ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘He is my favorite composer!’ he says. I say, ‘We are related! We even named our dog Valkyrie!’ Well, the guard is so impressed! He hands back my papers with a ‘Heil Hitler!’ and a big grin.”
“The dog!” Leon cackles and Egon shrugs, allows a half smirk.
“What about your family?” Sophie asks.
Egon’s smile disappears.
“You don’t have to…,” Hanna says with a softness Sophie has never heard from her before.
Egon pulls hard on his cigarette. “It took me three days to finish the new identity papers for my mother, father, and two sisters. But the train back home was delayed. A tree on the tracks. By the time I made it to our apartment, it was empty. A neighbor told me they’d already been relocated.” Egon’s smoke hangs in the air. They all know what “relocated” actually means now. He rolls the cigarette against the inside of a tin cup; ash floats to the bottom. “So. I took the papers to the underground and peeled up the pictures of my mother. My father. My older sister, Edith, and my younger sister, Malka. Then I pasted in new pictures. For people who could still be saved.” Two halting white streams escape Egon’s nostrils and dissipate. “Okay. Back to work.”
Had it still been summer of a year ago, Sophie might have called Egon tragically romantic. But she is coming to realize that there is nothing romantic about the tragedy spinning out around them. It was a well-oiled machine of nearly incomprehensible cruelty. And the only answer is to keep working, to save as many as they can.
These are their days and nights now: The pungent tang of chemicals and oil paints. The stop-and-start growl of the sewing machine. The mustiness of the moldy garret. The daylight moving from bright to a faint watermark of itself, then to night. Their eyes itch and burn from the fumes, from the pencil shavings and dust used to age the documents, from the cigarette smoke puffed out the window to disguise the chemical smell, from the late hours and dim light. They take turns with naps. Hanna nods at her sewing machine. Sophie has to prod her awake. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”
“No. I can finish a few more,” Hanna insists.
“You’re no good to anyone if you’re sick with exhaustion. You’ll end up making holes where there shouldn’t be any.”
“I’ll just take a quick nap,” Hanna says. She’s asleep the minute she stretches out on the floor. Sophie curls up next to her and they sleep together, too exhausted to dream.
Every few weeks, Egon takes the train to Berlin to meet with their contacts in the underground. It’s these men and women, known only by code names—Eagle. Hawk. Cicero. Zephyr—who pass along the information and photographs. Egon carries the completed documents stashed inside a false back of one of his canvases. At any point, the SS can board and insist on inspecting every belonging. During these trips, Hanna and Sophie are a wreck until they receive the message from Egon they are waiting for: Love from Berlin. Will see you soon. Only then can they rest.
These clandestine activities, the thought that at any moment they might be discovered, make the days strangely alive for Hanna and Sophie. They are awake. And they question whether they have ever really been awake before.
Hanna no longer wants to attend BDM meetings, but Sophie insists. “We mustn’t arouse suspicion. We must keep up appearances. They will be looking for anything out of the ordinary. So we must appear as ordinary as possible.”
“Dull, you mean.”
“Be the actress,” Sophie says. “Be Marlene Dietrich playing a role.”
When the BDM lines the main street accepting donations for the war effort, Hanna and Sophie dutifully show up in full uniform and shake their collection cans at passersby. “Won’t you please think of our brave men?” Hanna pleads, working up real tears. It’s remarkable to Sophie that Hanna can slip out of herself like slipping out of a coat and disappear into someone else so easily. She’s an illusionist, distracting and deflecting, charming. The audience none the wiser.
By July, they’ve more than doubled their production, from forty documents a week to eighty. Sophie’s fingers cramp from holding the pen so tightly. One tiny mistake—a stamp whose letters aren’t flat enough from use, a signature that doesn’t match—and they doom the holder and risk exposing the entire operation. Sophie reads the notes on the boy for the false document. Jacob Kushner. Age six. Six years old. And without these traveling papers she holds, he will die. Her hands tremble until she has to put the paper down.
Hanna looks up from her sewing machine. Their friendship has deepened to the point that they can sense each other’s thoughts. It’s as if they share one limbic system. “What’s the matter?”
“I’m afraid I will make a mistake and doom this boy to … to…” She shakes her head.
Hanna rises from the machine and slips an arm around Sophie. “Darling, you can’t think of it. You have to think of the hope. Or else we are all as good as dead inside.”
Sophie nods and wipes away her tears. Suddenly, she laughs.
“What is so funny?” Hanna asks.
“Usually, I’m the one telling you it will be better and you’re the one telling me not to be such a dreamer.”
“You’re rubbing off on me. If I’m not careful, you’ll make me into one of those horrible optimists.”
Hanna kisses Sophie’s cheek and bends her head in concentration again. The stop-start drilling of the sewing machine rattles off the walls. Sophie turns back to the certificate. Steady, she thinks, and soon, the job is done, and little Jakob Kushner is on his way to being Josef Keller.
He is on his way to being saved.

On Sundays, they rest. Not because they want to but because they need to be seen. It is still summer, and there are picnics and rowing parties on the lake. Egon often skips these gatherings.
“Better I should stay and paint,” he says, making small strokes on a scrap of paper, sketching out a tiny replica of the garret down to the view from the window.
“You’re going to miss out on watching Klara preen and Oskar crow,” Hanna teases.
“Don’t let that handsome little Nazi sweep you off your feet, Liebchen,” Egon says on a stream of smoke.
Down by the lake, the day is hot and fine with a soft breeze pulling the lace-hemmed tide in and out. There is talk about the war, of the blackouts and Germany’s invasion of their former ally, the Soviet Union. Everyone seems to think that the war will be over soon now and a German victory assured. Out on the lake, Karl, Leon, and the other young men row out a distance and take turns knifing into the water for competitive swims. Hanna and Sophie stretch out on blankets with their friends. They keep the conversation light, listening for any information that might be helpful to the resistance.
Klara flips onto her stomach and fixes her catlike smile on Hanna, never a good sign. “We don’t see much of you, Hanna. Where are you keeping yourselves these days? Rumor has it you spend a lot of time posing for Egon,” she says, answering her own question. “Is that all you do—pose?”
“You’ve found me out, Klara. I’m making mad, passionate love to half the soldiers in the garrison and capturing it all on canvas,” Hanna says, sloughing away dry skin at her elbows with a handful of wet sand.
Sophie stifles a giggle. Hanna the Barbarian. Taking full pleasure in being shocking.
“Don’t be vulgar,” Klara tuts. She’s taken on a primness that doesn’t suit her. “Well, all I can say is that Oskar has noticed and I don’t think he’s happy about it. We all know you’ll marry one day. Unless he gets tired of you and becomes interested in another girl. He’s gotten to be quite handsome, you know.”
Hanna leans forward, her face teasingly close to Klara’s. “Perhaps I’ll have to invite him up to the garret for a special painting session,” she says meaningfully.
“Oh, you’re impossible, Hanna! And you’re blocking my sun,” Klara gripes.
Hanna leans back onto her elbows and lifts her face toward the warm sun.

The next day, it rains. A proper summer soaking that dampens the air of the already musty attic and makes Hanna and Sophie worry about the papers hidden behind the brick. Sophie reads the newspaper, frowning.
“What are you brooding about over there?” Hanna asks, pouring them cups of weak tea.
“A report about a man’s death. It says, ‘The bullet’s flight ended his life.’ Why must they call it a flight? How can they equate a bullet’s destruction with the beauty of a bird on the wind?”
“You’re too soft, Sophie.”
“Yes. I suppose that’s true.”
“But it’s why I love you.”
It’s an instruction day. The students have settled at their canvases to paint a vase of wildflowers when Oskar arrives. He’s never shown a bit of interest in art. No doubt, he’s heard the gossip going around that Hanna is often seen in the company of Egon, laughing easily at something he’s said. There have been a few evenings when Sophie has climbed the stairs to the garret to find the two of them sitting close at the little table, tea gone cold, as they discuss politics and ideas, so lost in conversation that Sophie has to clear her throat to announce her presence.
Oskar circles the room with his hands behind his back, cock of the walk. It’s such a clear imitation of Herr Jaeger that it would be funny if there weren’t stakes involved. He’s a little too observant, surveying the room like he’s filing a report.
“What use is a painting?” Oskar sneers, glancing over at the students’ work. “What purpose does it serve?”
Egon doesn’t look up from his sketch. “People need beauty. They need meaning.”
“They can find meaning in serving the fatherland.” Oskar ventures over to the tarp where Karl has been repairing the photoengraving machine. “What are you working on, Karl?”
Karl’s fingers tremble. He drops a screw and pats the floor for it. Oskar comes to help him and steps on the loose floorboard, which squeaks. Oskar frowns down at his shoe.
“Oskar!” Hanna jumps up, putting on a bright smile that to anyone other than Sophie would pass for genuine. “I need fresh air. Will you go walking with me?”
“But it’s raining.”
“Then we’ll have to share my umbrella.”
Oskar beams. “It will clear soon enough, ja? Rain always does.”
They leave the garret, and soon Hanna’s and Oskar’s voices drift up from the street. Egon abandons his drawing and goes to the window, looking out. Only then does Sophie see that his sketch isn’t of wildflowers; it’s of Hanna.
It should’ve been obvious to Sophie much earlier that Egon is in love with Hanna. The evidence is there in every brushstroke: The shine to her eyes. The romantic flush on her cheeks. The slight tilt of a shy smile Sophie doesn’t recognize, probably because it is reserved only for Egon. The way he says her name, softly, like the start of a hopeful but uncertain prayer. Sophie is grateful that someone else sees the whole kaleidoscope of Hanna, thankful that Egon sees her not as some wild, tempting creature to be pursued and domesticated, a trophy that would lose its shine over the years and dull to a forgotten knickknack on a high shelf, but a force as indelible as an oak. And if there is any jealousy it is this: that she must share Hanna.

Sophie knows she shouldn’t follow them but she can’t stop herself. She’s worried; Oskar is not to be trusted. Hanna leads Oskar down by the lake to the tall reeds. Sophie follows from a safe distance. Oskar is crowing about his accomplishments in the Hitler Youth under Herr Jaeger’s eye while shyly glancing at Hanna to see if she’s impressed. “He said I could win the marksmanship medal! I could have my picture in the newspaper!” They stop at the river. Sophie hides behind a tree, listening.
“They say you are close with that artist,” Oskar says.
“Sophie and I pose for him. If that’s what you call close. Honestly, Oskar, if you’re going to believe every bit of gossip you hear…” Hanna trails off, letting her annoyance speak for her.
“I don’t like you spending so much time in that moldy attic. It isn’t good for you. Fresh air is what builds strong bodies. Herr Jaeger doesn’t like it, either.”
Hanna’s breezy irritation is gone. The mask slips. She looks like a cornered rabbit and Sophie feels suddenly afraid.
“What do you mean?”
“I shouldn’t tell you but … Herr Jaeger wonders what is going on up there. He’s asked me about you and Karl and the others. Of course I told him that you and Karl are faithful Germans. Leon’s okay. It’s not his fault he’s half-Polish and an intellectual. And Sophie, well, she’s never been quite right in the head. Harmless, though her father was a communist, you know.”
Pacifist, Sophie silently corrects him. He can’t even get his accusations right. She doesn’t want to hear the rest but she can’t leave without exposing herself now.
Oskar’s eyes narrow. “But Egon. He’s not from here. A stranger. Herr Jaeger doesn’t trust him. He says there is something suspect about his story, something he’s hiding.”
Hanna manages a dismissive laugh. “Don’t be silly! Egon has a position with the Ministry!”
“I don’t trust him. Artists are degenerates and subversives by nature.”
“Isn’t our Führer an artist?” Hanna says with perfect innocence.
“That’s different. You must be careful, Hanna.”
“What else does Herr Jaeger … think?” Hanna asks. Sophie can tell by the uncharacteristic halt in her voice that she is worried.
“Oh, I can’t say. But rest assured nothing escapes him. He is very sharp.” Oskar takes her hand in his. “But you have nothing to worry about, Hanna. I will look after you always. I love you. And even though you don’t show it, I know you love me.”
Poor fatherless, rudderless Oskar, a boat blowing in any wind that would have him. A loon calls from the shore. The mournful sound hangs in the air, a haunting.
Hanna leans her head on Oskar’s shoulder with determination. “Do you remember walking here before?” She gazes up at him through her lashes. The actress. When Oskar leans in, she shuts her eyes and lets him kiss her.
“Like I said, you shouldn’t listen to idle gossip. The only thing happening in the attic is painting. Posing is so boring. Honestly, I’m mostly there to keep Sophie company.”
“Poor Miss Lonelyhearts. Is she still pining for a tree? Ah, I made a joke!”
He laughs, delighted by the surprise of his cleverness and Hanna’s kiss.
Sophie hates him at this moment. Her only satisfaction is that he is too arrogant to realize that Hanna is playing him for a fool. The rain has moved away. And in its place is a heavy, dull gray that shows no sign of lifting soon.
“If you love me, you’ll protect Sophie, too, Oskar. She is my dearest friend.”
“Well, I…”
Hanna inclines her face toward Oskar’s. “Would you like to kiss me again?”

The moment Sophie enters the garret the next day, she can sense that something’s wrong. It’s the rigid set of Karl’s shoulders, the way Hanna is slumped against the wall, her elbows resting on her knees. Egon blows cigarette smoke out the window into the stale heat of late July. His eyes are on the soldiers in the distance, but every now and then he looks over at Hanna in a way Sophie can’t decipher.
“What is it? What’s happened?” Sophie asks.
Hanna has told them about her conversation with Oskar and Herr Jaeger’s suspicion.
“It’s too dangerous for us to move the forgeries to Berlin now. He’ll be watching us,” Leon says. “How will we get the documents out?”
“We could use the Bridegroom’s Oak,” Sophie says.
Leon scoffs. “Are you mad? They open the letters and read everything inside!”
Hanna pushes up from the floor. “No. Listen: The postmaster arrives each day at the same time. We arrange the drop for after he’s left. Then we mark the tree with a piece of chalk so that our contact will know to pick them up.”
“There are soldiers in the fields near the forest. Sometimes in the forest itself,” Karl says. “They’ll question us. Search us.”
Leon shakes his head. “It’s too risky.”
“I can take them,” Sophie says. “Everyone already makes fun of me for writing to the Bridegroom’s Oak. Who would suspect Miss Lonelyhearts of being a member of the resistance?”
“How will we hide the documents?” Egon asks.
“We could hide them inside a book. Something like … like this!” Leon picks up Sophie’s thick volume of fairy tales. “Perfect.”
Hanna takes it from him. “That’s Sophie’s favorite.”
“It’s all right,” Sophie says. “I have them memorized anyhow.”
Hanna squeezes her hand. “You can tell them all to me. As often as you like.”
Leon drops the book on the table and flips open the front cover. “Look: We cut out all of the pages but the first ten, twenty. We tuck the documents inside, then cover them with the front pages.”
Egon cuts a rectangle into the center of the book. Karl nestles the lifesaving documents into the new cavity and covers them with the remaining pages. “It looks like any book.”
“If you don’t look too closely,” Leon says. “If they decide to inspect it, we’re dead.”
“Here’s hoping the Gestapo isn’t interested in fairy tales,” Egon says. He still won’t meet Hanna’s eyes.
Later, when everyone has gone back to work, Sophie gathers the broken pages and feeds them into the stove one by one. It feels like saying goodbye to a friend. Sophie is solemn on the walk home that evening. She didn’t want anyone to see her cry over a book. Even if that book had seen her through much of her life. She walks along the river so no one can see her tears. She hears her name being called. Quickly, she brushes the back of her hand against her eyes just as Karl catches up to her. He reaches into his pocket and hands Sophie a square of paper. “I saved a page for you.”
Sophie unfolds it. It’s from “The Three Spinners.” “Oh. Thank you.”
“That was very brave of you today.”
“It’s just a book.”
“But I know how you feel about books. They’re living things to you.”
Sophie looks down at her shoes, which are dusty from the attic. Mud clings to the soles. She’ll have to clean them later. Her mind is everywhere, scattered as river stones.
“I knew you were really somebody the day you were so kind to Lotte,” Karl says.
“It was just an acorn,” Sophie demurs.
“It was more than that.”
“Karl! Wait for me!” Leon is jogging toward them.
“Give me a minute!” Karl calls.
“I suppose you’d better…”
“Yes.”
She tries to gather her words. “I think you’re somebody, too.”
“Karl! Come on!” Leon says, exasperated.
Karl looks deeply into Sophie’s eyes. “Me? I’m nobody.”

The next day in the garret, Sophie’s mind jumps like a cricket.
She’s had all night to think of what she’ll say to Karl. She keeps stealing glances at him as he works on a truck engine. Suppose she’s wrong? What if this is another fantasy, like the von der Trottel brothers? She is mid-signature on an identity card when the growling rumble of trucks approaches. Leon races to the window. “Storm troopers!” With a razor-swipe quickness, documents, inks, papers, and photographs are stashed behind the loose brick. The soldiers’ heavy boots thud up the staircase.
Hanna looks over at Sophie, who has not moved. “Sophie! What are you doing? Get up!”
“Not yet,” Sophie says.
Signatures are a delicate process; if she stops now in the middle, there’s a chance she’ll ruin it. The soldiers’ heavy boots thud up the staircase. Karl and Leon have the tarp down, engine parts spread out. Egon is at his easel; he knocks over a paint can, rights it at the last second with jittery hands. Hanna throws off modesty with her clothes, shimmying into her dirndl. Sophie makes a careful loop, crosses a t with precision. Her heart thumps with the approaching steps. For a moment, her hands tremble so badly she can do nothing but hold the pen and her breath. She has begun to cry.
Hanna races to Sophie’s side.
“Hanna!” Egon whispers urgently.
“Sophie. You can do it,” Hanna commands.
There is banging at the door.
“Hanna,” Egon pleads.
Sophie finishes her last stroke. “Öffne die Tür!” a voice on the other side of the door demands. There’s no time to hide the identity card. She slips it under her thigh, tents her skirt above the still-wet ink, and pulls out a sheet of stationery. My Dearest Prince, she begins.
“Öffnen oder wir brechen es auf!”
“Ja, ja, coming,” Egon says to the banging and the threat. He opens the door.
The soldiers flood inside.
“What took you so long?” the most senior of them demands.
Egon wipes his inky fingers with a handkerchief. “My hands were a mess.”
“Karl Alexander Schmidt!” the soldier calls.
Karl rises from the engine parts. “Ja.”
“You are to come with us to the barracks,” the soldier says.
“Why? What is it?” Hanna asks.
“Now, please.”
Sophie watches, helpless, as the soldiers escort Karl from the room without another word.

It’s nearly dusk when Karl returns to the garret. Hanna runs to him. “Are you all right? Did they hurt you?”
“Nein. The commandant’s car broke down. He wasn’t looking for a spy but a mechanic.” He sinks into a chair, exhausted from the work and his nerves. “He asked me questions while I worked.”
“What kind of questions?” Sophie asks.
He glances at Egon. “About you. He doesn’t trust you. Which means he doesn’t trust any of us. And Oskar isn’t helping. He’s only too happy to tell Herr Jaeger anything he wants to know. We have to be careful around him.”
“Leave Oskar to me,” Hanna says. Egon turns away.
“Anyway. I shouldn’t have done such a good job on Herr Jaeger’s car. He says he’ll be calling me again. How will I make forgeries if I’m at the barracks all day?”
“No. It’s perfect. Don’t you see? You’ll be able to report on what they’re doing,” Hanna says.
“I’m not much of a spy. You would be better than me.”
“Just keep your mouth shut and your ears and eyes open and remember everything,” Hanna says.
“And slip whatever parts you can into your pockets. We can use them,” Leon says.
“Hanna’s right. The closer we are to them, the less suspicion falls on us,” Egon says. “Let’s work while we can, before we lose the light.”
Sophie clears her throat. “I-I have to be home earlier tonight. My mother will be upset if I’m not there to help and I’m running out of good lies.”
Egon nods. “Ja. Fine. We will see you tomorrow?”
“Yes. Of course.” Sophie stands uncertainly at the door. She glances at Karl but he is staring off into nothing. “It’s getting dark. And there might be soldiers out. I don’t feel safe going alone.”
“I’ll walk with you,” Hanna says.
“No!” Sophie blurts. “I … I’m sure Karl must be very tired after all that time with Herr Jaeger. He could take me home.”
They are mostly silent on the walk. When they curve onto Hauptstrasse, past the Baron’s statue, Sophie stops and turns to Karl. She pulls one of the letters from her pocket. “You wrote these to me.” It’s a question. A statement.
When he looks into her eyes, she knows. It seems to her that the moment is cradled between divine fingers, a butterfly resting on stillness. She will forever remember standing by the statue of Baron Wilhelm Alexander, with whom Karl shares a name, but seeing only Karl, seeing into Karl.
He brushes a thumb along Sophie’s jaw. “You saved me, Sophie. As much as you’re saving others now.”
“How did I save you?”
“War breaks people. It strafes the heart forever. But then you answered my letters, and I found a reason to keep living. You are still my reason for living. More than you know.”
What happens next is this: He kisses her. It is Sophie’s first kiss. It seems to her that, for as long as there are stars and a river of time running backward and forward, carrying the world moment by moment, this kiss will exist in every one of them.

It’s a bright golden day as Sophie hops on her bicycle for the ride to the forest. In her rucksack is the book of fairy tales stuffed with forgeries. She can feel its pointy weight on her back as she bicycles through town smiling at neighbors. She’s been making these runs twice a week now, sometimes three. So far, everything has gone smoothly. But when she reaches the main road to the forest, there’s a blockade manned by soldiers. Among them is Oskar, in uniform at last.
“Halt!” a soldier says, his palm toward Sophie. “This road is closed, Fräulein.”
Sophie slips off her bicycle. Her heart is racing. The blockaded road is the only one out of Kleinwald to the forest. If she doesn’t reach the tree in time, her contact will leave. Families will be without papers. They’ll be rounded up by the SS and put on trains. She must get to the Bridegroom’s Oak. She noses her bicycle tire against the barrier and manages a smile. “Oh. I was hoping to gather wildflowers for my mother. Hallo, Oskar. The uniform suits you!”
“Just a moment.” The voice belongs to Herr Jaeger. He unfolds himself from his camp chair hidden beneath the shade of a linden tree where he’s been watching everything. He puts aside an apple, half-peeled. The paring knife is still in his hand. “I have seen you leaving the village a few times a week. Where do you go, Fräulein?”
Sophie opens her mouth. For all the words she collects, none will come to her aid now. “I … I … to the forest.”
“Mmm. And what do you do in the forest? Do you meet anyone there?”
Sophie trembles. She hopes her smile holds. “Nein.”
“I suppose you heard about the seditious materials found by the statue.”
Some leaflets denouncing the Third Reich had been strewn at the base of Baron Wilhelm Alexander.
“Yes, Herr Jaeger.”
“Your father owns the bookshop, yes?”
He knows this, of course. He’s been there. Sophie doesn’t know what he’s playing at, only that she is at a disadvantage. “Yes, Herr Jaeger.”
“So he might have a typewriter. A printing press.”
“N-nein, Herr … we have a typewriter, of course, but—”
“Open your rucksack, please, Fräulein,” Herr Jaeger commands.
“M-my rucksack?” Sophie stalls.
“Bitte.”
Sophie is no longer in her body. Fear has removed her. Herr Jaeger holds out the hand without the knife and Sophie delivers the rucksack, which he places at his feet. Sophie concentrates on the shine of those black boots. She wonders if this is the last image she will have before a pistol is at her temple.
“Sophie!” Hanna strides toward her, arms swinging at her sides. “Don’t tell me you’re at it again. You promised to stop this nonsense!”
Hanna’s eyes bore into Sophie’s. Play along.
“I … I’m sorry, Hanna. I know I promised.”
“Oh, Sophie.” Hanna strikes just the right note of exasperation. “Tell the commandant the truth. Or shall I? Herr Jaeger, she writes to the Bridegroom’s Oak. Love letters.”
Oskar snorts. Herr Jaeger turns to him. “Is this true?”
“Yes, Kommandant. We call her Miss Lonelyhearts. She writes hoping some boy will take pity on her but no luck. She’s read so many fairy tales it’s scrambled her brains.”
“This is the famous matchmaking tree, ja?” Herr Jaeger asks.
Sophie manages a feeble nod. Herr Jaeger sucks air through his teeth and looks down the road toward the forest. Sophie and Hanna can practically feel him thinking. He turns to Oskar.
“Open the rucksack, please.” It’s not a request.
Sophie is so frightened she’s numb except for her heart, which thumps wildly against her ribs. Beside her, she can sense Hanna’s nervous energy as Herr Jaeger reaches down and lifts up the book. “Aren’t you a little old for fairy tales, Fräulein?” He puts the book aside and takes out Sophie’s letter.
“May I have that, please?” Sophie begs. “It’s private.”
Herr Jaeger’s pointed stare answers: Nothing you have is hidden from me. He wipes the blade of his paring knife on the edge of the rucksack and slides it efficiently beneath the envelope flap. He extracts the letter, unfolds it, and reads aloud: “My Beloved Prince, how I ache to hold you in my arms one day. Do you dream of me, too? You are my prince and I shall be your princess and our kisses will be like roses in spring…”
Oskar and the other soldiers can’t contain their laughter. Even Herr Jaeger seems amused. He tucks the knife into his trouser pocket.
Hanna sighs. “Oh, Sophie. You have only yourself to blame for this embarrassment.”
Sophie hangs her head. She can sense Hanna’s approval. Well done.
Herr Jaeger folds the letter into its precise creases and places it along with the book back into Sophie’s pack. Sophie’s knees shake. Josef Keller, she thinks, so that they will stop.
“See?” Oskar says. “What did I tell you? Crazy.”
“I believe in magic! And true love! If that’s crazy, then I suppose I am,” Sophie says. She’s learned a thing or two about acting from Hanna.
At last, Herr Jaeger extends the backpack to Sophie. She takes it quickly, hoping it reads as embarrassment and not fear, though she feels both, and slips it onto her back. She will be late. Her contact may flee. Let me go. Please let me go.
“Fräulein, you must be careful. There are some men who are not honorable,” Herr Jaeger says, like a concerned father—a surprise; it’s hard for Sophie to reconcile this Herr Jaeger with the other one.
“Yes, Herr Jaeger.”
“You may go to your tree. Heil Hitler.”
“Heil Hitler.”
Herr Jaeger nods to the guards, who allow Sophie to walk her bicycle through the blockade. For the price of her reputation, the lifesaving passports have not been found. As she pedals toward the road to the forest, the reassuring weight of the book pressing against her spine, Herr Jaeger calls after her: “Do not lose yourself to fantasy and foolishness, Fräulein. There is no such thing as magic.”
You’re wrong, Sophie thinks.






WEST BERLIN.
SUMMER 1980
The bus, like most things in Germany, is punctual. The doors open with a mechanical sigh. Lena saunters off and squints suspiciously at the sunny skies from beneath newly black bangs stiff with hair gel. She wears a loose white tee tucked into baggy black men’s trousers. The trousers have been cinched with a length of rubber tubing hidden beneath a wider silver studded belt criss-crossing her hips. Mia’s abandoned black duster hangs limply on her. It’s been “Lena-d”: decorated with various buttons both subversive and punk. The impression is of some anarchist bird-soldier, all plumage and politics.
“You made it.” Jenny feels so happy to see Lena. This is love. I am in love. She decides to let go of the jealousy she’s been nursing. She tells herself it’s probably nothing. She was wrong to snoop. And anyway, Lena is here now, and Lena doesn’t do anything she doesn’t want to do.
Lena looks around at the orderly rows of turn-of-the-century houses and elegant apartment buildings, untouched by war, all of it presided over by military lines of linden trees. Two elderly women in tailored summer suits stroll past and fall silent at the sight of Lena, who looks down at her combat boots. It’s the first time Jenny has ever seen Lena even remotely nervous. Jenny is nervous, too. She wants Lena to like Frau Hermann and vice versa. She wants Lena to behave and she feels guilty about wanting Lena to be somebody else, someone more “normal.”
“So,” Lena says, shoving her fisted hands deep into her pockets. “Where is the great witch Frau Hermann?”
They wind up the marble staircase of Jenny’s apartment building. Lena brushes her fingers along the banister’s polished wood. It’s a far cry from the splintery, paint-spattered stairs of the squat, and Jenny wonders if Lena is judging her for it. She’s glad that her mother is at the beauty shop this morning so there’s no chance of running into her.
Lena turns to Jenny. “If I think she’s lying, I’ll give you a signal.”
“What kind of signal?”
Lena faces forward again. “You’ll know.”
Frau Hermann greets the girls at her door. “You must be Lena,” she says in German.
Jenny looks anxiously from Frau Hermann in her conservative skirt and bland cardigan to punk priestess Lena.
“Guten Mittag, Frau Hermann,” Lena says softly.
Frau Hermann’s tone is warm, her smile noncommittal. “Come in. Sit. I’ll just get our tea together.”
The smell of cinnamon and butter scents the cozy apartment. Lena’s eyes are huge. As if she’s taking in everything in a gulp—the puffy floral chairs, the crystal vase of slightly drooping peonies resting on a side table, the shelves of neatly lined books.
“So bourgeois,” Lena whispers.
“Shhh, she’ll hear you. Be nice.”
Frau Hermann brings in the tea service and pastry. She is buzzy with a rare excitement. She half hums, half sings a sort of nursery rhyme song while she settles the china cups into their saucers and fills them with hot, aromatic tea. Frau Hermann may be a great therapist, but she is no singer. Hidden from the older woman’s sightline, Lena makes a face at Jenny, who does her best not to giggle.
“I am glad you are here to help me celebrate,” Frau Hermann says, easing her uncooperative joints into a chair. She spreads a white linen napkin across her lap. Lena copies her. Now Jenny does want to laugh—Lena, having formal tea. Lena with a damask napkin in her thrift-store lap.
“What are we celebrating?” Jenny asks.
Frau Hermann smiles and in it is a glimpse of the girl she must’ve been once. “My letter has been answered at last. A widowed baker in Bremen.”
“Herzliche Glückwünsche!” Jenny says. “Lena also works in a bakery.” She’s trying to draw Lena out.
“Oh? Which bakery?” Frau Hermann asks.
“I don’t plan to work there much longer,” Lena says, and Jenny doesn’t know what it means. Her jealousy is back, eating at her. Who is the blond?
Frau Hermann tells them about her correspondence. She and the widower with two granddaughters have spoken on the phone. They are making plans to meet. Jenny imagines what Lena will say later: Can you imagine two old people having sex? What if their arthritis gets them stuck? But Lena seems either ill at ease or bored and Jenny knows from experience that neither is good where Lena is concerned. It’s when she veers into blunt or outrageous. Jenny doesn’t want to be embarrassed here in Frau Hermann’s apartment.
“So. The famous Bridegroom’s Oak. Jenny says it’s magic, but I don’t believe in magic.”
“I tried to tell her about Sophie and Hanna and the oak,” Jenny says. “But you tell it better.”
“Jenny says they were from Kleinwald?” Lena says around a mouthful of pastry.
“Yes.”
“I’ve never heard of it,” Lena says. It feels like a challenge.
“Because it no longer exists. Our home was one of several places bombed in the war. Razed to the ground.”
Under the table, Lena presses her knee against Jenny’s. The code. Lena thinks this is a lie.
“Frau Hermann, will you tell Lena about Hanna and Sophie?” Jenny says. She needs to know the truth.
“Were they lovers?” Lena asks boldly with a quick glance to Jenny.
If Frau Hermann is shocked by the question, she doesn’t show it. “I believe there are some friendships that transcend the categories we have for love.”
“Were they Nazi spies?” Lena says, blunt as usual. She doesn’t take her gaze from Frau Hermann.
Frau Hermann calmly pours more tea. “No. In fact, they were part of the resistance.”
“You never told me that before,” Jenny says.
“I didn’t?” Frau Hermann says with an air of nonchalance.
“No.”
Lena’s knee presses Jenny’s again. Maybe it really did slip Frau Hermann’s mind or maybe, like any good storyteller, she embellishes her tale depending on her audience. But doubt has crept in. What if it’s all a lie?
Lena leans forward. “What did they do?”
“They made forgeries of documents to help people escape. To keep them alive if they couldn’t leave Germany. Very dangerous work. And Sophie and Hanna were at the center of it. At least, that was what I was told.”
“What you were told?” Lena says, her tone skeptical.
“It was some time ago, but I still remember,” Frau Hermann says with a bit of edge that unsettles Jenny.
“Will you tell us?” Jenny says, playing peacemaker.
Frau Hermann unspools the story as if they were sitting around a campfire late at night. This time, there are new details. First, about the SS officer—“They called him ‘the hunter.’ He was said to be very skilled. He always had meat when everyone else was starving. And chocolate, which was a great luxury during the war. They said he smelled of it like a cologne.” About the girls: “There was a rumor that one of the girls was with child. Who knows if that was true or simply gossip? It was a dangerous time, and rumors were an anxious currency. People began to disappear. Neighbors who had been there all their lives were suddenly—pfft!” She waved her hand up like a bird taking flight. “Gone. People were suspicious. And afraid.”
“Like the Stasi,” Lena says.
“Yes,” Frau Hermann says a few seconds later. “Like the Stasi.” She is watching Lena very carefully.
“So. Then. What happened to them?” Lena asks.
“They were betrayed,” Frau Hermann says softly.
There is something to the new telling of this old story that feels dangerous. “Who betrayed them?” Jenny asks.
“Someone they knew. Someone they underestimated.” Frau Hermann is quiet for a moment. “Do you know about the winter solstice? It is the longest night of the year. The dark comes down early and seems as if it will never leave. That is why we sing and light candles—to remind us that the light will come again. The pagans believed that during the solstice, the veil between worlds was thin; it was a time when magic was possible.”
“Magic isn’t real,” Lena scoffs.
“You don’t believe in magic.” Frau Hermann says this calmly, neither statement nor question. Jenny can picture her in her office working with troubled people.
Lena’s fork makes tiny stab wounds in her pastry. “Magic is like religion. It’s what you tell people to sedate them.”
“Don’t people need to believe in magic just a little to dream? To survive?”
“Did they survive?” Lena asks.
“I don’t know.”
“Someone has to know!” Lena’s lips are tight with anger.
Frau Hermann holds Lena’s gaze a few seconds longer. Her face gentles into a weary expression. “Perhaps they boarded a boat to Ireland or Switzerland, to New York. If you like, you can picture them there, riding their bicycles together, laughing, gathering acorns or flowers, with new names, new lives.” Frau Hermann pauses. “But I like to dream that the Bridegroom’s Oak saved them with its magic, like in a myth, a fairy tale. That is my favorite.”
There’s steel in Lena’s voice. “I don’t believe in fairy tales, either. If there were magic, if people learned anything from fairy tales or history, there would be no wall.”
Frau Hermann sits quietly, the way, Jenny imagines, that she does with patients at Die Eichel.
“Why didn’t anyone stop them from building it? If they knew already from the war about authoritarianism? Fascism?” Lena demands. Her mouth is taut. She’s on the verge of tears.
“People did try,” Frau Hermann says sadly. “Do you know the story of the frog in the pot?”
Lena shakes her head.
“The frog is in a pot of water on the stove. He doesn’t know that, just thinks he’s in a pond. It’s water, after all. But slowly, very slowly, the heat is turned up. So slowly that the frog doesn’t realize he’s in danger. He might think, Boy, this water has gotten warmer. But he gets used to the warmer temperature soon enough. He accepts it as normal. Until the heat is increased again. Now it’s very uncomfortable. Still, he adjusts. On and on it goes, degree by degree, until at last the water is boiling. The frog is starting to cook. I’ve got to get out of this boiling pot now! the frog thinks in a panic. But of course, by that time, it is too late. He is done for. That is how they do it. They take away someone’s rights. Well, you think, it’s not my rights. And maybe that is a bad person. Maybe they did something wrong. People go on with their lives. They adjust. The first outrage seems so long ago, so benign now that they have gotten used to all the others that followed until they can no longer remember a time when what they call normal used to be considered outrageous, immoral, and brutal.”
“But … people escaped the Nazis, right? Thanks to Sophie and Hanna and others? If walls go up, they can also come down,” Lena says.
“True. But the system—that is what must be changed. That takes time.”
Lena is insistent. “They made it out. I’m sure of it. So it can happen!”
“Well. That has always been my hope,” Frau Hermann says. “We must remain hopeful.”

Lena storms down the street toward the bus stop, Jenny following. It has started to spit rain and Jenny doesn’t have an umbrella.
“Lena, slow down! What’s wrong?”
Lena whirls around. “Your friend, Frau Hermann! You think she is innocent? You think she isn’t part of this whole … machine? She was raised during the Third Reich. Vergib mir. What does she need to be forgiven for?”
“She’s not like that. Like them,” Jenny sputters, but she’s not so sure anymore.
“You just want to think she wouldn’t. But then, look at your parents. You’ll probably turn out bourgeois just like them!”
Jenny feels as if she’s been slapped somewhere so deep inside she can’t quite find the wound. “That was uncalled for,” Jenny says, an echo of her mother, but it’s dress-up righteousness, no real teeth, and Lena can smell it.
“At least I’m honest.”
“Ha. Oh yeah. So honest. Fer sure.”
“Fer sure,” Lena mocks. She shoves her fists deep into her pockets. The rain is coming down harder, soaking them both. Lena’s hair droops under the weight. “You’re a tourist in my world! You come to the squat but then you breeze home to your fancy apartment with the maid and the champagne and tennis lessons and none of my world touches you! You can drink tea with the secret Nazi and talk about magic trees and pretend everything is beautiful. You don’t have to worry about how to get food or if you will come home to find the police have thrown everything into the street and seized the building. You have a family. You aren’t all on your own having to fight. So. Go on. Go back to your rich life, your pretend world. I said, go!”
“Oh yeah? Maybe you’re alone because you push away anybody who wants to help you! Big tough Lena. Look-at-me-I’m-sooo-punk Lena. You say you don’t like fairy tales? Well, you’ve made yourself into the biggest one of all!”
Lena smirks. It’s infuriating. Jenny is not a violent person but she’d like to slap the smirk off Lena’s face. No one has ever made her this angry before. The bus rounds the corner, windshield wipers fighting off the downpour. Lena conceals her eyes behind the shades she flicks down from the top of her head. The lenses are rain-spotted and ridiculous. Pure affectation. Like Lena.
“Some of us have to go to work,” she says, waving to the driver.
“Oh, at the bakery that’s closed?”
Lena’s mouth falls open.
“I saw you. With that girl. Who is she?” Jenny hates the way she sounds, like a character on a nighttime soap. But she has to know.
“Are you spying on me? Are you an informant now? Comrade Dallas!”
“If you weren’t so mysterious about everything I wouldn’t have to…” Jenny trails off. She’s afraid now. Afraid she’s wrong. Afraid she’s pushed Lena too far.
The bus is here. The doors hiss open.
“I trusted you,” Lena says.
Lena skulks her way onto the bus, down the aisle to the empty back, and flops into an open seat by the window.
“Kommst du?” the driver asks Jenny.
“Nein,” Jenny says. The doors close. The bus pulls away. Lena never looks back once.
By the time Jenny trudges back up the winding staircase of her apartment building, she is miserable and angry but more miserable than angry. She wishes it were the other way around. Frau Hermann leans on her cane in the open doorway of her apartment. Backlit by the windows, she is feathery as a ghost. “I’m sorry, Jenny. I don’t think I made a very good impression on your friend.”
“No, um, she’s just … very tired. Sorry,” Jenny says, making excuses for Lena the way her mother always does for her father.
“Your friend Lena is very frightened.”
“Lena? She’s not afraid of anything.”
“People who seem as if they are not afraid of anything are often afraid of everything.”
Jenny doesn’t know what to make of this. She wants to cry. She’s afraid Lena is lost. She’s angry with Frau Hermann; she’s angry about everything. “Why did you say that to Lena, about Sophie and Hanna being part of the resistance?” she demands.
“Because it is the truth.”
“You never told me that before.”
“Well. Now I have.”
“You told her that so she’d like you…,” Jenny says, piecing something together, fuel for her fire. “Because Lena is a rebel who lives in a squat. A resister. What was it you said to me when I told you? ‘She’s part of the underground.’ You’d spin out any story to get me to come around, wouldn’t you?”
Frau Hermann stands silently, like a therapist at the end of a session. It infuriates Jenny. She is through with fairy tales.
“I saw you wrote a whole letter to yourself. Vergib mir,” Jenny says.
“Letters are private things.”
“It means ‘forgive me,’ doesn’t it? What did you need forgiveness for?”
Jenny has never spoken this way to an adult who is not her mother. Frau Hermann’s earlier excitement drains away, leaving her face haunted. “It was all my fault. What happened. I’m sorry.”
Jenny doesn’t want to hear another word. “I have to go home now.”
Frau Hermann’s voice carries up through the hollow of the long, winding stairs. “Be careful, Liebchen. Frightened people can be dangerous.”

Jenny lies on her bed for hours. She can’t stop replaying the day. She wishes she could rewind time. It feels like she’s ruined everything.
The phone rings dully from down the hall. A moment later, Jenny’s mom is at her bedroom door. “Honey, there’s a call for you. Someone named Nina Hagen?”
Jenny bolts past her mother and grabs the phone, winding the long cord around the corner into the study, where she shuts the door around its bulk as best she can. The room is hush quiet, cushioned by the rows of books no one ever reads.
“Hello?” she says, sliding down the wall.
“I’m sorry I was so mean, Dallas,” Lena says.
“No. It’s me. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean … I’m…” Jenny blinks back tears. Vergib mir.
“That woman you saw is one of the bakery owners. They are opening one on Bernauer Strasse.”
A new bakery. Not open yet. Jenny feels so stupid. “I swear I wasn’t trying to spy on you.”
“I know. Let’s make up. Can you stay over Friday night?”
“Yeah. Yes!” She will figure out a way. She’ll sneak out if she has to.
“Rad,” Lena says in a surfer accent. “I’m sorry I wasn’t very nice about your friend. Tell her I’m sorry.”
“No. I think you were right about her. I think she’s a liar and she made that whole story up just to keep me coming around.”
“Another fairy tale, eh? Like that song she was singing.”
“Is that why you made that face? Is it dirty?” Jenny giggles. She wants to keep Lena on the phone for as long as possible.
Lena laughs back. It’s the best sound. “Nein. Just sentimental. An old German folk song. ‘Der Hase und der Hirsch.’ The hare and the deer.”
“That sounds ominous.”
“Ja. The hare and the deer play in the forest. They do not realize that a hunter is advancing. It’s very German.”
“Meaning?”
“The hunter always wins.”






THE TALE OF THE HARE AND THE DEER
Once upon a time there was a peaceable kingdom.
Perhaps. Or is that one more fairy tale we like to tell ourselves?
There was a mad king whose heart was a wizened lump inside his chest. The king was a tyrant. But he was only one man. And one man, even a king, can only do so much without others. Sometimes we imagine that we are powerless and that the machinery of the world is a monster we cannot stop. But no one is ever truly powerless. There is the life that happens to us. That we cannot control. But there is also life in how we respond to what happens to us.
Do you understand?
You will. In time.
Saga and Freya took refuge in the heart of the forest. They did not feel separate from the trees, the grass, the acorns, the fish and birds and tiny spiders. They knew themselves to be under the same stars as every other living thing on earth, no less, no greater than any other. A perfect symbiosis. All of their atoms connected in a state of perfect synchronism, of transcendence. Sometimes they quarreled. That is the nature of sisters. But in truth, they would die for each other.
Kill for each other.
One day, a little boy wandered close to the edge of the forest. So thin and pale he was like a piece of cellophane. The sisters recognized him as the son of a farmer they had once known, a boy called Josef. The farmer and his wife had been accused of being enemies of the state by the king. When the soldiers arrived to arrest them, the boy’s parents hid him behind a panel in a cupboard and told him not to come out until all was quiet. Such terrible things the little boy heard until he could bear it no more and he fell asleep beneath the coats. When he woke, it was quiet. He found he was alone. When Saga and Freya heard the boy’s story, they knew he would be killed if the king’s soldiers ever found him. They thought of what the tree had said to them about what is done to us and what we can do. They spirited the boy into the forest and begged the Bridegroom’s Oak to transform him.
“If I do this, I may not have enough magic to hide you for the entire day,” the tree groaned. “Your animal disguises will thin. Someone may see you in your true form.”
“Nevertheless, we must do it,” said Saga. She and Freya were changing every day. Yes, into the hare and the deer, to be sure, but also on the inside; they were becoming bolder. More attuned to pain and joy. One could argue that this bold compassion was their true form, the true form of every human when allowed to flourish. Did you know that there is a sound that is said to be the vibration of the universe? A sacred sound holding every one of us—sinners and saints and everything in between—within the palm of all creation.
I’m sorry. I forget what it is.
The oak was moved by Saga and Freya’s sacrifice. “Come, child,” it said, and beckoned the boy forward. The boy whispered his loss and longings and, finally, his name so that someone would remember.
“What transformation should I give you?” asked the tree.
“I should like to be a fish so that I could swim away,” said the boy.
“So mote it be,” said the oak.
The little boy slipped into the river and ducked his head beneath its waters, which sang of his journey, a song somewhere between lament and prayer, and in the next moment, there was a splash of orange and silver. A beautiful, swift fish flicked its new tail against the current and swam out toward the unknown of the sea. One day, that fish who had been a boy would grow into a great whale. With his spout he would lift others above the whirlpools and storms and dangers and help carry them toward home. Sometimes, we cannot see what becomes of the people we save. Saga and Freya and the oak did not see what became of the boy whose name they kept close in their fingers, but he never forgot them. As it happened, there were other children who needed the oak’s magic. One by one, Saga and Freya led them to the tree where they might become a duck or a frog, a squirrel or chipmunk or, occasionally, a snake. Safe from the mad king’s soldiers. Safe from his hunter.
I don’t think I’ve ever told you that part before.
Stories are like that, you know. There are stories hidden within stories, smuggled across borders.
Anyway, now I’ve told you. Now you know.
While Saga and Freya were helping the lost children of the forest, there was new danger in the castle. King Aldred’s men had learned the location of Prince Alexander’s secret camp. They had hatched a plan to ride north and slaughter them all.
“Oh, lamentation!” cried the river. “We must warn the prince or all is lost!”
All night, Saga and Freya wove their warning to the prince. They used special thread that could not be detected easily. The message hidden beneath another, more banal one. A story within a story, you see? All that remained was for someone to carry their message to the prince. To act as courier.
The barn owl spoke. “I can fly the message.”
“It is a long journey,” said the oak.
“Then I must begin,” said the barn owl.
The owl was very brave. Very brave.
That night, when the moon let out its first yawn of light, Saga and Freya tucked two messages into the barn owl’s beak—one for the prince and one for the townspeople. The barn owl brushed a wing across her sleeping owlets, who shivered in their dreams. And then, she was gone.
For some time, the rooster had been eager to prove himself to the hunter. To most, the rooster seemed arrogant and obnoxious strutting around. But in reality, he doubted himself. He feared he was not a very good rooster and that when his back was turned, the chickens’ clucking was really them making fun of him. He believed, and this is rather sad, that he was beyond love. It was the rooster’s job to signal the arrival of dawn with his crow each morning. But instead of sleeping that night, he decided instead to keep watch. When he saw the barn owl tying the sisters’ message to the castle walls, he alerted everyone with his loudest crowing. The barn owl immediately recognized the danger she was in. She tried to fly away. But the guards threw a net, trapping her inside.
The hunter arrived with his crossbow and silver-tipped arrows. He lifted his bow. “Tell me where to find these traitors and I would spare your life.”
The barn owl was as wise as she was brave. She knew this to be a lie. “That? I found it in a ditch. I meant to use it to pad my nest.”
The hunter was angry. “Tell me or it is you who shall lie in a ditch.”
What choice did the poor barn owl have then? To betray her friends or to face certain death. I cannot imagine what thoughts must have occupied her mind then as she raised her head proudly. “More will come,” she said. “For not even you have the power to end hope.”
The hunter shot his arrow. It flew, like a terrible bird of prey, and pierced that snowy heart.
The brave barn owl spiraled to earth. Dead.






BROOKLYN, NEW YORK.
SPRING 2020
A text arrives from Mama D: Call me. It’s about Die Eichel.
Miles had finally remembered to text her about it last night. He FaceTimes his mother. Anke answers. With her severe bob and very German glasses, she looks like the headmistress of a school for artsy witches. “Guten Abend, Miles. Wie geht es?”
“I’m good. Uh, alles gut, danke.” He smiles in the awkward silence that follows. Talking to parental friends is always weird. Anke is particularly weird.
“Good. I am also fine,” she says in clipped English. “Let me get your mother. Dallas! Es ist dein Spawn!” Anke yells. She puts the phone down and Miles is left staring up at a ceiling with an old water stain.
“Hey! Hi, honey!” his mama says, picking up. With the other hand, she towels her wet hair. He is happy to see her face and wishes she were home, where, no doubt, they would start to irritate each other in small ways within days.
“Did Anke just call me your spawn?”
“You know Anke. Not big on the cuddly.”
The wall behind Mama D hosts a possible layout for the exhibition. He’s seen this process lots of times. Just over her left shoulder is a picture of her best friend, Richard, in an ACT UP T-shirt. He’s mid-chant, mouth wide open as he marches through the streets of New York carrying a hand-painted SILENCE = DEATH banner whose other side is held up by a Black trans woman, Genevieve. Every December 1, on World AIDS Day, Miles and his moms light a candle for Richard and honor his memory by watching a classic movie, something from Truffaut, which is Mama D’s favorite, or by Hitchcock, which is Miles’s fave. Mom Lisa only likes The Fast and the Furious and Marvel. Why do you wanna watch subtitles? That’s work! I don’t watch movies for them to be work.
“So you said you knew something about Die Eichel?”
“Yeah. But it wasn’t a resistance group. It was a place. A therapy center in Berlin.”
Miles remembers running across a mention of that in his initial research. He’d dismissed it as irrelevant.
“What made you ask about Die Eichel?” Mama D asks.
“Just this podcast mystery thing Chloe and I are doing.”
“Oh! So you and Chloe made up? That’s wonderful! What’s the podcast about?”
“Just a thing. Something from her Mormor,” he says. He doesn’t feel like getting into it.
“Funny. I hadn’t thought about Die Eichel in decades. It got me thinking about the woman who ran the center. She was our neighbor that summer. Frau Hermann.” Mama D laughs. “This girl in our building told me that Frau Hermann was a witch. Martina. God. I gave her my Hardy Boobs.”
“Hardy Boobs?”
“Long story.”
“Was Frau Hermann a witch? Because that would’ve been awesome.”
Miles has never heard this story before. Probably because he never asked. “Tell me more about her.”
Mama D lights up at his interest. “Oh, um. Well. She always had pastry, thank God!” she says, laughing. “And she was a bit of a slob—papers strewn everywhere. It was both un-German and so the opposite of my mother that it made me like her all the more for it.”
“So can I claim the Frau Hermann defense about my room?” Miles jokes.
“Not a chance.”
“Why did Martina think Frau Hermann was a witch?”
“Because Martina was sixteen and bored,” Mama D says with a knowing glance. “Frau Hermann was pretty secretive, though. She was definitely haunted by something from her past, some trauma she wouldn’t or couldn’t talk about. At least, not directly. I assumed that’s why she became a therapist. She was a widow. And lonely. And a little sad. God. I should’ve been nicer to her.” Mama D shakes her head as if the movement would remove her guilt. “She had a lot of books. Psychology. Mythology. And fairy tales! She was big on those—had a whole shelf of ’em.”
Miles sits up straighter. “Fairy tales?”
“She said she used them in her work as a therapist—Die Eichel helped people experiencing PTSD from the war. She said fairy tales were a way of talking about things that were too hard to talk about directly. Anyway. I had the idea that she might’ve constructed her own fantasy life to block out her real life.” Mama D winces. “She was a bit of an unreliable narrator.”
“What do you mean?”
“Oh, I don’t know. She used to tell me this story when I’d visit. She would dole it out a little each time, like breadcrumbs. Honestly, I never knew how much of it was true and how much of it was designed to keep me coming to visit. It felt like a fairy tale, too.”
Miles takes this in. “Are you still in touch with her?”
Mama D shakes her head and sighs. “The last time I saw her, we fought.”
This surprises Miles. Mama D isn’t one to pick fights.
“What happened?” Miles asks, unsettled.
“I brought Lena to tea at her apartment and—surprise, surprise!—it did not go well.”
“Ha!” Anke supplies from the other room.
“Frau Hermann told her the story she’d told me and it really upset Lena. She stormed out. She was sure Frau Hermann had been a Nazi.”
“Was she a Nazi?”
“No! I don’t think so.” Mama D looks troubled. “I guess I didn’t want to know at the time because she was so nice to me. All I know for sure is that Frau Hermann spent literally the rest of her life trying to make up for whatever happened during the war. Die Eichel was born from her need to make things right. And Die Eichel helped many, many people.”
“So, what, you can be a Nazi collaborator and all is forgiven?”
“First of all, we don’t know for a fact that she was a collaborator, and facts do actually matter. No matter what the internet says. And second, I think it’s much more complicated than that. The truth—the full truth—usually is. If we don’t believe that people can change and make reparations, that good can still rise from pain, well, then we’d have to erase the word hope from the dictionary.”
“Sometimes I think we should erase the word hope. Feels like some hippie bullshit excuse not to actually do anything.”
Anke shouts, “Genau!”
“Guess it depends on how you define hope. Active or passive. I mean…” Mama D gestures to the wall of photos behind her. “Those all started with hope. Righteous, furious hope. It sure wasn’t cynicism.”
The air has gone out of Miles’s sleuthing. He’d thought he was onto something but now it feels like one more dead end. And he’s not in the mood for a lecture. “Anything else?”
Mama D laughs. “Oh God. Honey, it was a long time ago.”
“You’re right. You’re really old. How many fingers am I holding up? Can you still see them?”
“Which finger am I holding up?”
Miles snorts. “You still got some punk in you.”
“Darn right I do,” Mama D says with a grin.
He tries to imagine his mom and her punk girlfriend and this older German woman drinking tea but can’t. “What was the story she told you? Do you remember any of it?”
“Oh, yeah!” She blinks up at the ceiling. “It was about these two girls. People thought they were witches because they liked to go off into the forest a lot. And then, one night, they went into the forest and never came back. Just vanished. That I remember.”
The electric feeling is back. “Did they disappear on the night of the winter solstice?”
Mama D’s eyes widen. “Oh my God … yes.”
“Did she tell you the girls’ names?”
“Sophie and Hanna.”
Miles grapples for his pen and throws open his notebook to a new page. “Ma, I need you to tell me anything and everything you can remember about Frau Hermann and this story.”
“Miles, what’s going on?”
“I’ll explain later. Can you just…?” He gestures with his pen.
“Okay. Uh … she said they were the best of friends, really close. And they were from a town that got bombed during the war, something with a K?”
“Kleinwald?”
“Holy … yes,” Mama D says.
Miles can barely write for his excitement. “Did she ever mention someone named Oskar Gerber?”
“No. She did say that she had a sister who died in the war. And there was an artist from Berlin, Egon—”
“Wagner?”
“Didn’t get a last name. He was an outsider. She said that some people thought he might be a double agent.”
“Is the treatment center still there?”
“It’s a fancy gym now.”
“Yay, progress,” Miles snarks. “Hermann was her name? One n?”
“Two n’s. It was her married name. At least, that’s what she told me. In the end, I wasn’t even sure about that.”
“You think she took on a new identity?”
Mama D shrugs. “Possible. She was pretty tight about her backstory. One time I was there and I saw that she had written vergib mir on a sheet of paper, over and over. That means ‘forgive me.’”
“Yeah, I know,” Miles says. He did not know this.
“The last thing she ever said to me was ‘It was all my fault.’ At the time, I thought she meant about telling Lena the story and upsetting her. But…” Mama D shrugs. “Like I said, everything about her existence felt more like a fairy tale than something real. It felt like she was trying to communicate to me symbolically, something shared between this lonely, sad middle-aged woman and this messed-up, insecure teenager. I’m sure she knew I was gay and twisted up about it. Later, I thought the story was her way of warning me about Lena. About not being so naive.” Mama D lets out a loud breath. “Anyway. I got into some serious trouble that summer, as you are aware, and we never spoke again. She left me a letter, though. With an acorn in it, which she told me was from the Bridegroom’s Oak, but again, who knows what’s true?”
This whole conversation has left Miles both excited and uneasy. “Do you still have the letter?” It’s a ridiculous question. Mama D is so sentimental she can’t part with anything and she’s disorganized enough to border on hoarder territory.
“All that crap from Berlin is in a box in the basement,” Mama D says, sipping her tea. “Good luck. Actually, if you find anything good, let me know. There might be some photos for this exhibition. The Kreuzberg punk years.”
“Will do.” He looks over his notes to make sure he’s covered everything. “Did she ever mention a Rudolf Jaeger?”
Mama D shakes her head slowly. “Not that I recall.”
“Okay. Thanks.”
“Who was he?”
“An SS officer. A scary dude, um, genocidal maniac.”
“She did mention an officer, yeah. Apt name.”
“Whaddya mean?”
“Jaeger,” she says, like he should know. “You’ve taken three years of German, right?”
“You and Chloe should hang out more.”
“What?”
“Nothing. What about Jaeger?”
“Jaeger. In German. It means ‘hunter.’”

Miles can’t text Chloe fast enough. Call me. Urgent.
“Hey! What is it?” Chloe says. “I was just about to go for a walk in the park with Denbele. Joyce said it’s okay as long we stay six feet—”
Miles trips over his words. “The-the-the tapes! Your Mormor’s story! The hare and deer—and the hunter! I know who the hunter is!”
“Miles. Miles. Slow down!”
He takes a calming breath. “Chloe. Mormor’s story. It’s not a fairy tale. I think it’s a code.”

They stay up all night listening to Mormor’s tapes, trying to construct a real-life narrative hiding beneath the fiction. Chloe pulls out a whiteboard and makes a chart. Saga and Freya = Sophie and Hanna.
“Saga and Freya are weaving messages—the forged documents that Josef Keller was talking about?”
“Seems reasonable.”
She writes it on the whiteboard.
“Maybe Oskar is the rooster and Jaeger is the hunter?” Miles says.
“Or Oskar is the hunter—remember, he was a top marksman.”
Chloe writes the names on the whiteboard along with question marks.
“Who’s barn owl?” Chloe says.
“I don’t know but it doesn’t sound like it went well for them,” Miles says.
“God. This is so heartbreaking. They saved all of these people and they’ve just been lost to history.”
“Not if we figure it all out,” Miles says.
“Yeah. You’re right. Ugh. I need sustenance!” Chloe stops to eat some hummus. A little of it sticks to the side of her mouth but Miles doesn’t tell her. He finds it endearing. “Speaking of sustenance, remember that cool thing I read about forests?”
This is one of the things Miles loves about Chloe, the way she ping-pongs from subject to subject and everybody else just has to catch up.
“So there’s, like, fungi underground in the forest soil. And it’s like this network that can stretch for miles. It’s actually a phenomenon called mycorrhizal networks.”
“Now that is a good band name. We’d never be able to spell it on the T-shirts, but whatever.”
She smiles and chomps down on more pita. “If a tree isn’t doing well, other stronger trees will use that mycorrhizal network underground to nourish and support it. They will look after that tree that needs help. The stronger trees chow down on sunlight, and through photosynthesis, they produce sugar, which they share with the fungi at their roots. Then the fungi use that energy to scavenge for nutrients in the soil, which they feed back to the trees. But also, they don’t compete for resources. They share. If a young tree can’t get enough sun or isn’t doing so well, the other trees and the fungi literally feed these trees their own sugar so that they’ll survive.”
“No egos in trees. No one-percenters.”
“Total team players. Even trees from different species. Like, an oak will help a pine tree who will help a beech tree. They know they need to help each other to survive and thrive. For the good of the forest. And then one day, those trees will grow up and return the favor to the next generation of saplings.”
It’s such a Chloe thing to say. Science-y and optimistic. The hope of it pushes away Miles’s fear. “I think I’ve revised what I want to be when I grow up. I now want to be a tree.”
“Yeah. Same.”
They go quiet in their respective rooms. It’s not an awkward quiet, just a pause. Like they’re both on the ghost train in Spirited
Away, calmly staring out at the endless sea. At last, Chloe says, “Do you think we can change things?”
Miles freezes. Does she mean between them? “I changed my underwear today,” he says, stalling for time.
“I meant effect change, smart-ass. Our generation. I look around at everything—climate change, all the shootings, everybody screaming at each other on the internet—and … it just feels daunting. Hopeless.”
“Yeah, it does. But things were life-and-death bleak for Sophie and Hanna and still they fought back. They made a difference,” Miles says.
Chloe nods. “Yeah. They did.”






WEST BERLIN.
SUMMER 1980
Jenny is down to her last bribe. It’s a Hardy Boys iron-on T-shirt transfer of feathered-haired Shaun Cassidy and Parker Stevenson looking movie-star handsome. Richard had given it to her as a joke for her birthday last year: “There’s a Hardy Boy for each boob—the Hardy Boobs!”
“You’re sure your parents won’t ask questions?” Martina asks. She’s wearing the Bonne Bell. Jenny can smell the artificial bubblegum sweetness.
“They’re hosting another dinner party. As long as I’m home by nine tomorrow morning to take Alison swimming so they can get to their tennis lesson, they don’t care,” Jenny promises. She’ll have to get up by eight to get back across town in time but it’s worth it to have a night with Lena.
Martina takes the shirt. “Okay. But also, you have to take pictures of me for my modeling portfolio.”
It’s after ten when Jenny arrives at the squat. This party is much wilder than the last. A-Blitz has brought in some skinheads he smoked with outside a U-Bahn station. They’re a rougher breed of punk than Jenny has met. One of them says something nasty about “those Turks” and gives Zehra a hard stare, and Anke tells them to cut it out or leave. Anke’s worried that the police will be called if the party gets too loud. They’ve been breaking up parties lately and using it as an excuse to clear buildings and reclaim them. Two days ago, they forced their way into a squat with a battering ram. Ten uniformed officers armed with bully sticks swarmed inside. In the resulting protest, a student was killed. It’s the last days of summer; there’s something ugly sneaking in the door.
But Lena is her usual peacock self. She struts through the party, beer bottle in one hand, lit cigarette dangling from the Sharpie-tattooed fingers of the other, mouth moving like she’s setting a land-speed record for telling outrageous stories of the Berlin streets. Jenny’s heart squeezes in her chest, trying to contain her outsized feelings. When Lena sees her and yells, “Dallas! You made it!” Jenny’s heart gives up its battle with the rational. She is completely, hopelessly in love and every feeling she’s tried to hold back races through her at once in a great warm spill.
They dance. They sing. They drink. At one point, the whole band is on the roof howling at the moon. “We should do a song that is just wolf howling,” Lena says, possessed by the idea.
“We should do a song that’s just your farts after you eat kielbasa,” Anke shoots back.
Zehra spits up her beer and cackles. On cue, Lena aims her butt at the girls and lets one rip and they can’t stop laughing. They howl and cackle like witches in a rock and roll coven and not even the constant vigilance of the armed guards in their watchtower so close across the wall can dampen their joy.
When the girls return to the party, there’s a strange hum. A crowd is gathered watching something they can’t yet see over the undulating wave of heads.
“What’s going on?” Lena asks a tall boy in a ripped T-shirt at the back.
“Haircuts,” he says.
The girls push their way to the front. In the clearing, a boy sits on a stool, a pile of shorn hair at his feet. Behind him, a girl with short, spiky platinum hair brandishes an electric razor. “Wer will noch eine Rasur?” Who else wants a shave?
Jenny raises her hand. “Mir!”
“Heilige Scheisse!” Anke mutters.
Lena’s mouth falls open in delight. “Dallas? Are you fer sure?”
Jenny is tired of careful. Of half measures. She is all in, with Lena, present tense. “Yeah. I am.”
The crowd whoops and whistles their approval. It feels like a huge, warm hug of acceptance. The girl with the electric razor gestures to the empty stool in the puddle of hair. Jenny walks through the cheering crowd and takes a seat. She runs a hand through her long mane. It’s always been her security blanket. Something to hide behind. But it’s too late now. She’s said it. She can’t disappoint them. She can’t disappoint Lena.
Lena hands Jenny a shot of clear liquor. “For courage.” She grins as if they are the only two people in the room, maybe in the world. The punks chant her new name: Dallas, Dallas, Dallas … Jenny downs the drink and accepts the sudden fire of it in her lungs.
“Mach es jetzt,” she croaks out. Do it now.
The razor hums across the top of Jenny’s scalp, tickling it like an electric tongue. Thick slices of hair litter the scuffed floor like discarded memories. In under a minute, it is done. Jenny runs her palm across the prickly stubble. Her head feels light. Reborn. The room explodes with raucous approval.
Rat gets in close to examine the buzz cut. Sid Vicious’s curious whiskers brush her newly naked ear. Rat breaks into a huge smile.
“Bitchin’!” he says.

Laughing and slightly tipsy, Lena and Jenny bound up the stairs and burst through the curtains of Lena’s bedroom. The hour is late but Jenny never wants this night to end. Lena slides a hand across Jenny’s liberated scalp. “I can’t believe you did it.”
“Yeah. Me, either.”
“So sexy.” Lena pulls Jenny to the messy bed and kisses her.
I am kissing the girl I love, thinks Jenny, and it makes her so dizzy with happiness she has to break away to pant some air back into her lungs. “Sorry. Forgot to breathe.”
Lena laughs. “Can’t have that. We have more kissing to do. Go ahead. Fill your lungs. See if you can float.”
Following Lena’s lead, Jenny inhales deeply until she feels expansive inside, like she’s eaten a handful of stars.
“Good?”
Jenny nods.
A floor below, a bottle shatters. It’s followed by screams, shouts, the unmistakable crack of a punch landing on bone. “Sich Raufen!” somebody shouts. Fight. A-Blitz yells, “Komm mal runter!” Calm down.
“Hey. Stay here. With me.” Lena’s mouth moves closer, an orbiting satellite intent on connecting Jenny to only her. They kiss again. Lena’s fingers stroke Jenny’s right breast. Jenny has been felt up only once, by Robby Michaels in ninth grade at an orchestra party when someone locked the two of them in a closet during Truth or Dare. They stood there in the heavy dark of Marcy Morrison’s linen closet, the smell of mothballs and Juicy Fruit close and cloying. Jenny had felt both anxious and impatient.
“Just do it fast,” she’d said to him. Five seconds later, they emerged—Robby grinning and triumphant, Jenny humiliated and deflated.
She’s never had this; she’s never been touched by someone she desperately wanted to have touch her. Since she doesn’t know what to do, she lets it happen, buying time till she can figure it out. She’s still nervous about touching Lena, scared that her lack of experience shows. She hopes she doesn’t kiss too wide open, the way immature boys spelunk their dates’ mouths in the back row of the movies on a Friday night.
When Lena’s hand slips down into Jenny’s pants, over the wide, pillowy wave of her stomach, Jenny flinches.
Lena stops. “What’s the matter? Did I hurt you?”
Jenny had been floating out in space with Lena. She’d been borderless. But now, she’s been brought back to earth, into her body, with a hard crash into the deep sea of her self-loathing: Not skinny enough. Not sexy enough. Not Phoebe Cates in Seventeen magazine enough. I am too much of not enough.
“Hey. Hey, Dallas,” Lena says. She cups Jenny’s face. Her fingers smell of tobacco. And other things. “It’s okay. Just relax.” Lena looks into Jenny’s eyes and smiles her crooked smile. “Okay?”
Jenny nods, smiling back. She is in love with Lena, and she can’t be in two places at once; she cannot occupy both Shame and Love. So she chooses Love. She pulls Lena’s hand back to her stomach. The hand unbuttons her jeans. It slips inside. Soon, the two of them are breathing heavily, moving together in a frantic rhythm. Jenny’s eyelids flicker. The lights above the mattress dance. Bowie sings from the boom box. Something about a Starman who’s waiting in the sky. And all at once, Jenny gets it. She gasps against the universe of Lena’s bright neck, spreading out around her, forever. Her body is a comet and her skin is full of stars and she is shining, shining, shining.

Jenny wakes to someone pounding a fist on a door. Go away, Allie, she thinks, exhausted. She hears A-Blitz cursing in German—“Rat! Hurry up in there!”—and sits bolt upright in Lena’s bed. No. No, no, no. She stumbles free of the blanket and pushes open the rug drapery. Bright light streams through the dirty factory windows. A-Blitz smirks at her. His left eye is bruised and swollen. “Guten Tag, Dallas.”
“What time is it?” Jenny asks, panicked.
“Half past eleven.”
Jenny goes loose as silt.
A-Blitz grins. There’s an arched hole where his left incisor has gone missing. “I like your hair, by the way. What do you say? Raaad!”
Jenny runs a hand across her prickly scalp and nearly faints.
She is so dead.
By the time she returns to her apartment building, it is nearly one o’clock. She slips her key in the lock and quietly opens the door. She’s hoping against hope that she can tiptoe to her bedroom and come up with a story about the hair—I went to the barbershop for a trim and he misunderstood what I was saying!
Her father’s voice booms out from the living room. “Where in the hell have you been?”
Helga peeks her head around from the kitchen. She stops drying the dish in her hands and stares at Jenny as if she were an intruder, then shakes her head, muttering, and disappears into the safety of the kitchen again. When Jenny enters the living room, her mother puts a hand to her mouth. A little cry creeps out anyway. Her parents are in their tennis outfits, their rackets zippered in covers by their feet.
“What. Have. You. Done?” Her father says it low and hard and that’s scarier than the yelling.
Jenny can’t answer. Her brain is a radio with no signal.
“You look like a goddamned Dachau victim!”
Drawn by the drama, Alison clops into the foyer wearing her daisy bathing suit and rubber swim fins. She stares at Jenny. “You look ugly.”
“Shut up, Alison!” Jenny yells, but she’s scared, not angry.
“Don’t yell at your sister,” her father scolds. “Alison, go to your room. This doesn’t concern you.”
“Does this mean we can’t go swimming?” Alison asks.
“Go to your room!” their father and mother say at the same time.
“I never get to have ANY FUN!” Alison wails and stomps away, like a tiny Godzilla.
“Sit down,” Jenny’s father demands. “Close the door behind you first.”
Jenny does as she’s told.
“Where were you last night? And don’t say at Martina’s because when you failed to show up to look after your sister like the goddamned adult you claim you want to be, your mother went down to their apartment. Martina’s mother was very surprised to hear that you were supposed to be there. Or that you had supposedly been there on the other nights you said you were staying over. So. Think carefully about your answer.”
“I was out. With friends.”
“Out where?”
“Just a party.”
“That’s great. That’s just swell. A party where people shave their hair off. Sounds respectable.”
“Jenny, who are these friends? Why haven’t you let us meet them?” her mother asks.
“Just … friends, Mom. People I met here. Lena. And Zehra. Anke. A-Blitz. Rat.”
“What kind of a name is A-Blitz? Who calls himself Rat? Christ.” It’s early but her father pours himself a scotch anyway.
“Not everybody belongs to the country club, Dad.”
Her dad points a finger on the hand holding the tumbler. “Don’t get fresh, Jennifer Anne. Trash. You’re associating with trash.”
“They are not trash, Dad! They’re my friends!”
“Honey, this isn’t like back home. It can be dangerous.” Her mother, the peacemaker.
“There’s a goddamned wall dividing the city from rifle-toting communists in case you hadn’t noticed, young lady.”
“John.”
“We should’ve sent her to boarding school, Susan.”
“You just want to control everything—like, like fascists!” Jenny says.
“Listen to you.” Her father laughs. It’s not a kind laugh.
“You know why I take pictures? So I can remind myself of what’s true! What’s real. So I know I’m not crazy!”
“That’s enough, young lady.”
Hot tears spill over Jenny’s cheeks. There’s a terrible ache in her throat. Years’ worth of anger is coming up and she can’t stop it. “You want everything that doesn’t fit into your picture-perfect life to just go away.” She turns to her father. “I hate the way you talk to Mom, like she’s just your secretary of life.”
“Jenny…,” her mother starts.
“And I hate the way you never stand up for yourself, Mom. You just go along to get along. You’re like a ghost in your own life!”
“I said that’s enough.” Her father’s voice is a crisp slap. “You’re grounded. You don’t leave this house unless it’s with us. Do I make myself crystal clear?”
“Just like the GDR,” Jenny shoots back. “Should I get my papers in order?”
“Go to your room before … just go.”


Jenny lies on her bed, furious and hurt. Yes, she broke their trust. But if they had trusted her, if they gave a damn about who she really is, she wouldn’t have to lie and sneak around. And now she’s grounded. There’s no phone back in the squat. How can she let Lena know what’s happening to her? Dinnertime comes and goes. Jenny refuses to eat with the family. It feels like a capitulation and she won’t give her parents the satisfaction. She chews a piece of flavorless spearmint gum into tacky rubber. An hour after dinner, her mother knocks at the door. She’s carrying a tray with some Spätzle and a holy Coca-Cola.
“I thought you might be hungry.”
“I’m fine,” Jenny says in a voice still hoarse from the earlier crying.
Her mother gently clears a spot on the bedside table and sets up the tray. Then she perches at the end of the bed and looks around Jenny’s room as if she’s searching for clues to a mystery that has her stumped. “What are your new friends like?” she asks in a voice that’s clearly still hurting.
“Different.” Jenny takes a forkful of Spätzle. She wishes she could go on a hunger strike like a revolutionary, but prison food is probably a lot easier to reject than Helga’s delicious Spätzle. “You wouldn’t understand.”
“You know you can tell me things.”
Jenny snorts. “Oh, fer sure.” It’s mean but mean is the easiest option.
“Is there a boy?” her mother presses.
“No, Mom, there’s not a boy.” Jenny’s throat aches. Because what if she could tell her mother this? What if she and her mother could tell each other the truth about anything? It’s a loneliness that has haunted Jenny since Marcia Brady, the loneliness that says her mother’s love is conditional, contingent upon Jenny being the daughter she needs her to be and not the person she actually is.
Jenny’s mother scrutinizes her shaved head. “Well. You know us Harris women—our hair grows fast. In a few months, it’ll look like Audrey Hepburn in Roman Holiday. Very gamine. You could wear my Hermès until it grows out.”
She takes off her scarf and hands it to Jenny like a game-show consolation prize.
Jenny lets the scarf sit between them. “I’m not covering it up.”
“But, honey, you don’t want to make people feel uncomfortable, do you? What will people think?”
“I don’t care what people think! This is who I am,” Jenny says with more conviction than she feels. She just doesn’t want to lose. “Why don’t you ever care about my comfort? My feelings, Mom? You’re always trying to make yourself smaller to fit into somebody’s little box they want to put you in—and you try to make me smaller, too! I don’t want to live small, Mom. Okay? I don’t want to live my life like … like you.”
Jenny’s mom blinks down at her slippered feet. Her chin trembles. It’s as if Jenny has fired a gun pointed at her. She’d wanted to hurt her mother. But now that she’s succeeded, she hates herself for it. She drops back against her pillow and turns onto her side, away from her mother. She stares at the Sex Pistols album peeking out from the crack in her closet door, waiting for her mother to fight back, to cry, to guilt-trip her—anything.
A moment later, her mother’s slight weight releases from her side of the bed. She leaves as quietly as she entered.






KLEINWALD.
AUTUMN 1941
August bends toward September. The evenings fall faster now, the days shaving themselves shorter. Karl walks Sophie home from the bookshop in the evenings. Sometimes, they duck beneath the bridge to kiss, doing their best to ignore the sounds of soldiers above them, to forget the noose tightening around Kleinwald. One early afternoon late in September, the Kriminalpolizei storms into Sophie’s parents’ bookshop. The Kripo take hammers to the beautiful mahogany shelves and toss books onto floors. Sophie hates to think of all of those beautiful books with their spines bent and bruised.
“I have lived here all my life! I am a German citizen!” her father shouts as the officers’ boots tramp mud across the braided rug in their search for possible seditious materials. In the end, the only questionable thing they find is Siddhartha.
“This author is questionable, Herr Muller,” an officer says.
“I’m not selling it. It is from my personal library.”
“Nevertheless. We will confiscate it.”
In the street, the officer sets fire to its pages and Sophie remembers all the days of sharing it with Karl and is glad that these memories can’t be burned away. Herr Binder stops to watch the conflagration.
“The whole shop should burn,” he says, and walks away.
That night, Sophie’s parents have their biggest row yet. Sophie sits at the top of the stairs in the deepening shadows, listening.
“Erich, we must go,” Sophie’s mother pleads. Fritz has a cold. He cries as she soothes him against her chest.
“I won’t be run out of my home by a bunch of leather-booted thugs.”
“They are the thugs in power, Erich. Pretending otherwise won’t keep us safe.”
Mrs. Muller shuts the kitchen door and their voices become dim oscillations. Lieselotte comes to sit next to Sophie.
“What did Papa do wrong?” It’s not a question but an accusation. Sophie has learned to be careful around her sister, a true believer.
“Nothing,” Sophie says. “Go get in bed. I’ll come read you a story.”
“He must’ve done something,” Liesl says, trudging off to bed.
The next morning, Sophie’s mother wakes the girls early. Fritz is already dressed in a little traveling coat. “We’re going to stay with Auntie Annalise.”
Lieselotte rubs sleep from her eyes. “Why? For how long?”
“Don’t you want to see your cousins? It will be fun,” their mother says. Her eyes are strained and tired. She hands Fritz to Sophie and pulls out the suitcase from under the bed. “Sophie. Hurry, please. Our train leaves at nine thirty.”
Lieselotte pulls a sweater over her unruly head. “What about Papa? Isn’t he coming?”
Her father stands in the hallway, arms loose at his sides, watching.
“Papa must stay and look after the shop. Come. Put on your shoes.”
Sophie understands that they are not coming back until after the war is over. She will be torn from Hanna and Karl and Die Eichel. “I’ll stay and help Papa in the shop. He’ll need looking after,” Sophie says.
“I need you to help with the baby and Lotte,” her mother says.
“But you’ll have Auntie Annalise and all of the cousins.”
“You must go with your mother, Sophie,” her father says, and takes the suitcase downstairs.

The stationmaster calls final boarding. In the train compartment, Fritz’s irritable fussing is building to a full wail. “Shhh, Liebchen. There, there.” Sophie’s mother nestles the baby in for a nursing and he calms. “This one is so impatient.”
Sophie peers out at the town just waking. The cobblestone streets. The little thatched houses. The graceful slope of the hills. The strong profile of the castle across the bridge. She thinks of never kissing Karl under that bridge again. She thinks of the signatures that will not make it onto the passports and the children who will not be saved. She thinks of leaving Hanna and it’s more than she can bear.
Lieselotte flicks her finger against the train window in a nerve-scraping off-rhythm. “I want to be with my friends in the Jungmädelbund.”
“You’ll have fun with your cousins,” their mother says, shutting her eyes.
“No I won’t,” Liesl grouses.
Sophie kisses her sister’s forehead. “You must be very brave, Liesl. Help Mama with Fritz.” Sophie rises. She kisses her mother, who smiles without opening her eyes. Sophie looks at her mother, sister, and brother. Remember this, she thinks. The train has just begun its slow, juddery progression when Sophie makes her choice. She grabs her suitcase and bursts from their compartment, running past the flummoxed conductor calling, “Fräulein! Fräulein! Take your seat, please!” She leaps onto the platform, staggering, falls in a bruised heap.
Just ahead, her mother struggles the window up. “Sophie! Oh, Sophie!”
Sophie stands and dusts herself off. “I’m sorry, Mama! Forgive me!” She presses her gloved hand to her lips and sends the imaginary kiss out onto the wind as her mother’s face disappears into a long tail of black mist.
Sophie walks up the hill to Wilhelmstrasse. The suitcase is heavy in her hands as she climbs the stairs to the attic. The garret is cold; winter waits around the corner. She lights a fire in the stove and only once it takes hold does she let herself cry. After, she blots her eyes and blows her nose into a scrap of paper. She throws the evidence of her sadness into the flames and gets back to work.

Though it is mid-October, summer has returned for a last brilliant bow. The sun is high and a warm breeze wafts through leaves edged in gold. It’s a Sunday, a day to be seen, and Hanna suggests a picnic by the Bridegroom’s Oak.
“Do you think that’s wise? Taking the others there?” Leon asks.
“Don’t you see? It makes it seem as if it’s nothing more than our favorite picnic spot.”
It’s a group of them—Hanna and Sophie, Karl and Leon, but also Oskar, Werner, Klara and Lotte, Ilse, Gerda, and Hedy. Egon stays behind to work.
“I do not fraternize with Nazis,” he says. He grips Hanna’s hand on her way out. “Careful, Liebchen?”
Under the tree, the girls pass around an issue of Frauen Warte. There’s an article on the Brides and Housewives School at Husbäke in Oldenburg where German girls are taught the art of being perfect Haus Frauen. It’s pages of smiling women in traditional dress arranging flowers, tending small gardens, knitting and sewing, and learning to care for children.
“It costs one hundred thirty-five reichsmarks to go,” Hedy sighs. “A fortune!”
“Still. It would be worth it to land a quality husband like Herr Jaeger,” Klara says. She stretches out her legs to admire their shapeliness. The boys have gone off for a run, leaving them to speak freely. “You’re so lucky, Hanna. Oskar loves you even though you won’t make a very suitable wife.”
“Thank you very much,” Hanna says. She takes the magazine and uses it to fan herself until Hedy gasps—“Hey!”—and grabs it back.
“I don’t mean to be insulting but it’s the truth,” Klara adds.
“It is the truth and I don’t find it insulting. How boring to be a wife. I am going to move to Berlin and wear trousers like Marlene Dietrich!”
“The Führer doesn’t like women to wear trousers. It isn’t feminine,” Gerda says.
“Herr Jaeger smiled at me in the street yesterday. Yes. I would make an ideal wife for him.” The way Klara says this, as if it were fact, irritates Sophie. But Klara is right—she would make a good wife for the commandant.
There are discussions. Who will or should marry whom. Which boys have noticed which girls. Sophie has never divulged her relationship with Karl to anyone. If it were known, she’d have no reason to keep riding out to the forest. But today, she can’t seem to hold back.
“What about me?” She hates herself for asking, like picking at a scab till it bleeds.
Klara cocks her head and gives Sophie a judging squint. “You should marry the first man who wants you. You won’t have second chances.”
“Don’t be such a bitch, Klara,” Hanna says.
Lotte’s head shoots up. For such a small child she has very large ears. “You said a bad word. I’m going to tell my mother.”
“You’ll do no such thing, Charlotte! Or I’ll tell Mother what happened to that missing cookie she’d been saving. One day, your sweet tooth will be the death of you.”
“No one ever died from sweets,” Lotte grumbles. There is no more talk of tattling.
“Shhh,” Sophie says, stilling the others. She nods toward a sun-dappled thicket. A doe has wandered into view. The deer carries herself with rare grace, wet black nose probing the underbrush. She’s not fully grown yet; her ears are larger than her head. They twitch into alertness. Finally, she lifts her velvety head. Her eyes meet theirs. It’s as if the whole of the forest holds its breath. And then the doe sprints away, zigzagging into the wood.
“Seeing a deer is a blessing,” Sophie says. “They’re messengers between the worlds of humans and spirit and a sign of healing. At least, that’s what the Norse believed.”
The boys return from their run. They are ruddy-cheeked under a sheen of sweat. Werner has decided to sing an Oktoberfest song and is really getting into it. “Ein Prosit! Eine Prosit der Gemütlichkeit!” He sees the magazine, lifts it up. “Ahhh, you are reading Frauen Warte! Did you want to be perfect for me, Klara?”
Klara makes a face. “Don’t be vulgar, Werner.”
Oskar grins at Hanna. “Maybe later I’ll go hunting. I’ll find us a squirrel. Or a rabbit. You could cook it for us, Hanna.”
“I’m not much of a cook, Oskar.”
“You will learn. My mother can teach you.” Oskar kisses her cheek boldly. The other girls exchange glances. It’s the best gossip in ages. Hanna’s face reddens; her expression is a fury with nowhere to go.
“Come on! Let’s have a photo to memorialize this moment. The last picnic before winter—the last picnic of the war. It will all be over soon,” Werner booms. “Leon. Where is your camera?”
Hanna gives Sophie a furtive glance. If only the others knew how Die Eichel uses that camera in the attic. Leon organizes everyone just so. Hanna is pretty sure it’s so that he has an excuse to maneuver the girls into position. Especially Klara.
(“I know she’s a Nazi. But she’s very pretty,” Leon will admit later. “This is why women make better spies,” Hanna will say to Sophie with a roll of her eyes.)
Werner poses like Baron Wilhelm Alexander but with his tongue sticking out, which produces a giggle in Hedy, which makes him clown all the more while Leon pleads, “Could you be still, please?” It is a moment of such lightheartedness one could almost forget there is a war going on. Almost.
“Werner, move,” Hanna says, elbowing him aside. “Leon, take one of me with Sophie by the tree.” She reaches a hand toward Sophie.
“Hanna. I hate posing for pictures. I never feel right.”
“Come on. Just one. Here.” Hanna picks up a scraggly branch for each of them. “We’ll pose with our seidr wands. For old times’ sake, eh?”
Sophie takes the branch. It’s useless trying to resist Hanna. They stand side by side. Hanna with her wand held high as a lightning bolt; Sophie clutching hers to her chest in uncertainty.
“That’s it! Hold it…,” Leon says, and clicks the shutter on the Voigtländer. “There. Now you will never fade from memory.”
A gunshot rings out sharply from the forest, sending a flock of birds screeching into the sky. It’s followed by a second crack. And a third.
Leon turns to Karl. “Hunters?”
“Maybe,” Karl says, on edge.
“Or enemies,” Oskar says. “Those are big guns. I can tell from the sound. Rifles.”
“Someone’s coming,” Klara whispers. She ducks behind Werner, who takes a split second to enjoy this rare good fortune. As if Klara would ever deem him worthy. Herr Jaeger emerges from behind one of the softly swaying trees, his rifle in hand. Sophie bristles at the thought of him, an intruder, in their forest, a snake in the garden.
Oskar waves. “Herr Jaeger! What a surprise! Won’t you join our picnic?”
The commandant comes to the edge of the blanket, reaches a hand into the bowl, and takes the fattest of the blackberries. “I heard your voices and I wanted to warn you not to go that way.” He points back to the direction he’s come. “We are doing target practice. I would not want you to be shot accidentally.”
Klara offers the commandant a plate of gingery Lebkuchen. “I made these myself, Herr Jaeger. Won’t you have one?”
“Delicious,” he says, sinking his teeth into one. “Thank you, Fräulein.” He takes out a small bag of treats. “Would you care for a chocolate?”
Lotte’s eyes go wide. She grabs for one and Klara slaps her hand.
“Lotte! Manners!” She sighs in apology. “Mother says she’ll have no teeth by the time she’s thirteen.”
“Well. One won’t hurt. Here you are.”
Lotte takes the small foil-wrapped treat like it’s a treasure.
Herr Jaeger says as he steps back and takes in the sight of the Bridegroom’s Oak, “So. This is the famous matchmaking tree.”
“Yes! It’s very old,” Lotte says. Her mouth is smeared with chocolate.
Herr Jaeger circles the tree slowly, then peers up at the knothole stuffed with letters. “Hmmm.” He makes the innocent hum terrifying. “Anyone could have access to this tree?” he says in a tone of voice so unflappable it could be asking for a napkin.
“Yes!” Hedy barrels in. “Isn’t it romantic?”
Herr Jaeger is still looking up at the knothole. “Perhaps. Still. It could be used by saboteurs to exchange secret plans. I will have it sealed.”
“Oh no! Please, Herr Jaeger. You mustn’t!” Sophie pleads.
Herr Jaeger’s eyebrows rise. It’s hard to tell if he is amused or suspicious. The danger line of his expressions is porous. “And why is that, Fräulein?”
“I-I only meant, what will those poor lost souls do then? Without the promise of true love?”
“Ah yes. Miss Lonelyhearts, who believes in magic.” The commandant’s shoulders soften a hair. He stares up once more, and Sophie and Hanna can see that behind those eyes, his mind is working. “Fair enough,” he says, stepping away from the tree at last. “I would not let it be said that I stopped young girls from finding true love.”
“Herr Jaeger,” Oskar whispers, pointing toward a spot across the clearing where a fat brown rabbit picks at a scrubby bush. Herr Jaeger nods at Oskar—go ahead. Oskar shoulders his rifle and aims. And then, alerted by some nearly imperceptible change in the air, the rabbit bolts a split second before Oskar gets off his shot.
“I almost had him,” Oskar says, embarrassed.
“You hesitated,” Herr Jaeger says. “A hunter never hesitates. He anticipates. Remember that. Thank you for the Lebkuchen. Enjoy your picnic,” the commandant says with the slightest tug of a smile. He heads back the way he came. When he’s gone, Oskar plops to the ground, sulking.
“It’s all right, Oskar! Better luck next time,” Werner says.
“It looked at me,” Oskar says quietly. “My finger was on the trigger but…”
“I’m glad you didn’t shoot the rabbit, Oskar,” Sophie says. It’s the first time she’s ever felt anything like respect for him.
Oskar’s eyes blaze. “Next time, I won’t hesitate.”
The air has gone out of the day. They gather their things for the walk home. As they pass through the trees, Sophie hears the soldiers Herr Jaeger mentioned. Their easy talk about sport carries like an echo: “… but Szepan does not allow the goal, you see…”
She can see them now, through the branches. Two soldiers, one tall and dark haired; the other shorter and blond. They stab into the earth with the cutting edge of their shovels, tamping down mounds with the blade. Something’s sticking up from the dirt. It pulses against the tall soldier’s boot with each shovelful of earth. An animal or bird, maybe, that’s gotten trapped under the dirt. Sophie wants to tell them.
“Sophie, where are you going?” Hanna says urgently.
The soldiers are deep into their conversation. “It was the best World Cup game I’ve ever seen…”
“It was the only World Cup game you’ve ever seen…”
“Still…”
“Wait a minute. A girl.”
The soldiers pause just as Sophie gets a perfect view of the thing fluttering against the soldier’s boot. It’s the stiffening fingers of a lifeless hand pulsing cruelly with the weight of every drop of dirt.

Everyone is silent on the walk back to town. No one talks of what they’ve witnessed. The air has turned oppressive and soupy, a distant rain gathering strength. Lotte runs ahead on the road like a bellwether. “Watch me turn a cartwheel!” She tumbles across the road in a flurry of skirt. “You didn’t even watch!”
“Enough, Lotte,” Klara barks but there’s no real energy behind it.
Lotte isn’t giving up. She is powered by the desperate need particular to all unwanted children to prove themselves lovable to someone, anyone. “I can climb that tree over there!”
“No, you can’t! You’re too clumsy,” Klara scolds, but Lotte is already running full speed across the brittle field.
The day sits heavily on Sophie’s mind, as heavy as the humidity. The whole world has gone mad. She will never be able to unsee that hand reaching up from the floor of the forest like it was begging for help. Out in the field, Lotte scrambles up the giant tree, reaching for the next branch and the next, disappearing into the decaying leaves of autumn. “Watch me!” she calls.
Klara keeps walking. “Ignore her. That’s what Mother says to do.”
“Watch me!” Lotte shouts again.
Sophie turns her head. Lotte is unsteady. She’s out of her depth, too high.
“Lotte … come down,” Sophie says.
“I told you, ignore her!” Klara tuts.
“I can do it!” Lotte shouts, more determined than ever to prove herself. She makes a hasty grab for a branch slightly out of reach. But she’s leaned out too far and gravity always wins. Lotte loses her balance. As she falls, she reminds Sophie of a dying bird. The fall seems to exist outside of time, and then time catches up. Lotte hits the hard ground with a sickening thump. For a terrible moment, it’s as if every molecule of air has been sucked up and held in the clouds’ tight fists. And then Lotte’s scream is everywhere.
“Lotte!” Klara gasps. She runs toward her sister, the others following. Below the knee, Lotte’s leg juts out at an unnatural angle. Blood seeps through her white sock in a fast-spreading stain.
“Lotte! Lotte, you stupid girl—what have you done! Oh, Lotte! Poor little mouse!”
Lotte has stopped crying and that is more frightening. She stares straight ahead and shivers.
“She is going into shock,” Karl says.
On the road, Herr Jaeger’s truck arrives. Hanna runs toward it at breakneck speed, waving her arms. The truck slows to a stop. Hanna points toward the tree, and in a moment, two soldiers hurry across the field. They lift Lotte in their arms and carry her to their truck for the drive into Kleinwald.
“Lay her down in the back. Careful,” Herr Jaeger orders the soldiers.
Dutifully, they peel back the truck’s canvas flaps. On the floor is the graceful doe from the forest, her soft fur stiffening with dried blood. A precise bullet hole has pierced the center of her head between her big brown eyes, which are still wide open, staring into nothing.






BROOKLYN, NEW YORK.
SPRING 2020
Chloe and Miles have hit a wall in their research. It’s Egon Wagner. They’ve got his sketches, a “New to Kleinwald” column, and a photo of his painting—the one of Hanna as the Valkyrie—from an exhibit on Nazi propaganda. But they still don’t know whether he was the one who betrayed Die Eichel. The services of a tech god are required. They need Danny Kim.
“So have you guys talked about Halloween at all?” Danny asks.
“No.”
Danny shakes his head. “I don’t get you two, man.”
“We’re friends again. That’s it.”
“I don’t know if you’re more full of shit for thinking I believe that or for telling yourself that’s true,” Danny says.
“Just … behave, okay?” Miles warns.
Chloe clicks on. The three of them are now small Zoom boxes on Miles’s computer.
“Hey!”
“Heyyyy,” Danny says. There’s the weird long-time-amiright conversation. Danny and Chloe discuss colleges—“Stanford,” Chloe says. “Damn, girl.” Danny snaps. “I’m NYU.” Miles says nothing.
“So, Miles tells me you found something?” Chloe prompts.
“Yeah. So. At first I thought Nacht und Nebel was one of those Norwegian death metal bands. You know, Guten Morgen, death, death, death!” Danny launches into full metal-drummer, arms flailing. Chloe has described him as a four-lane highway with no stoplights.
Chloe private chats Miles. I will never understand how you two became friends.
Becca Minsky’s bat mitzvah. He kept me from having to dance. I owe him forever, Miles types back.
Danny makes a stank-face. “Are y’all talking shit about me already?”
“No,” Chloe says at the same time Miles says, “Yes.”
“Just like old times,” Danny mutters. He smirks. “Or is it?”
“Tell her what you found,” Miles adds before Danny can say anything he shouldn’t.
“Right!” Danny grins, pleased with himself. “The parental units made me do tech summer camp in New Hampshire where I was eaten alive by bugs and got the runs from a bad hamburger. BUT! Plus side: I met some junior hackers there…”
“That’s reassuring,” Chloe says. Is he gonna get us on a No Fly List, she texts Miles.
“They taught me how to find, like, pretty much anything. So. I did an advanced search on your Egon intel and anything connected to Kleinwald, the Ministry of Public Enlightenment, Oktoberfest, dirndl porn…”
“DanDan,” Miles warns.
“Dude. Hate the sin, love the sinner. Anyway, I got hella interested in that Bridegroom’s Oak. I was thinking about the symbolism of the oak and the acorn.”
“Hold up. Have you actually been paying attention in class all these years?” Miles teases.
“I had a crush on Ms. Valerie, my eighth-grade lit teacher. But I loved symbolism because it was like a language under the language. Code. Basically. I started thinking about how the acorn is like a symbol of hope for a future that we can’t see yet. So that painting you sent me from the museum, the Valkyrie and oak tree? I contacted the museum for a hi-res and … can you see?”
“Yeah, but what am I looking for?” Chloe asks.
“Look really close at the tree trunk. At first I thought it was just weird bark. But there’s a message hidden inside the lines. I can’t pronounce it.”
“Widerstehen Sie der Tyrannei,” Miles says. “Resist tyranny.”
“Just like in Mormor’s fairy tale,” Chloe says.
“I think I just got chills,” Danny says, and for once it’s not the on-ramp to some rude joke. “So it seems like your artist guy, Egon Wagner, was actually a true resister.”
“Wow. That was brave, sending subliminal messages like that in the very paintings he was commissioned to do for the Reich,” Chloe says.
“But I saved the best for last,” Danny says. “That Dodauer Forest, or however you say it, has a pretty famous matchmaking tree called the Bridegroom’s Oak. Which I thought was interesting ’cause of the magic tree in your grandma’s story.”
“Yeah, we know all of this,” Miles says.
“Patience, young Padawan. Anyway. I found this.”
Danny sends them a photograph of two girls, one blond, one brunette, beneath a huge oak tree with a ladder leaning against its trunk. Beneath the photograph is a caption in German, which Miles translates: Last picnic beside the Bridegroom’s Oak. There are two names listed: Sophie and Hanna.
“Wow,” Chloe says. “I’m not sure if you’re a complete genius or you’re gonna go work for Skynet and kill us all.”
“Thanks. Does this mean I get to be part of the podcast? You can bill me as Complete Genius. I don’t mind.” Danny’s grin turns sly. “So, Chloe, did Miles tell you about our fabulous Zoom Prom? You two should totally go! Could be the best thing in lockdown.”
Miles texts Danny: Dude. NO.
You can thank me later, Danny shoots back.
“Mmm. Still traumatized from my bat mitzvah,” Chloe answers cagily. “What if one of the resistance members ended up making it to Berlin and that was Mama D’s therapist friend, Frau Hermann? Didn’t your mom say that she was haunted by guilt?”
Excellent pivot, Miles texts.
Not my first time at the rodeo, Chloe responds.
“Yeah,” Danny says. “So, did she rat out her friends?”
“Hanna and Sophie are wearing BDM uniforms,” Miles says meaningfully. “Doesn’t exactly scream ‘resistance.’”
Danny lights up. “Whoa! They were into BDM?”
“Not what you’re thinking, DanDan.”
“Yeah, but like Egon, it would be a good way to hide in plain sight and avoid suspicion,” Chloe muses. “Really clever, actually.”
“League of German Girls would be an awesome dirndl-porn website,” Danny says.
“Dude!” Miles chides.
“Chloe! I need you!” Joyce yells.
“Oh my god. I’m seriously gonna lose my entire freaking mind. One sec.” Chloe gets up from her laptop and leaves them staring at her empty chair.
“I gotta jet soon,” Danny says.
“Why? There’s a literal pandemic on, in case you haven’t noticed.” Miles hopes he doesn’t sound too annoyed. They just started getting somewhere in the mystery. And having his friends together again feels … nice.
“Going to a community AAPI meeting with Amy. We’re talking with our city councilman about the hate crimes that’ve been going down.”
“Whoa,” Miles says. Danny has never been politically active about anything.
“Yeah. Actually, Chi hooked me up with her voter group so we can register people in the neighborhood who have been thinking about voting. Hey. You should totally come to the meeting. We could use as many voices as possible. I can send you the Zoom link.”
“Uh, maybe,” Miles demurs. He’s known Danny a long time; he can tell by his expression that he’s disappointed in Miles. “Anyway. I thought you didn’t like Chi.”
“I never said that. I said she was intense. Which is still true. But you know what? Maybe it’s time for the rest of us to get a little intense, too. Better than sitting on my ass gaming all day. People can surprise you,” Danny says. He leans back and folds his arms across his chest and looks directly into the camera at Miles with a new seriousness. “And it’s never too late for us to surprise ourselves. You know?”
Chloe returns, much to Miles’s relief. “Sorry. Hey, Danny, can you send me that picture of Hanna and Sophie?”
“Sure thing.”
A few seconds later, Chloe’s phone pings. She stares intently at her screen. “They’re younger than us,” she says. “And maybe they were killed for fighting back. Or maybe they escaped and went on to live long lives somewhere. Either way, you can tell how much they love each other.”
They all take a good long look. In this moment, Miles feels the scrutiny of history, as if these two girls from the past are looking to him to carry their message forward.
And then Danny says, “Wait, so, like, they were hot for each other?”


“Sorry about Danny,” Miles says to Chloe later when it’s just the two of them.
Chloe rolls her eyes. “Yeah. He’s a lot. But gotta admit, he found some good stuff. Maybe he’ll be okay in seven years.”
“Why seven?”
“There’s a theory that every seven years, our cells turn over and replace themselves. So maybe you become a completely new person in time. Like, change is inevitable. Literally encoded into our cells.”
Miles could tell her that Danny already seems to be changing in some ways. He stares at the spot on his ceiling where he once placed a Beast Boy sticker that has faded into a ghost of itself. He wonders if he will miss the old him over the years or if he’ll be glad to be whatever he becomes next.
“Hey, um. This is kinda awkward.”
“Is it about Zoom Prom?”
“No. It’s about Mormor.” The uncomfortable question he’s punted down the road has finally come to a stop. “Chloe, what if she wasn’t a spy for the Allies but a double agent for the Nazis? What if ‘The Tale of the Hare and the Deer’ is a confession?”
“Miles. My grandma is not a Nazi, okay? She literally married a Jewish man named Samuel Eisenberg and raised her daughter Jewish.”
“You said it yourself: People change.”
Chloe stares at him. “I can’t believe you are saying this.”
“We have to follow every lead. Explore all the options. I’m just saying—that is an option.”
“No. It’s not,” Chloe says hotly. “I’ve known her my whole life. She fought for civil rights and against apartheid and went to so many boycotts and marches and got arrested! She’s the best person I have ever personally known!”
“You’ve known a version of her. She had a life before you.”
Chloe goes quiet for an uncomfortably long time. The way she’s playing with her pen, turning it end over end, is a tell. She’s angry.
“Look, you think the Mystery Mavens ignore a truth just because it’s inconvenient or awkward? No. They follow through. No matter how uncomfortable.” He’s trying to sound sympathetic but he’s getting worked up.
“Oh, so now it’s not just a theory but fact that my grandma was a Nazi spy?”
“Remember, you asked me to help you.”
“Yeah, regretting that right now.”
It’s feeling like last November in the park. “At least I’m not in denial.”
Chloe snorts. “I’m in denial? Miles, you’re so afraid of your feelings you can’t have a serious conversation without reaching for the joke when things get too real. How do you like that inconvenient truth? Oh, and excuse me, but I literally attended my first march with Mormor while I was in diapers. Okay? What about you? When have you put some skin in the game?”
The comment lands like a blow of truth. Miles comes out swinging. “Sorry if my Insta isn’t full of me on righteous marches holding signs with my activist grandma so everybody knows how woke I am. I didn’t sign up for drama class.”
Chloe’s mouth opens in a little gasp and he knows instantly that he’s gone too far.
“No,” she says evenly. “It’s about doing the work. About taking the risk. Whether there’s anybody there to see it or not.”
“Yeah. Well—”
But she’s already disconnected their call.


Miles can’t sleep, the fight with Chloe fresh on his mind. One minute, he’s sure he’s right, and in the next, doubt barrels in. Chloe knows her grandmother much better than Miles could. But that very closeness might cloud her judgment. The two of them are writing a narrative of themselves and they each need the other to believe it to make it true.
Dawn gilds the window. Miles checks his phone. No message from Chloe. He opens up his email and stares at the blinking cursor.
Hi Ms. Diaz,
I hope I’m not bothering you. I’ve been looking into that possible war crime and it got me thinking about your uncle. I’m kinda struggling with the whole idea of forgiveness and justice. I hope this isn’t too personal but how could you forgive them for what they did to your family? For what they did to humanity? I hope you’re all doing okay. Mom Lisa says we don’t have to sanitize our groceries anymore. Just FYI.
Sincerely,
Miles
Hi Miles,
You are definitely not bothering me. That’s a big question and I’m not sure I have an answer. The mothers and grandmothers of the Desaparecidos never forgot. They would gather in the Plaza de Mayo every week, these silent, sad-faced women in headscarves carrying hand-painted signs, demanding justice for their lost children. Their very presence was a protest. They didn’t give up. That kind of tenacity is key. I asked one of the mothers once—she was a very religious lady—how she was able to forgive the murderers. She told me that forgiveness was her form of civil disobedience. It was a disruption of the cycle of action/reaction, of an eye for an eye. Her forgiveness allowed for something new to emerge; it made it possible.
Me? I’m not there yet. I can’t think about the murderers. I have to think about the future. That’s why I teach. If memory is a protest, then I try to keep knowledge alive by teaching history, which is the record of our collective memory. I fight to include the voices of those who have been left out to make that history more comfortable for certain people. As my friend Gayle always says, “The truth will set you free. But first it hurts.”
Wow. You really got me fired up today! Thank you!
Sincerely,
D. Diaz

Miles has dragged Mama D’s boxes up from the basement. He sits on the living room rug sorting through her past. The picture of her with Lena outside the Hansa studio. An old couple dancing amid rubble. A teeming scrum of punks caught mid-dance. A whole life contained in a mildewed corrugated box. It makes him wonder which things that seem important now, moments and friends and regrets that loom large, will be diminished or amplified by time. At the bottom of the box, Miles finds a yellowed envelope with Jenny written across the front in an elegant cursive. The left corner of the envelope bulges with something bulky. He empties it and out comes an acorn.
The letter smells earthy, like something exhumed.
Dear Jenny,
Sometimes we make mistakes that have consequences we cannot foresee. I made such a mistake myself and it has been the ghost in my life every day since. We cannot change the past. It is done. But we have the choice to live in courage going forward. I hope you will find the courage to become your true self.
Someone once gifted this to me. Better you should have it now. From small acorns grow mighty trees. Plant something good for yourself and it will prove good for others, too.
Your friend,
Lotte Hermann
Miles sits with the acorn in his hand. It’s small but it feels weighty. He hits the search engine for anything on a Lotte Hermann in Germany. He finds a trove of wrong Hermanns on Facebook and LinkedIn. At last, he finds an article from 2010 about the fortieth anniversary of the Die Eichel treatment center in Berlin. He hits translate on the site, ignoring the oddball verb tenses to get the gist.
DIE EICHEL: 40 YEARS OF HEALING
Before all the ones had heard the term, PTSD, Charlotte “Lotte” Hermann-Bauer was to treating those who will suffer from this trauma. Since 1970, Frau Hermann has helped many mend broken lives, serving equally those who suffered from what had been done to them or from what they ones have done to others during the war.
“All deserve healing,” Frau Hermann insists from her second-floor office with its view of summer trees which she visits three days a week, commuting from Bremen where she lives with her second husband, Franz Bauer. “Guilt, shame, trauma, abuse—these are poisons in the soil. The garden must be planted anew. For nothing good can grow in poisoned soil.”
Miles forwards the article to Chloe. Then a text floats up from Mom Lisa.
ML: Got the day off. Gonna come over around two.
Miles breaks into a grin. It feels like Christmas.
M2G: What if I’m not home?
ML: Funny. See you soon.

They sit wearing masks in the backyard eight feet apart under sweet blue skies. It’s weird for them not to hug. Mom Lisa and the whole dela Cruz clan are big huggers. It’s been weeks since he’s seen her. Her eyes look bruised with fatigue. Her undercut has grown out, making the longer portion on top stick out at a weird angle. At any other time, he’d razz her about it. But he’s just glad to have her there. She’s brought him a tinfoil container of adobo that one of the other Filipina nurses she’s staying with has cooked. Miles digs into the comfort of the vinegary pork and rice. It reminds him of the times they would visit his grandparents and cousins in California. Maybe he’ll ask his Iola Concepción to show him how to make it so her recipe won’t be forgotten.
“This is amazing,” he says.
“Para sa totoo,” Lisa answers, and tilts her face toward the sky.
Mama D is a talker. When Miles and Mom Lisa are together, they can fall into relaxed silences, happily alone together. She says Miles would be good at fishing, which she likes to do sometimes with her brothers and cousins. They’ve run through their favorite topics—video games, Marvel movies, the Brooklyn Nets—and have studiously avoided the scary ones—Covid, the hospital, the patients she’s lost. Dodger has settled his tanklike butt on Lisa’s feet and won’t get up, like he thinks he can keep her there. It’s around three thirty. The sun is high and edgeless.
“Mom. Can I ask you a question?”
Mom Lisa lifts her head up from her sun-drowse. She quirks an eyebrow, nods.
“How do you talk to girls?”
The plastic lawn chair groans as Mom Lisa bends forward laughing. “Oh, Iho. I used to ask myself the same question.”
“Okay, but, obviously you figured it out.”
“Like a boss.”
“But, like, what if you might’ve said the wrong thing to a girl and she’s not talking to you?”
“Do you think you were wrong?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. I think I was wrong in the way I went about it.”
Mom Lisa nods slowly. “Okay. I’m gonna teach you some magic words. This is straight outta the lesbian grimoire. Top secret stuff. You ready?”
Miles leans forward. “Ready.”
“Here it comes.” Mom Lisa holds his gaze. “I. Am. Sorry.”
She sits back in her chair. Sips her guava juice from a straw tucked beneath her mask.
“Okay. Thanks for that,” Miles says, pissed.
“You’re welcome. Don’t mope.”
“I’m not moping.”
“Well, you’re mope-adjacent. I can tell even with your mask on.”
“You know, you’re not right about everything.” He’s angry and he’s angrier that he feels guilty about it. Angry that he can’t even get pissed off at his mom now without thinking, What if she gets sick? What if this is the last time we’re together? Why couldn’t she just answer his question? He is moping. He doesn’t care. He enjoys a good sulk.
“Look, just be a person, Iho,” Mom Lisa says, soft and sincere. “Be yourself. That’s the most radical thing you can do.”
Two lawns over, their neighbor Mr. Zhao sings Britney Spears off-key while he prunes his roses.
“Dang,” Mom Lisa says, shaking her head. “The pandemic hasn’t improved his voice one bit.”
She leaves him with healthy groceries. Tells him he’s done well. That she’s proud. When she’s leaving, without hugs, her eyes glisten with tears. “Soon. I’ll be home soon,” she says. It’s what she used to say to her parents when she’d leave for a tour of duty.
Later, when he’s alone again, which feels extra alone, Miles stares at his phone. Finally, he types out an opening text and hopes for the best.
M2G: Hey. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be an asshole. I’ve forgotten how to human.
Chloe’s reply is surprisingly quick.
ChloeintheDark: Yeah, you were an asshole and honestly, I’m still pretty pissed off at you. We really need to work on your delivery skills. We can talk about it later. My mom has some big 23andMe news. There’s a family meeting or something. FML.
Miles is relieved. At least she doesn’t hate hate him. There’s still a chance to salvage things. He takes a shower and lets the water course over him. He towels off and hops into clothes that are mostly fresh. When Chloe’s call comes through, he’s nervous.
“Hey!” he says, hoping he sounds normal. “How was the family meeting? Are you related to the Bundys?”
He braces for her to say, This is not the time for jokes. We need to talk. But she’s fired up about something else. “You are not gonna believe this. Okay. You know how my mom was upset about her first 23andMe results? She was pissed because it said she didn’t have any Swedish DNA.”
“But … she’s half-Swedish, right?”
“That’s what we all thought. Both times, it said she was mostly German and some Finnish. Turns out she has a secret relative in Sweden. And get this: He’s not Swedish, either!”
“Whoa.”
“Yeah, big whoa. His name is Lars Karlsson. He was born in Stockholm in 1942 and adopted when he was only a few days old. My mom said one of Lars’s sons got interested in finding his birth parents. He did the DNA thing and my mom came up as a ‘predicted relationship.’ Their percentage of shared DNA is high—twenty-five percent.”
“I’m just gonna pretend I know what that means.”
“It means they’re closely related. Like an aunt-uncle, niece-nephew, half-sibling kinda thing.”
“Again: Whoa.”
“You don’t know the half of it. So my mom talked to her secret relative, Lars Karlsson?”
“The new guitarist in Metallica. Right.”
Chloe laughs. “Do not make me kick you!”
Miles grins. It’s okay. They are okay. “Sorry.” He’s not sorry. It was a good line. “Go on.”
“Check this: He’s her half brother.”
Miles’s brain is trying to catch up. “So…?”
“That means Mormor had a baby in Sweden when she was a teenager and gave it up for adoption,” she says.
“Whoa.”
“I think we are way beyond whoa. I was thinking about what she said in ‘The Tale of the Hare and the Deer.’ ‘Sometimes babies have to be raised by other mothers. It happens.’ Miles, maybe you were right about Mormor. She’s not who I thought she was.” He can hear her sniffling on the other end. “And I may never know who she really is. Never have the answers to this mystery.”
He lets her cry for a while, fighting the urge to fill the silence with a joke or a useless statement. He doesn’t want to make another mistake like yesterday. Chloe is hurting. He knows that she’s afraid, that Mormor may never start talking again. That she is already lost.
When Chloe’s snotty gasps grow less frequent and she starts blowing her nose, Miles says the one thing that comforts him: “Mom Lisa says that the most radical thing anyone can do is be who they are.”
“Yeah? How’s that working out for you?”
“Fair point.” Miles takes in a deep breath. Now seems as good a time as any: “I wasn’t honest on Halloween. When you asked me about my type, I wanted to say, you. You’re my type, Chlo. You always have been. Type seems like I’m putting you in some category. You have always been my person. I should’ve told you before, but I was scared of losing our friendship.” He thinks about what Danny said about acorns. “Scared of a future I couldn’t see.”
He feels suddenly tired. Like he’s run twenty laps around the un-air-conditioned gym and has finally gotten to sit down on the bleachers. He’s not sure what he wants her to say. Maybe nothing. Maybe telling her the truth after all this time is enough for now. “Anyway. I’m sorry I was an asshole.”
Chloe sniffles. “You were. But I was, too.”
“Is that like WeWork—Co-Assholes?”
Chloe snorts. “Good band name.” She twirls her bangs. It’s her nervous tell. “I got scared, too. And then it was senior year and it seemed like a stupid time to start anything. And now, well, who knows what’s next? Frogs could start falling out of the sky.”
“Cool. Free frogs.”
They sit quietly in their own spaces, together and alone.
“Any chance you’d wanna go to the world’s worst online prom?” Miles asks.
Chloe lets out a deeply held breath. “Why not?”






KLEINWALD, GERMANY.
AUTUMN 1941
Karl helps Sophie into the wobbling rowboat. In the days since their last picnic, the air has turned brisk. Karl picks up the oars and sweeps them far from shore. From this distance, Kleinwald resembles a cuckoo clock village. A flock of graugans lifts into the sky in one fluttering arc. Sophie looks out at the hills, that greened over the summer into a soft hope. The last of the sun is spreading its light. Karl turns his face toward it.
“It was always gray in Poland. I don’t know if that is true or only in my mind, but I don’t remember ever seeing the sun. Only gray. Especially in the woods.”
“There’s a forest like here?”
“There is a forest,” Karl says. The boat drifts like clouds. After so many days and nights of work, this weightless lull is strange, unreal; it’s as if the clockmaker of the universe has stopped time just for them. “There’s something I need to tell you. Something I need to say. Just once. And then I never want to speak of it again.”
A cloud passes overhead. The sun vanishes. In its place comes a feeling of dread. It is all Sophie can do not to pick up the oars and row them back toward shore. She wants to outrun this shadow.
“I’m a deserter, Sophie. If this were known, I’d be executed. The war is immoral, and I had a duty to the others. Both things are true.” He doesn’t wait for her response. “After we were attacked, in the fog and crossfire and confusion, I slipped off my helmet and gun and ran into the woods. And then I kept running. I slept in fields at night and drank from the river. I ate whatever I could find. Often it made me sicker than not eating. I was like Siddhartha sitting at the river, so filled with self-disgust that I prayed for lightning to strike me. By the time I had wandered into the forest, it was to let myself die. Until you. And the letters.” Karl clears his throat. “Before that…” Karl coughs. His voice is scratchy. “I was in the Einsatzgruppen. You know what this is?”
Sophie shakes her head slowly.
Karl’s fingers tremble the way they did when he first came home from the hospital. “The officers…” His voice catches. “The officers would give the orders. The soldiers of the Einsatzgruppen were to march people from the ghetto out into the woods. Old men and women. Grandfathers. Grandmothers. Too old and sick for work. But also mothers, fathers. Children. The soldiers had their rifles. They would say to the people, ‘Now you will dig a pit.’ And if they said, ‘But we have no shovels,’ the soldiers would say, ‘Then use your hands.’ They would dig. The grandfathers and grandmothers. The mothers, fathers, sons, and daughters. They would dig until their hands were bloody. Until the soldiers told them, stop. ‘Now strip.’ It was cold in the woods. You could see it in their breath. It came out like ghosts. The soldiers made them stand in a line at the edge of the pit. Some cried. Some prayed. Some were finished with God.”
Sophie feels as if she, too, stands at the edge of a pit and doesn’t want to look down. “What happened in the woods?”
Karl looks out at the lake. “I shot them.”
“Soldiers follow orders.” Sophie is quick to offer an excuse, though it’s not quite clear who she means it for.
“But I killed them. I killed them, Sophie.”
Sound carries from the shore. A mother telling her splashing children that it is time to come back in. Once upon a time. Sophie tells herself that if she puts that in front of what Karl is saying, it will be easier to hear. Like a story she can take in. Once upon a time, something terrible happened. But that was a long time ago. It reminds her of a word Herr Kirschbaum taught her—atonement, reparation for a wrong or injury; the expiation of sin. In a way, it is a coda to complicit.
She can see Herr Kirschbaum as he was, in his butcher shop once upon a time, treating flesh as if it were both a blessing and an offering.
“Yom Kippur is the holiest of our holidays,” Herr Kirschbaum had explained. “The Day of Atonement. A time to repent your wrongs and to forgive wrongdoing in order to start the new year with a fresh slate.”
She had liked the idea of this. But now she wonders, Are some sins beyond atonement, beyond redemption?
“Forgive me, forgive me…,” Karl says, and buries his head in his hands.

Sophie sits at the edge of the lake staring out at the water. It has been a week since Karl’s confession. They have not spoken of it again, but it is in her thoughts every time she sees his fingers trembling at his sides or watches him on the street staring up at the stars for so long it’s as if he’s become part of the night. The weight of it is there in his furtive glances in the garret as he sets about his reparations. He has done unspeakable things and he is haunted by them and she loves him and is now also haunted by them. She decides that time will be the judge, not her. When she returns to the garret, she squeezes Karl’s hand and whispers, “Meet me at midnight. In the bookshop.”


Sophie waits until she can hear the deep, soft snoring of her father. Then she tiptoes down the steps and slips out the front door. There is a blackout order and the town is as dark as the inside of a coat. She walks the streets by memory until she reaches the bookshop. She waits inside for Karl to arrive.
He’s nervous. Sophie finds this amusing. All those years of pining for Karl and now, at this pivotal moment, she is calm and sure and he rubs his hands through his hair and against the sides of his trousers. Sophie leads him to the small storeroom. When she had imagined this night—before she knew how to imagine such a night—Sophie had pictured a castle room with a four-poster bed and a knight on bended knee professing his love. She’d certainly never fantasized about a blanket on a cold wood floor in the back of the family shop. So many romantic notions she’s had to put away to make room for reality, except for this one small thing: A jar of dried linden blossoms sits on a nearby shelf, and she wonders if she will always associate the smell of linden with the feel of Karl’s body against hers.
They curl up like a pair of shells.
“I love you,” he whispers.
She falls asleep to the gentle reassurance of his breathing.
Sophie dreams of a dragon in the forest. After a long sleep, it has come awake, hungry and ready to strike. It opens its mouth. “Sophie…” Fists of dark-gray smoke punch from its flared nostrils, turning the forest into a world of fog. Everywhere she tries to run, the dragon’s tail slithers across the path.
“Sophie…”
The tail wraps around her. Tightens. She can’t breathe.
“Sophie! Get up!”
Someone is shaking her by the shoulders.
“Sophie, quickly! The shop is on fire!”
Sophie sits up as if she’s been slammed into waking. Her lungs are tight. Oily black smoke curls under the door crack. The air is thick. Hurriedly, she dresses, her fingers fumbling with buttons and shoelaces, her head fuzzy from lack of oxygen and fear. The paint has begun to bubble and peel. Karl covers them both with the blanket. He pushes Sophie behind him. “Stay back,” he says. When he opens the door, a powerful heat punches into the small room. It takes what little breath Sophie has been saving. She coughs. Her lungs fill with smoke and panic. The shop is in flames.
“Sophie,” Karl says. “Just stay close.”
The smoke is an ocean. Wave after wave of it billowing toward them. There is no time to save anything. Together, they run past the tinderbox of burning tables and scorched books. Karl singes his hand on the doorknob. He pulls it back with a gasp and, using the blanket, twists it open, and then they are outside, where Sophie coughs out smoke, pulls in great lungfuls of clean fall air. Neighbors scurry out of houses and down the street. The volunteer fire brigade arrives with a truck and hoses. Someone has gone for Sophie’s father. He hurries around the corner still in his dressing robe, slowing with each step, the anguish in his eyes. Everything he’s built is on fire. And Sophie knows it was deliberately set. Maybe by the police. Or one of the neighbors gawking now. Maybe Herr Binder, who had said, “The whole shop should burn.” This is her home. Was her home. And these, her people. And one of them, maybe more than one, has done this. It’s more than she can bear. She turns and runs, the blanket flying out behind her like a cape, passing Hanna in the street along the way.
“Sophie!” Hanna yells. She chases after her, calling her name, all the way down the slope to the lake. “Sophie!” she begs. “Please stop running from me!”
Sophie wanders into the brittling reeds. There’s nowhere left to go. She falls to her knees and howls. Hanna sinks down into the forgiving mud and wraps her arms around Sophie. She holds her tight.
“Maybe there is no saving the world, Hanna,” Sophie says through sobs. “Maybe we should just let it rot.”
“Oh, please, Sophie. Don’t you say that or I’ll believe there is no good left. Aren’t you the one who believes in happily ever after?”
“I don’t know what I believe anymore.”
“Then let me help you. Once upon a time,” Hanna begins. “There were two friends. The best of friends. Close as sisters.”
“You hate your sisters,” Sophie sniffles.
Hanna offers her sleeve. “Close as sisters without any of the annoying bits.”
Sophie manages a smile. She dries her eyes with the back of her hand. Clears her throat. “What else?”
“They lived in a magical forest. Real magic. The sort that you only read about in books.”
Hanna and Sophie sit facing the shore, listening to the persistence of water.
“Go on,” Sophie prompts.
“That’s as far as I’ve gotten.”
“Well. It’s not a bad start.”
Hanna leans Sophie’s head against her shoulder.
They sit this way for a long, long time.






WEST BERLIN.
SUMMER 1980
Being grounded is torture. No TV. No phone. No going out. But worst of all, Jenny has been separated from Lena. She is forbidden to use the phone, which her parents keep locked in her father’s office now. She has no way of letting Lena know what has happened. Does Lena wonder? Will she show up under Jenny’s window shouting her name like Marlon Brando in A Streetcar Named Desire, a movie Richard made Jenny watch? Is she as sick with missing Jenny as Jenny is for her?
On the third day of her grounding, Jenny knocks on her mother’s bedroom door with her violin case in hand. She has wrapped her buzzed head in the Hermès scarf. She thinks it makes her look like she’s auditioning for a dinner theater version of Fiddler on the Roof but she knows it will make her mother feel vindicated, so: scarf.
“Could I go play for Frau Hermann?” she asks.
Her mother is at her vanity, rubbing cold cream on her elbows from a fat jar. She holds Jenny’s gaze in her mirror. “You’re grounded, Jennifer. Remember?”
“I know. But it’s just downstairs.” Jenny searches for the emotional key needed to unlock her mother’s resolve. “Mom, she doesn’t have anybody else. I think she’s lonely.”
“Oh. I didn’t realize that.” Her mother sighs a tiny puff of fog onto the mirror. “I suppose that would be all right. I have to take Alison to the dentist and then we are going shopping for the afternoon. But I will expect you to come right back here after your visit with Frau Hermann. Is that understood?”
“I understand.”
Her mother closes the cold cream jar. “That’s very nice of you, Jennifer. Very mature,” she says, and the word feels like something Jenny wants to scrape off her shoe and hurl in her mother’s face.
Jenny hasn’t spoken to Frau Hermann since their fight. But she has a phone and Jenny needs to call Lena and let her know what’s going on. She wonders if Frau Hermann will know that she’s using her. If she will care. If this makes Jenny a bad person, or at least not the person she’s always thought she was. But when she knocks at Frau Hermann’s door, there’s no answer.
Across the hall, Martina opens her front door wearing the Hardy Boys T-shirt. “She’s gone.”
“Gone where?”
Martina shrugs. “She left with her suitcase this morning. Probably she cast a spell on the wrong person and they died and now she has to escape before the police arrive. I’ll bet there’s a dead body in her apartment. We will know soon by the smell.”
Martina says all of this without a shred of a smile.
“Okay. Thanks. Martina, could I just use your phone really quick, please?”
Martina folds her arms across the Hardy Boobs. “You got me in trouble with my mother. For lying.”
“Sorry.”
“She says you can’t come over anymore.”
“Sorry,” Jenny says, though she doubts it’s a hardship for either of them.
“I heard you cut all your hair off.”
“Yeah.” Jenny removes the scarf. Martina can’t hold back her scowl.
“Why?”
This is impossible to sum up. “I felt like it.”
“You’re really weird.”
“Yeah. I guess I am.”
Martina twirls a lock of her own thick hair. “So can I have your curling iron? I mean, you don’t need it, right?”
Jenny peers over the banister at the door to the street. “Martina, are you the only one who saw Frau Hermann leave?”
Martina shrugs. “I suppose.”
Jenny has an idea. “Thanks. You can have the curling iron. Just don’t tell anybody you saw me, okay?”
Martina shakes her head. “Are all Americans as strange as you?”

On the train ride to Kreuzberg, a group of middle-aged women stare at Jenny. Instinctively, she touches her bristly scalp. She’s never been looked at so much. She doesn’t like it. She tells herself that this is the new her. But is it? Lena would stare back until those women looked away. Jenny isn’t Lena. She takes her mother’s scarf from around her neck and wraps her head in it.
She walks quickly from the station, desperate to explain everything to Lena, to kiss her, to do more of what they did last time. When Jenny arrives at the squat, the girls are at the scarred wooden table. Lena blows an angry plume of smoke from a half-gone cigarette. “Where the hell have you been?”
“My parents were pissed off about my hair,” Jenny says, trying to strike a balance between contrite and defensive. “They totally grounded me.”
“And what, you couldn’t let me know?”
“They wouldn’t let me use the phone, Lena. What was I supposed to do?”
“Why are you so afraid of your parents? They aren’t the Stasi!” Lena sneers.
Jenny starts to cry. She hates herself for it. It’s embarrassing, especially in front of Zehra and Anke. “I don’t get to live like you, Lena. My world has rules.”
“Always the good little girl. Do you want to be one of us or not?”
“Lena, sei nicht so gemein,” Anke says. Don’t be mean, Lena.
Lena lets out a shuddering breath. “Sorry. I’m sorry. It’s just … I don’t like not knowing where people are. I don’t like it when people just leave me like that.”
“I wouldn’t have left you,” Jenny says. “Never.”
Lena runs over and pulls Jenny into her arms and Jenny forgets everything except how much she loves Lena.
“Do this later,” Anke says. “What is your news, Lena?”
Jenny realizes she’s walked in on something.
Lena grins like it’s Christmas. “I got us a gig. Not a squat party—a real punk gig. Every band worth hearing will be there. And us. We are playing.”
“When?” Zehra asks.
“Saturday.”
“Is it SO36?” Anke asks.
“Better,” Lena answers.
“What could be better than SO36?” Zehra asks.
“A church,” Lena says. “In Treptow.”
Anke looks to Zehra and back to Lena. “You’re joking.”
“Listen: Everyone who matters will be there. Wutanfall. Planlos. Namenlos. And us. Sophie Scholl.”
“Lena…” Anke trails off into a head shake.
“What’s Treptow?” Jenny asks.
But now the girls are arguing very fast in German. It’s heated. Jenny only catches some of the words—Crazy. Suicidal. No.
“What’s Treptow?” Jenny shouts above the din. “Don’t make me whistle!”
“It’s a neighborhood in East Berlin,” Zehra says, her face serious.
East Berlin. Across the wall.
Anke drums her fingers nervously against the top of the scarred table. “The Stasi will be all over that show, Lena.”
“The Stasi could be anywhere, Anke. For all I know, you’re an IM.”
“Beiss meinen Arsch, Lena!”
“Komm schon. Kämpfe nicht,” Zehre says, hands out like a peacekeeper.
“Do you want to play safe music, is that it, Anke? Are you a real punk or just a tourist?”
Lena’s words have done their work. Anke stares at her feet, cowed.
“They don’t let punks into the DDR. How do we get across looking like this?” Zehra wants to know.
“We don’t go looking like this. We look like boring, ordinary, bourgeois West German girls. And once we get to the show, we look like ourselves,” Lena says with the same charismatic enthusiasm that gets them free stuff all the time, as if saying no is an absolutely futile gesture in the face of her bulldozer brand of Lena logic and charm.
“What if they stop us at the border? They could hold us ten minutes or three hours,” Anke says. “We could end up missing the gig.”
“We won’t miss it,” Lena insists.
“What about going home? They’ll know we played the gig. They’ll detain us. Maybe all night.” Anke has lit a cigarette, which she smokes with ferocity.
“We’re from West Berlin. They have to let us go eventually. And Dallas will threaten to call the embassy,” Lena says, as if that settles it.
Jenny gets a funny tickle in her stomach. She’s being drafted into an unknown cause. And she’s still grounded. She might still be grounded by Saturday if she can’t work her mother. How will she even get loose for this gig?
“Look, if we play this show, we can tell everyone that we played with the best bands in the DDR where it actually matters, where punk is a real political movement. After that, we walk into any of the clubs here like we are someone!”
“I don’t know, Lena,” Zehra says. “It’s risky.”
“Too risky,” Anke says, putting out her smoke with the same murderous intent.
Lena’s lips tighten into a crooked line; her eyes narrow with tears. “You say you believe but you’re just phonies! In another few years, you’ll be dropping babies and shopping at KaDeWe!”
“Küss meinen Arsch, Lena!” Anke spits back, and they’re fighting again.
But the comment has burrowed under Jenny’s skin. This is the future that will happen to her if she continues hiding parts of who she is in order to make other people comfortable. The good little girl.
She won’t do it, can’t do it any longer. She wants to be completely herself, whatever that is, wherever it leads. She wants to be a punk song full of truth and fury and ragged glory.
“I say we go,” she says firmly.
The argument comes to an abrupt halt. Anke and Zehra look at Jenny as if seeing her for the first time.
“I mean, yeah. Let’s do this! All we have is now, right?”
Lena puts her arm around Jenny, and this is all Jenny has wanted, all she wants, period. “You see? Dallas wants to go. She’s braver than both of you.”
“Because she doesn’t know,” Anke says.
“So, what happens? Do we drive over?” Jenny asks.
Anke snorts. “We don’t do anything.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’re American. You need to go through at Checkpoint Charlie.”
It’s dawning on Jenny. “Wait. By myself?”
“You’ll be okay,” Lena promises.
“What about her hair?” Zehra says. “It won’t match her passport picture.”
“Simple,” Lena says. “Dallas will just say she has cancer.”
“That’s dark even for you, Lena,” Anke says.
“Those bastards don’t deserve anything from us.”
“I have to lie to border guards?” Jenny says. Authority makes her nervous. Once, she’d gone into a liquor store with Marcy and Heather, who both had fake IDs. For the ten minutes they’d been in the store, Jenny had been so nervous that Marcy had whispered, “Wait for us outside. You’re gonna get us caught.”
But that was a roadside liquor store. This is East Germany.
Lena rubs Jenny’s back. “You can do it, Dallas.”
Jenny wants to believe in her bulletproof smile.
“We need to enter separately. Make sure you don’t have anything Western on you—not a cassette tape or any clothes with a label…” Lena is explaining so many rules about the border crossing that Jenny can barely keep up. She bites at her already ragged cuticle.
“Every Stasi informant will be at the church watching. It could be any of the punks there,” Zehra says, tapping her foot nervously.
“Why would the punks inform on other punks?” Jenny asks.
“The Stasi can make your life a misery. They can take you to prison for nothing. Keep you awake for hours. Torture you. Threaten your family. Unless you agree to cooperate. Unless you agree to spy on your friends, even your family.”
“Just don’t talk to anyone,” Lena says. “We go. We play. We leave. That’s it. And after this gig, we have the right to call ourselves Sophie Scholl.”
They practice for two hours. Something magical happens. Maybe because of the new sense of danger. Lena works vergib mir into a wail over Anke’s droning keys, Zehra’s manic drumming, and Jenny’s discordant, hostile violin. Lena’s growl rises higher, louder, a transcendent howl of pain that Jenny can feel deep in her belly. She’s played all sorts of pieces in orchestra back home but nothing has ever moved her like this moment unfolding among them now. By the time it’s over, Lena is on her knees, her T-shirt ripped open to expose her black bra. Jenny wipes sweat from her face. There’s a sheen on Zehra and Anke. They can all feel it. They’ve crossed a border of their own, from ragtag misfit collective to a real band with something to say.
“It’s funky in here!” Anke says.
Jenny crosses over and pushes up the splintering window. A breeze wafts in. She sticks her head out to welcome it. Down below, a couple of squatters are fixing a motorcycle. A Turkish family passes by; the mom guides her active little boy away from the street and onto the safety of the sidewalk. In another squat somewhere on the street, they are playing Mahler. It’s a great big symphony of sound and smell and life. And just beyond this is the wall with its watchtowers and rifles guarding a vast, drab uniform grayness. Just over the wall is East Berlin and a chance at legendary punk rock greatness.
They only have to survive the trip.
Lena comes up behind Jenny and wraps her arms around her, resting her chin on Jenny’s shoulder. She kisses Jenny’s neck. “I’m sorry I was so mad earlier. I just missed you really bad. Vergib mir?”
Jenny turns around and kisses her.

It’s dusk when Jenny returns to her apartment building still high on the music and Lena. She can smell Lena on her own clothes, a mix of tobacco and something spicy sweet, something uniquely Lena, and smiles. But it disappears the minute she gets inside. Alison has come down with a stomach bug; they never made it to the dentist appointment. Her parents are in the living room. They have had hours to be angry.
“Where were you?” her father demands. His voice is icy calm. Her mother won’t even look at her. She keeps her manicured hands in her lap and stares at a spot on the expensive rug. “And don’t say with Frau Hermann because we know she left town this morning. Martina told us everything.”
Martina. The traitor. Jenny wishes she could take back her Hardy Boobs tee.
“With my friends.” There’s no point in lying.
“You deliberately disobeyed us.” Her father.
“We were about to call the police. We were worried.” Her mother.
“Haven’t you caused enough trouble? Do you want to do that to your mother?”
“I’m sorry,” Jenny says.
“Sorry’s not enough,” her dad grumbles. It’s one of those empty phrases he likes to throw around. Then what is, Dad? she wants to say.
“Your mother and I have discussed it and we’ve decided that since you can’t follow even the simplest of rules, you’re not ready to live abroad. We’re sending you back to the States.”
“Wait. What? No. I don’t want to go back!”
“Well, you should’ve thought of that before you pulled this latest stunt. Actions have consequences, Jennifer. Your grandparents will pick you up at the airport. And then, next week, you’ll be enrolled in boarding school in Connecticut.”
“Mom. Please.”
Jenny’s mom sits stiffly, staring at her hands in her lap. “I’m very disappointed in you, Jennifer.”
“Your flight is Saturday afternoon. Otto will drive you to the airport since your mother and I have a company dinner that night.”
Saturday. The gig. Lena.
“I can’t go Saturday.” The minute it’s out of her mouth, Jenny knows how ridiculous it sounds.
“Oh? You can’t?” Her dad, mocking. “Do you have some affair of state to attend? Care to enlighten us?”
“I just … I can’t. Okay? Please. Can’t I go Sunday or Monday?”
“Give me a good reason why.”
It’s like the inside of Jenny’s head is a four-way stop sign and none of her words know when to go.
“That’s what I thought. Oh, and you’re grounded, of course. And I mean seriously grounded. You are not leaving this apartment until you’re in the car on the way to the airport. If I were you, I’d get a head start on packing,” her dad says, and crosses to the stereo and his jazz records, a dismissal. Jenny looks to her mother but her mother won’t look back. She’s lost this fight.
She only has four days to get them to change their minds.






BROOKLYN, NEW YORK.
MAY 2020
Miles has spent all day preparing the living room for prom night.
Every piece of furniture has been shoved out of dance range. He has rolled up the rug; it leans against a corner like a dude trying to be cool. Every lamp and candle Miles could find has been artfully arranged—and rearranged—for perfect mood lighting. An hour after he probably should’ve been in the shower, Miles thinks to steal the fairy lights from the backyard and string them up across the back wall above the faux fireplace. Taped to the TV screen is a hand-painted sign: PANDEMIC PROM 2020: NO CHAPERONES NECESSARY!
He and Chloe discussed it and they decided in lieu of his school’s Zoom Prom, they’d stage their own. Just the two of them and some screenshots to prove it happened. At 9:45 p.m., Miles puts on his “go-to-all-fancy-things” suit. He hasn’t worn it since Christmas. It still fits and for this, he’s grateful. He eschews his dress shoes, opting for his favorite Jordans instead. The shaving went mostly okay, only one nick. The hair is an issue. He hopes that with the ambient lighting and grainy Zoom screen, it’ll pass. He snaps a few pics for the Moms Squared and sends them up into space. In a second, his group chat lights up with rows of hearts from Mama D, who has obviously stayed up into the wee hours for this. Mom Lisa’s phone is silent for now; she’ll weigh in when she can, he knows.
You look so handsome!!!!! Mama D texts quickly. She adds another whole row of happy faces and dancer icons.
I never should’ve shown you emojis, Miles texts back with his own laughing-face one.
Take lots of pictures? she texts.
Will do, he lies.
It’s killing me that I’m not there.
You are here, he texts, and she responds with one giant heart that takes up the whole left side of his phone.
Miles has made a playlist of songs both he and Chloe like and sent it ahead to her. And he’s saved one song for the end that he really hopes she’ll like. At 10:00 p.m., he clicks the Zoom link. There’s a wait screen. And then, there’s Chloe. She temples her fingers like a Bond villain. “Good evening, Mr. Campbell-dela Cruz.”
“So that’s the dress, huh? Suits you.”
“The finest thrift store.”
“You look really nice. Really beautiful.” Jesus. He is so nervous. He wants this to be perfect for her.
Chloe smiles and looks away. “Thanks. So do you.”
“Hold on just one … second…” Miles reaches out of frame and comes back with a homemade corsage—just some leftover Christmas ribbon looped through a yellow wildflower from the backyard and, with Mama D’s permission, the gifted acorn glued to the middle. “Don’t judge. At least it’s not macaroni art. Which was my second option.”
“I love it!” Chloe leans in closer to the screen. “Is that … the acorn from the Bridegroom’s Oak?”
“I’m gonna say yeah even if I have no proof.”
She does a big, showy inhale. “Smells amazing. Just like a really old acorn oughta smell!” They stare at each other through their laptop screens. “Uh. Should we press play together?”
“Sure. On three?”
They try to sync up but it doesn’t really work. There’s an echoey feedback that makes it feel as if they are attending two separate dances. Miles cranks the volume on his speakers all the way, which works a little better. They dance for exactly two songs before the self-consciousness takes over.
“This is super awkward. Like beyond accidentally-seeing-your-grandparents-naked awkward,” Miles says, disappointed.
“Yeah. It really is.”
“Wanna stop?” he asks.
Chloe wrinkles her nose in a grimace. “Is that okay? Sorry.”
“Please put me out of my misery.” It’s a bummer. All that prep for nothing. Kind of like senior year.
“Hey!” Chloe says suddenly. “Let’s pretend we hated prom so we ditched it for something more fun and everybody who stayed at the dance is jealous.”
Miles leaves the fairy lights up. They play songs for each other from their respective playlists, talk about stupid shit and non-stupid shit. Snacks are poured into bowls and eaten.
“How much longer do you think we’ll be like this?” Chloe asks.
He thinks she means the pandemic but he’s not sure. He wants to say that he wishes this particular night could last forever.
“I don’t know,” he says instead. “Hey, would you wanna watch a movie?”
They settle on a Miyazaki double feature: Princess Mononoke, which is Chloe’s favorite, and Spirited Away, which is Miles’s. When it comes to the scene where No-Face and Chihiro ride the Spirit Train in silence for two whole minutes, a fist clenches around his heart. In a way, he feels as if they are all on the Spirit Train now—a long ride toward something they can’t see, something they hope they will survive. They are together but they are also each alone with their private thoughts. The scene leaves him with an emptied-out feeling inside each time, as if he’d been crying for a long time and finally stopped. He tells this to Chloe. The hour is late and it feels safe for these sorts of confessions. She is lying on her bed, one foot dangling over the side.
“I don’t think anybody has ever put that into words for me before but…” Chloe nods thoughtfully.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
Are they making a memory? He thinks they are. It’s not the one he’d tried to plan for. But if there’s anything he’s learned over the past few months, it’s that plans have a way of middle-fingering you. Sometimes, though, they also leave you a note that says, Look, something better will come along. Believe. Believe and adapt.
She smiles at him.
“What?” he says, self-conscious.
“You went to a lot of trouble to make this special. It’s like the Twenty-Eight-Dollar Panda of proms.”
He laughs, beach-day warm inside. More than anything, Miles wishes she were there with him, the two of them slow dancing, her head on his shoulder, the sketchy corsage tickling his jaw. Miles doesn’t want the evening to end but it has to sometime.
“So, I had one last song planned. Final dance?” He holds up his phone and wiggles it.
“Sure.” Chloe sits up. Her hair is flat at the back from her pillow.
“Great! I guess this is the final slow dance before the mic drop and getting vomit-drunk in the limo?”
Chloe laughs. “Yeahhhh. Let’s skip that part.”
“Agreed. If I vomit, it’s gonna be from eating Swedish Fish and popcorn together.”
“Time it for after our Zoom, Miles-y. So … how do we do this?”
“Uh, well. From the exactly two school dances I’ve ever been forced to attend, I stand over by the wall with my friends drinking fruit punch from a paper cup, trying to look cool but feeling like I’m three subway stops past awkward while silently praying the song ends in a hurry and we can go back to talking about gaming. Then there’s a big group dance at the end that smells like BO in motion.”
“Nice.”
Chloe high-fives the screen. Miles matches it, wishing he could touch her fingers for real.
“Anyway. I’m closing out with a favorite.”
“Hey, Miles?” Chloe says.
“Yeah?”
She smiles. “Thanks for taking me to prom.”
“It’s not over. Still time to fuck it up,” he says. He moves the speaker closer to the laptop and cranks the volume. It’s 4:53 a.m. but he thinks he can get away with it for six minutes and eleven seconds. His shoes are off, his tie and jacket long gone. Chloe has traded her prom dress for Pokémon pajamas. Her tiara rests on the bedside table. Miles presses play. Robert Fripp’s iconic, industrial guitar riff floats through the living room and reaches across the ether-miles like astronauts of sound landing in Chloe’s bedroom.
“CAN YOU HEAR IT?” Miles shouts at the screen.
“YES!”
Miles circles his arms maniacally, pushing them forward and back like an over-the-top magician in a melodrama. Chloe’s laugh drifts out of his laptop’s speaker. They twirl like sugared-up elves and do the Batman-eyes move. Chloe pretends to hypnotize Miles and he dances like a robot, then a chicken, then a ballerina. The moment is both ridiculous and deeply beautiful. For the length of the song, there are no sirens; there is no fear, no aching uncertainty about the future; they are just two high school seniors at a homemade prom. When Bowie sings the line about them being lovers, and that is a fact, Miles blushes and turns away from the camera for a moment. The two of them are grainy and laptop-light shiny. Their movements sometimes freeze and Miles hopes it’s not while he’s in the middle of something stupid.
But as Bowie kicks into high gear, they both stop, punched by the sonic grandeur of its pleading. Miles and Chloe sing along in earnest, caught up in the strength of its emotional prayer: that they, that anyone, can be heroes, even if only for one day. They sway, separately and in unison, their dance moves slightly satellite-delayed. The song fades away; it ends. Outside Miles’s windows, the sky is a sluggish gray.
“I guess that’s prom,” Miles says. He is tired but happy. “We did it. Yay, us.”
“Yay, us.”
She pats at her bed head. “I must look pretty scary right now.”
“Nah. You’re beautiful. I mean it.”
This time, Miles presses his palm to the screen and Chloe matches it. They stand like this for several seconds. Chloe yawns. “Sorry. It just hit me.”
“Yeah,” Miles says, pulling his hand back. “Me, too.” He places his cursor over the red leave-meeting block. “On three?”
Chloe laughs. “Okayyy. New dance move?”
“Just so we disconnect at the same time.” Miles shrugs, self-conscious. “It’s stupid, but…”
“No,” Chloe says, nodding. “I get it. It’s good. On three. Ready? One…”
“Two…”
“Three!”
Miles clicks the box and just like that, Chloe is gone. Dodger trots into the room and whimpers to be let out. Miles opens the door to the backyard. Dodger cocks his head, confused.
“Dude, I’m busted. Can’t you go in the backyard like a normal dog just this once?”
Dodger barks and pushes his nose against Miles’s shin. Miles sighs and grabs his hoodie, a mask, and the leash, and then they are walking through Brooklyn’s strangely quiet streets. A pale pink morning begins its rise. The birds sing to one another.
Still high on the night, Miles keeps walking. He and Dodger cross over the expressway and head into Prospect Park all the way to Grand Army Plaza, where the sun is now struggling up between two apartment buildings. The sky is clear. It’s going to be a really pretty day. Miles will probably sleep for most of it.
Halfway toward home, his phone pings with a text from Mom Lisa, who’s just coming off shift. A response to his prom photo from last night.
I’m sorry, who is this GROWN MAN texting me? Wrong number, bro.
A second text follows. JK. You look sharp, Baby Boy. How was it?
Grinning, Miles texts back. Great! I’m pregnant.
He waits. The three dots fill his screen, disappear, reappear. Awesome. You’re gonna need a job.
His moms, constant as the sun now overtaking the meadow, warming his face. Miles laughs, filled with a reassuring light.






THE TALE OF THE HARE AND THE DEER
Once upon a time.
Once.
As if we could lock away such a time in a word and hope it would never return.
I’m sorry. I did not sleep well last night. Such dreams. I was deep in a forest. Something was chasing me. Not an animal. I don’t know what it was. I don’t know. My memory is an enemy. It wants me to surrender.
Let me start over.
So.
Once upon a time, there was a verdant land. Verdant. Green. But not in winter. In winter, there is blood on the snow. You would not think there could be so much blood from so small a wound. There were two sisters, Saga and Freya. They loved each other very much. Such a bond. The barn owl had been murdered. Such a great loss was felt by the whole of the forest. The lamentation rippled through the atoms of the river and the air and the roots of every tree, for as I said, everything is connected. Even the stars cried into the new dawn, which came up weak as a watery bloodstain. The oak absorbed the news with a bow of its majestic canopy; its leaves shook, a choir of tears. All was melancholy. I used to think that was a beautiful word. I used to think a lot of things that were not true. I was a bit of an illusionist, too. But the only one I ever fooled was myself.
Where was I?
Yes. The barn owl.
There was little time to mourn, for the hunter had discovered the secret message for the prince. He was a clever man, the hunter. It wouldn’t take him long to decipher the code.
“Saga. Freya. The time has come for you to leave the forest,” said the oak.
“Leave the forest? But it is our home!”
The oak knew that people sometimes had to leave the homes they loved. Because of war. Or famine. Or tyrants. Some escaped. Some were dragged to new lands in chains. Some were forced from their homes and their land stolen. These people would carry the loss so deeply it would burrow into their blood to be passed down to their children and their children’s children—a twin heartbeat, loss and survival.
“If you stay, the hunter will surely find you. You must go north to the Great Gray Sea. You must go to meet the prince.”
Meanwhile, in the castle, no one could decipher the sisters’ message. The hunter caught and tortured other birds, figuring they were in league with the barn owl. But they knew nothing and died for nothing. Their limp bodies dangled from a rafter above the hunter’s golden head.
“How can these traitors escape me?” said he, cutting into a shiny apple. No one had seen an apple in quite some time. And this was a particularly sweet and juicy one.
You remember I taught you what verdant means? From the Latin, virēre. Green. But there is another definition. “Unripe in judgment. Naive.” That is the thing about words; they can have different meanings. Words matter. The right ones can open a door or a heart. The wrong ones can seal your fate. Freya and Saga were verdant in this way. Trusting. Naive.
The hunter bit into the sweet white meat of the red, red apple. “Where are these weavers hiding?”
The field mouse’s nose twitched with desire. Its eyes were on the apple. “I know where they are,” said the field mouse. “The forest magic hides them.”
“Stop with your lies!” sniffed the fox.
“That’s mice for you,” said the rooster with a glance at the hunter to see if he was pleased.
“It’s true! They brought me honeyed acorns if I promised not to tell!” the field mouse cried, indignant. From its messy lair, the mouse tugged out a scrap of linen from one of Saga’s treats. The hunter examined the fabric. It was undoubtedly the same cloth.
“And how are they hiding from all the king’s men, little mouse?”
The mouse was suddenly afraid. Perhaps it had not done the right thing. It was hard to know. The hunter offered a delicate sliver of apple between his fingers. The field mouse swooned at the scent. “It is the magic of the oak,” said the mouse. “It turns them into a hare and a deer by day. They have been helping the lost children escape to the sea.”
The hunter did not believe in magic. Magic is open to interpretation. It is a thing of ambiguity. You know this word? A useful word. It allows for humility. It allows for mercy. But this was not a word for the hunter. He was a man of certainties. Of absolutes. Of retribution. To believe in magic would be to admit that he could be outsmarted. No, the hunter believed only in himself.
“There is no such thing as magic,” he said. “Still. I shall go to see this tree for myself. And if these traitors are there, I will capture them.”
The hunter dropped the apple. The mouse gobbled it down. But the taste was not nearly as sweet as its allure, and the mouse was sick with regret.






KLEINWALD.
NOVEMBER 1941
The world drowns in late November’s gloom. Sophie wonders if there will be a time when her bones will not ache from the damp and cold. She’s tired all of the time. But there’s no rest in sight.
“Eagle has a new assignment for us,” Leon tells them as they sit around the table drinking cold tea made from barley, which has to do these days. The art students have just left and the door is shut and bolted. “A transport of children being taken out of Germany. They need passports, birth certificates, baptismal records. Everything.”
“How many children are there?”
Leon pauses. “One hundred forty-five. And we would only have four days.”
“Are you mad?” Karl asks. “How can we possibly do this? Even working all day and night!”
Leon stares into his tea. “We would have help.”
Hanna’s eyebrows furrow with suspicion. “What do you mean? What kind of help?”
“There is an Allied spy. British. She and Hawk have met through channels. The British spy wants to help us.”
“How?”
“By bringing more people into our operation.”
“I don’t like the sound of it,” Hanna says. “What do we know of this woman? She could be Abwehr undercover.”
“She is not German intelligence,” Leon says with more umbrage than confidence.
“How do you know?”
“Because Eagle and Hawk are sure. That is enough for me.”
Hanna’s laugh is bitter. “Oh. Is it? The Abwehr are very clever. You won’t know until it’s too late and you’re being marched into the woods.”
Sophie glances at Karl, who keeps his eyes on his ink-stained fingers.
Leon waves off Hanna’s concerns. “Don’t be so emotional, Hanna.”
“What does this British agent want?” Karl asks, interrupting the budding war between them.
“She wants to see our operation. To try to bring all of us saboteurs together into one larger organization. We are more powerful that way.”
“Being a small, independent faction works to our advantage,” Egon says. “If something happens to the others in Berlin or Munich or Hamburg, no one knows where to find us. They can’t connect the dots.”
Hanna says firmly, “We don’t bring anyone here. Ever.”
Leon gives up on convincing Hanna. He turns to Karl and Egon as if they are the only ones who should have a say. “We could help so many more. And we could have more rest. Shouldn’t we at least try?”
“I trust Hanna’s instincts,” Sophie volunteers. “We don’t bring them here. We shouldn’t tell them anything about Die Eichel. Not until we’re absolutely certain.”
Karl nods. “Agreed. Let us meet with Eagle and Hawk in Berlin. We’ll get more information about this agent.”
“Fine,” Leon says with an aggrieved sigh, and Sophie realizes it’s not just Oskar who wants to be noticed. Leon wants desperately to be a star in the resistance. To impress Hawk and Eagle.
Leon sneers at Hanna. “Happy now, Hanna?”
“To stay alive? Yes, Leon. I’m funny that way.”
“Women,” Leon mutters to himself.
“Idiots,” Hanna retorts, and storms out.
A moment later, Egon follows.
From the window, Sophie sees Hanna and Egon leaning against the side of the building. They are standing very close together; their conversation looks tense. Maybe about the Berlin trip. Maybe Egon is actually on Leon’s side and has waited to say so in private. Hanna has been snapping at everyone more than usual lately, The Barbarian on full display. The smallest of mistakes can make her teary or infuriated. They are all so tired and sniping has become more common. Egon’s voice drifts up.
“We’ll find a way…”
“And if you don’t come back? What then?”
“I will come back for you, Hanna. For us,” he says, and kisses her.
When they return to the attic, Hanna sits at her sewing machine without a word. Sophie can tell by the murderous set of her mouth that whatever was decided is not to her liking.
“We don’t bring anyone here yet,” Egon announces. “Leon, you and I will go to the safe house in Berlin on Friday to meet with Hawk, Eagle, and this British agent. We will make the arrangements.” Egon smiles at Hanna. “There is a shop with excellent Marzipanstollen. I will bring you some, Liebchen.”
Hanna glares, then presses the pedal on the sewing machine, letting its mechanical teeth speak for her.

Sophie and Hanna cannot accompany Leon and Egon to the train. That would be too suspicious. Hanna and Egon say their goodbyes alone and when Sophie comes for Hanna, her eyes are dry but red.
“He’ll be back in no time. You’ll see,” Sophie says, squeezing Hanna’s hand. “Come. I’ve got a sandwich we can share. We’ll sit by the Baron like old times. It will be an exultation of a picnic!”
They perch at the Baron’s bronzed feet, but Hanna has no interest in eating. Sophie has never known Hanna to pine over anyone. She seems nearly sick without Egon. Lotte hobbles past on her new crutches. The fracture turned out to be a bad one. The doctor has said that she will forever walk with a limp.
“What was she thinking? She’s too small for that tree,” Klara had said, anguished. It had never occurred to Sophie and Hanna that underneath her bluster and impatience, Klara loved her little sister.
“Who would’ve thought?” Sophie had said.
“People are complicated,” Hanna had answered.
Lotte maneuvers over to the girls. “What are you doing?”
“What does it look like we’re doing?” The Barbarian is in no mood today.
“What is Die Eichel?”
It’s as if an electric current passes through Sophie and Hanna.
“What do you mean?” Sophie asks. She doesn’t dare look at Hanna.
“Lieselotte told me she heard you two talking about it one day. Is it a secret club?”
“Yes, that’s exactly it,” Sophie says quickly. “Dedicated to preserving the forest.”
Lotte’s face brightens. “Can I be a member?”
“No,” Hanna snaps. “You’re too young.”
Sophie presses her knee against Hanna’s in warning. “Of course you can! Next time we have a meeting, we’ll invite you. How did you like the book I left for you?”
Lotte smiles. “I love it! My favorite is ‘Hansel and Gretel.’”
“That’s a good one.”
“They nearly get eaten by a witch. That’s what happens to children in forests. They get eaten by witches,” Hanna says.
Sophie presses harder against Hanna’s knee.
“Lieselotte told me you’re witches,” Lotte shoots back.
“Liesl…,” Sophie mutters under her breath.
Hanna doesn’t blink. “We are. And we’re feeling very, very hungry.”
Lotte turns and moves across the town square as quickly as her crutches allow.
“Do you think she’ll tell?” Sophie says.
But Hanna doesn’t answer.

The week feels like the longest the girls have ever known. Finally, it is Saturday. Leon and Egon will be home on the afternoon train. It’s as if there’s a clock counting down the seconds inside of Sophie’s head. When the afternoon train arrives, Leon and Egon are not among the passengers. Three days pass with no word.
“They’ll be back,” Sophie promises.
A full week after Leon and Egon should have been home, Hanna and Sophie are hard at work in the attic. They have a backlog of papers to do before Egon and Leon return and put on the finishing touches. Hanna vomits into a bucket in the corner. She has been so sick with worry she can barely sew.
Karl gives the secret knock and slips into the room. He removes his cap. His face is ashen.
“What is it? What’s happened?” Sophie asks.
Karl looks briefly at his sister. “You were right, Hanna.”
Hanna grips the edge of the table. She looks as if she might fall down inside herself and not get back up.
“Leon and Egon went with Eagle to meet with the British spy. To show her our operation. It was a setup. The spy was actually a mole—German intelligence. All three of them were arrested and put on a truck.”
“Where were they taking them?” Sophie asks.
“Sachsenhausen,” Karl says, looking away.
“Oh no. No.” Sophie’s stomach clenches at the thought of the camp. She looks to Hanna, but it is as if her friend is not there. She only stares at the empty easel.

“Hanna, we will find him,” Sophie promises. It’s just the two of them. They’re lying on Sophie’s bed watching searchlights break across the ceiling. Hanna curls into Sophie. They are nose to nose like when they were children.
“No. He’s not coming back. I can feel it.”
“That’s what we thought about Karl once.”
“No. No.”
Hanna goes quiet. Even her tears, which Sophie can see in the strafe of the Klieg lights, are silent. “Sophie,” she whispers. “I’m in trouble.”
“What do you mean?”
Hanna squeezes Sophie’s hands, bites her lip.
“Oh. Oh, Hanna, Hanna!” Sophie says at last. She pulls Hanna into her arms. “How far gone?”
“Far enough.”
Sophie brushes Hanna’s hair from her face. “I won’t ever let anything bad happen to you. I swear it on the Norn. You know that, don’t you?”
“I know.” Hanna nods.
“What do you want to do?”
Hanna turns her back to Sophie, who flings a protective arm across Hanna’s belly.
“Whatever I have to do.”
Sophie wakes early to find her bed empty. Frantic, she throws on her robe and searches the house. When she can’t find Hanna, she goes out into the street. A fog has come up overnight. It turns the roads and houses into unfamiliar shapes. Sophie weaves toward the lake in time to see Hanna stumbling back up the hill. Through the fog, Sophie can make out Oskar buttoning his trousers down by the reeds.
Sophie reaches out and takes Hanna’s cold hands. “Hanna?”
“It’s done,” Hanna says.

For weeks, they keep up appearances as they wait anxiously for any word of Leon’s and Egon’s fates. Karl continues to work at the barracks. The girls attend school and BDM meetings. When Oskar comes to court Hanna, she gives him a bright smile that Sophie can tell is nothing more than acting on Hanna’s part.
The winter solstice is approaching. The longest night of the year. There will be a tree and cookies and celebrations.
Three days before the solstice, the air turns bitter with the threat of snow. The garret is freezing. Sophie and Karl have been trying to copy Egon’s work but they haven’t his artistic skill and their fingers are too cold besides. Sophie grieves to think of the people who cannot escape now.
Hanna rushes into the garret, pale and nearly out of breath.
“What is it?” Sophie says, coming out from behind the desk. “What has happened?”
“I have gossip from Oskar. He overheard Herr Jaeger say that the SS are close to breaking Leon. They believe he will confess very soon.”
“Then they’ll know about us,” Karl says.
Hanna stokes the stove and tosses in the ink blocks. “I’ve already gotten word to Hawk that we need papers right away.”
“For what?” Sophie says. Her mind jumps, unable to land anywhere.
Hanna turns to Sophie and Karl. “It’s no longer safe here. We have to leave Kleinwald.”
“When?” Sophie says.
“The night of the solstice.”






EAST BERLIN, GERMAN DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC.
SUMMER 1980
At 6:00 p.m., Jenny approaches the sandbagged border crossing at Checkpoint Charlie. Two hours earlier, Otto and Jenny made the reverse trip through Berlin’s streets to Tegel Airport, where Jenny checked her mostly empty bag through to Dallas and waved goodbye to Otto. Then she’d left the airport, taking a series of trains and buses to the squat. If everything is going according to plan, Anke and Zehra are now driving across at Sonnenallee with Anke’s keyboards and Jenny’s violin. Lena is taking the train at Friedrichstrasse. Jenny’s purse holds a packet of tissues, a dark-wine lipstick, her passport, and thirty deutsche marks—twenty-five of which she will need to exchange, plus five to purchase a day visa. Beneath her pink button-down shirt, she’s wearing a men’s white undershirt with Sophie Scholl scrawled across the front, which she’s turned inside out. Around her head is her mother’s Hermès scarf.
She passes the big white sign with its ominous black lettering: “You are leaving the American sector.” She will be off the path. Into the dark woods. The Allied guards are waiting. Jenny steps forward.
“What’s the purpose of your trip?” the guard asks.
“Just sightseeing before school starts,” Jenny answers. She can’t stop tapping her fingers against her thighs. It’s like trying to sneak into an R-rated movie but times a hundred.
“You’re going by yourself?”
Jenny forces a smile. “Mm-hmm.”
“You know to be careful. Don’t take pictures. Don’t say anything against the government of the GDR. You need to spend your money and keep your receipts as proof. And you have to return before ten o’clock tonight.” They stamp the time on her visa and motion her forward to the East German guards.
There’s a car ahead of her. The guards have made the two men get out and stand to the side while sniffer dogs strain at leashes, noses going to work. They sweep mirrors on poles beneath the car’s carriage, making sure nothing’s being smuggled in. On the way back, Jenny knows, they’ll do the same thing to make sure that nothing—and no one—is being smuggled out. She thinks of Lena all those years ago, hidden in the trunk, just a child. This trip must be terrifying for her, and Jenny is determined not to disappoint Lena.
At the East German guard booth, the guards put out their hands. “Halt! Papiere, bitte.”
Jenny hands over her all-important American passport and the required visa, which they could still refuse to honor for any reason.
“Zieh deinen Schal aus,” the guard commands. Jenny is so frightened, she cannot process the German. The guard points to her scarf. “Remove it.”
Jenny fumbles with the knot and pulls off the scarf. The guard narrows his eyes at her shaved head, which does not match her passport picture. “Ich habe Krebs.” I have cancer, she says, amazed at how smoothly the lie comes out. The tears in her eyes are authentic, at least. Pure fear.
The guard hands back her documents with a sympathetic “Es tut uns leid.” Sorry, and for a second, she feels guilty for lying to him. He waves her through, and she steps into East Berlin. She exchanges her twenty-five deutsche marks for Ostmarks, a good chunk of her babysitting money, and she won’t be able to change them back to West German currency on her return. Still, it’s worth it to have this experience, to play music with the others, to be in the present. Worth it for Lena.
She waits near the wimpled Friedrichstrasse S-Bahn station. Four military trucks are parked on the plaza. The domed TV tower of Alexanderplatz rises above them like an all-seeing, alien god. Jenny wants to act natural, but in this place, she’s forgotten what natural is. West Berlin is so vibrant and humming, splashed with neon, cafés, and department stores. There’s no neon here and the sense of watchfulness, of wariness, is in the very air. Lena has advised Jenny not to speak if possible. Even if she uses her German, her accent will still give her away as American. She doesn’t want to do anything to stand out or bring attention, which is the opposite of being American, from a place where everyone wants to be famous or at least make you think they are. She pretends to be interested in a kiosk with Communist propaganda. Lots of pictures of proud East Germans waving their flags, working diligently in factories. The woman at the booth stares at Jenny until she feels uncomfortable enough to part with five Ostmarks for a commemorative pamphlet marking the thirtieth anniversary of the GDR.
Finally, across the plaza, she sees Lena sitting and smoking a cigarette. Without her signature heavy eyeliner and spiky hair, she looks smaller, younger, like any teenager outside the mall. Lena makes eye contact and starts walking. Jenny follows just closely enough to keep her in sight. There are plenty of people out and about. They are just like people anywhere. They carry purses and briefcases. They corral their children. They sit across from fountains to watch the water bubbling up. Some stroll; some seem impatient to get wherever it is they’re going. Two women laugh over a shared joke.
Jenny follows Lena across traffic and onto a residential street that borders the wall. On this side, there are no colorful murals. No slogans about the inexhaustibility of the human spirit in the cause of justice. It’s just miles of the same uniform gray. The wall feels taller on this side somehow, as if it’s impossible even to imagine looking over its barbed edge toward freedom. After a few more twists and turns past Soviet-style apartment blocks, Jenny sees the church. It’s a throwback to an older time. Red brick and a tall steeple that managed to escape the bombings. Punks stream inside. When the doors open, a snarl of aggressive music escapes. Lena goes in. A minute later, Jenny tucks the pamphlet inside her back jeans pocket and follows.
The church looks like a church, but it feels like a club. Up front, the sacristy is a tangle of amps, wires, mic stands, guitars. It’s not as wild as a squat party or a Berlin club but it’s got its own kind of energy. Planlos has the stage. And though Jenny can’t understand everything they’re singing, she can feel the passion, the absolute driving necessity of their music. All of the pop she’s listened to seems silly compared to the band’s defiant urgency. This is not just music to listen to by the pool on a hot day. This is a cry. A shout. A scream. A call to arms. It could get them killed. The song pulses through the crowd like a current. She half expects punks to fall to their knees and speak in tongues, and now the church makes sense because the only thing close to this feeling is a religious epiphany.
Jenny sidles up next to Lena, who is uncharacteristically subdued. Her eyes dart around the space, searching, not finding a resting place for longer than a second or two. There’s no sign yet of Anke and Zehra. Jenny wonders what it must be like to be in the place where you haven’t been for nine years. Even returning to Dallas for Christmas break after six months in Germany will seem like a lifetime. But nine years! Jenny wants to reassure Lena. She would do anything for her. She smiles, brushes her fingers against Lena’s. But Lena just keeps looking anxiously over her shoulder at the door.
Planlos finishes their set. A band from Leipzig called Keine Hoffnung—No Hope—is plugging in and taking their places for their five songs. There is another band after that and then it’s Sophie Scholl. Lena’s nervousness is catching. Jenny’s mind unspools into catastrophe: Anke and Zehra have been detained. Under torture, they’ve confessed everything. Guards will come—not just any guards but the meanest in East Berlin, the guards feared by other guards. Jenny’s parents will be called. They’ll be so mad they’ll tell East Germany to keep her but to please return the Hermès. Her stomach hurts. She wants to unzip her skin and crawl out. And just as her apocalyptic fantasizing reaches its vertiginous zenith, there’s relief. Above the bopping, exotic bird heads of the punk crowd, Zehra and Anke are snaking their way toward Jenny and Lena, Anke scowling and pushing, Zehra ambling behind in mute resignation. They come to stand beside Jenny and Lena.
“Supplies,” Anke says, holding up a black eyeliner and a tiny can of shaving cream for hair spiking, bought at a pharmacy nearby. Zehra has smuggled in two black leather dog collars. They’re looped around her narrow waist like belts. “Shouldn’t we be getting ready?”
“Nein,” Lena says, looking toward the door. “Noch nicht.”
She vibrates with an odd fear. It’s more than the border crossing, more than stage nerves. They can all sense it.
“Lena. Lena. What is going on?” Anke says.
The church doors open again, gray light slicing through the crowd like a hot knife. Lena lets out a strangled cry. Jenny follows her gaze to a tall, lanky blond boy at the back of the mob. In his T-shirt and jeans, he looks like any other college student. But his mouth when he smiles is like Lena’s. Lena forces her way against the tide of the crowd and the girls can do nothing but follow in her wake. Lena hugs the boy violently.
“Nein, nein,” the boy whispers. “Sie werden zuschauen.” They will be watching.
Lena breaks away. She is crying. “This is my brother. This is Andreas.”

They’ve decamped to a makeshift greenroom littered with enough hair dye to be a beauty salon and enough beer bottles to be a bar. The muffled screech of punk shivers the walls. Jenny looks from Lena to Andreas and back again. She can see more of the resemblance between them now, the fullness of their brows and lips. But they are different, too. Lena is small and fierce. A girl of cut glass, all sharp edges. Everything about Andreas is soft and dreamy as a painting of a Romantic poet. Jenny drops her bag on the bench beside a mound of discarded jackets. Punks come in and out, letting in jarring blasts of hardcore with each opening of the door until finally, Lena jumps up and locks it. She motions everyone close and lowers her voice. They all know the walls have ears as well as eyes.
There’s a fading bruise above Andreas’s left eye. Jenny doesn’t want to think about how it got there.
“He got fired from his job and he can’t get another because they won’t let him. Soon, they will arrest him for not working. Put him in prison. I won’t let him die there like my mother,” Lena says. “I’m getting him out. Tonight.”
On the other side of the wall, the singer screams and Jenny feels it in her molars.
Zehra and Anke both look as if they are screaming inside.
“Are you out of your mind?” Zehra whispers.
“You should have told us,” Anke says.
“If I’d told you, you would have had to lie to the border guards.”
“You didn’t tell us because you didn’t trust us,” Anke says.
“You didn’t tell us because you knew we wouldn’t have come,” Zehra says through slitted teeth. Jenny has never seen her angry before.
“You didn’t tell me,” Jenny says. I love you and you didn’t tell me.
“I couldn’t risk it. I had to keep us all safe,” Lena insists.
Jenny wants to believe this, even as Zehra scoffs. Anke’s expression is intimate in its hurt, and why is Jenny only now realizing that she is in love with Lena? All the snide remarks? The look on her face when Lena kissed Jenny? It wasn’t disapproval; it was jealousy. What else has she missed?
“How?” is all Jenny can think to ask.
“We’ve been digging a tunnel for the past year under the abandoned bakery by the wall in Bernauer Strasse. Me and some students from the university.”
“No wonder you never came back with pastry,” Zehra mutters.
Someone’s banging on the other side of the door. Lena ignores it.
“We tunneled all the way through to the East side, to the basement of an apartment building right beside the wall. I’m going to take Andreas there. Then I come back. We play our set. And we go home the way we came in. Okay?”
“No. Not okay, Lena. If we’re caught, it’s prison for all of us,” Zehra says.
“We won’t get caught,” Lena promises.
The banging comes again, more insistent. Lena opens her shirt to bare her chest as she hops up and unlocks it. “Ja? What do you want? We’re getting ready,” she grunts to the wide-eyed punk boy staring at her breasts.
“Uhh … Sophie Scholl?”
“Ja.”
“Sie sind als nächstes dran. Die andere Band ist ein No-Show.”
“Scheisse. Okay. Okay,” Lena says, buttoning up. She kicks the door shut.
“What is it?” Jenny asks.
“The other band didn’t show. We are on now.”
“Fantastic. We are about to play our first and last gig before we are arrested and I don’t even have my eyeliner on,” Anke snarks.
“Was is das?” Andreas asks.
“Nichts. Kleine Veränderung,” Lena soothes. She turns to the girls. “So we play first and then I go with Andreas while you cross back over. Easy.”
“Stop saying that, Lena!” Anke barks as she slaps on liner and lipstick.
“What, easy?” Lena lifts her hair into spikes with the shaving cream. “Easy, easy, easy!” she sings.
Anke tosses her eyeliner. It accidentally hits Zehra, who stops shredding her fishnets to issue an irritated “Ach!”
Anke glares at Lena in the nailed-up mirror. “Fick dich, Lena!”
Lena slips on her rubber bracelets. “Sorry. Wir haben keine Zeit.” We don’t have time.
Anke shoves Lena hard and they fall to the floor in a murderous tangle of angry limbs. Anke lands a punch to Lena’s nose. “Ow! Scheisse!” Lena says, and grabs a tight handful of Anke’s hair, making her yelp.
“Stop!” Jenny screams, even though she’d like to punch Lena, too.
“You selfish bitch!” Anke says. She grabs hold of Lena’s shirt. It rips down the front.
Lena laughs. Blood drips from her nose onto the torn tee. “Hey! Now it looks more punk!”
“Halt! Halt! Was tust du?” Andreas pulls the girls apart just as the door flies open. This time it’s a girl with a Mohawk Afro. She looks at the mess and shakes her head. “Alles klar. Sophie Scholl! Sie sind auf!”
The girls march onstage, take their positions, and plug in. Lena has shoved a wad of tissue up her bloodied nose, which only makes her seem more legit. Across the church stage, Anke glowers at her keyboard. Behind the kit, Zehra lifts her eyes toward the ceiling and blows out a shaky breath. They both look scared. Jenny’s violin trembles in her hand. She wishes she had a blindfold. Not just for the playing but for all of this. She doesn’t want to see the truth. Right now, her suitcase is somewhere in the sky. And when she gets out of this—if she gets out of this—she will be grounded for life.
“‘Good Little Girls,’” Lena says to the others. She screams into the mic: “Hallo, meine Damen und Keime! Wir sind Sophie Scholl! Eins, drei, zwei—FICK DICH!” It’s as if a switch has been thrown. The music is alive with their anger and fear. Jenny’s bow is a warrior. It slices. Attacks. The crowd goes wild. Violin! That’s so punk! When Lena screams, “We won’t be your good little girls!” in an octave far above her usual, the mosh pit explodes with new energy. Coiled bodies pop up and down like excited protons. They are here. Now. Inside the music. Punk as fuck. It’s a high-wire act and they have to keep it airborne. Each song rams into the next, no stopping, possessed by an electricity Jenny has never felt before. Their entire set races by like a caffeinated blur. Jenny screams into the mic and lifts her violin over her head. She smashes it against the stage. The violin splinters into a dangling mess of shredded wood and sprung strings. Lena hocks a fat loogie into the crowd, which goes wild for it. Feet stamp. Hands clap. The crowd screams their name—“Sophie Scholl! Sophie Schoooollll!”
They’ve done it.
As Jenny comes offstage, several punks rub the top of her shaved head: “Du bist sehr cool!” If this were any other night, Jenny would want to bask in this moment forever. But all she can think about is getting the hell out of the GDR.
“That was SUPER!” Lena says, twirling around in the greenroom. The others are silent. Zehra scrubs her face clean while Anke tugs on a boring peach sweater for the trip back through the checkpoint. Their anger hangs in the air like a sour perfume. Jenny wraps her head in the Hermès scarf. All she has to do is wash her face and put on her pink button-down and she’ll be back in West Berlin in no time.
She stares at the empty spot on the bench where she’d left her bag. “Where’s my purse?”
“Scheisse,” Zehra says.
They look everywhere—under mounds of filthy jackets, behind discarded beer bottles. It’s gone. A flash flood of panic rises up inside Jenny. “It had my passport. My visa. What do I do? How will I get back across?”
Lena is furious. “How could you be so stupid to leave your bag in here! Don’t you know anything?”
Jenny can scarcely breathe. If she could, she’d cry.
Anke points a finger at Lena. “You did this, Lena. Don’t put it on her.”
“I didn’t lose the fucking bag!”
“You put us all in this position!”
“I tried to keep you safe!”
“You lied to us! We are your friends and you lied to us!”
Jenny doesn’t know what to feel first—panic over her lost passport, hurt over Lena’s outburst, or gratitude at Anke’s surprising defense.
Andreas rests a hand on each of their shoulders. “Leicht, leicht.” He jerks his thumb toward the door. “Mal sehen, ob wir jemanden damit sehen.”
Lena turns to Jenny. “Right. We look in the crowd. See if somebody has it.”
They slither through the thrumming crowd, accepting praise for their performance as if that were their only concern. It’s a fire marshal’s nightmare, wall-to-wall bodies. “We’ll never find it in this crowd,” Anke says. A boy with a safety pin through his ear nods at Andreas, who nods back. Andreas moves toward him. The boy shakes his head slowly. Jenny needs no translator for Andreas’s expression. Something is wrong. Her heart pounds in time to the loud punk and this new, unspoken fear.
Andreas turns to Lena. He squeezes her hand. Lena’s eyes widen. She nods.
“Lena?” Anke says. She looks scared. Anke never looks scared.
Lena uncaps her marker and scrawls on her palm: They know.

Someone in the crowd is an informant. There could be dozens of IM here posing as punks. There’s no way of knowing the enemy. At the top of the church steps, Anke stops and grips Lena’s arm. Across the street, dark-suited secret police shine laser-thin flashlights through the windows of every car, including Anke’s.
“Keep walking,” Lena says.
“What if they detain us? Question us?” Anke says.
“They can’t prove anything.”
Anke’s eyes blaze. “You’re not the only one with family here, Lena. What if my cousins get demoted? They have a baby.”
“I’m never coming back here after this. You need the exit stamp. Go to the car,” Lena says.
“We have to state the reason for our visit.”
“So tell them you came for a concert but it turned out to be punk and you hate punk so you’re leaving.”
But none of it matters because the Stasi officer is calling to the others. He holds up a cassette he’s found in Anke’s car.
“Zehra…”
Zehra shakes her head. “I didn’t have anything. Someone must have put it there.”
The agent motions to the towing truck just down the block. Two men in coveralls hop out and loop a large hook through the bumper. The front end of Anke’s car is lifted into the air like a fish being pulled from the safety of water.
“You can still cross at Friedrichstrasse,” Lena says.
“They’ll stop us now. Ask us about the car.”
“Okay,” Lena says. “Change of plan. Just be cool.”
They start down the church steps as the Stasi agent, a wiry man with a receding hairline, heads up. He sweeps his eyes left and right without ever moving his head. He holds up a hand to stop them. Jenny feels as if her heart might split open from its relentless pounding.
“Sie sind wegen der Show hier?” It’s a question that sounds more like a command.
“Jawohl. Wir kamen wegen Blues. Aber es ist Punk. So schrecklich. Totaler Lärm! Und es gab Drogen!” Lena shakes her head in disgust.
Jenny can only understand some of it—the Stasi agent asking if they were here for the show and Lena answering that the music is awful and that there are drugs. The Stasi agent looks carefully at everyone. In her head, Jenny counts the seconds in German: Eins zwei drei vier fünf sechs sieben …
The Stasi agent points to Jenny. “Lass mich sehen. Bitte.” Jenny is close to fainting with fear. Her brain cannot process English, much less German. He repeats himself, points. Quickly, Lena lifts the pro-GDR pamphlet from Jenny’s jeans pocket and hands it to the agent. He turns it over, opens it up, runs his fingers along the seams. Satisfied, he gives it back.
“Warte bitte hier. Wir könnten Fragen haben,” the agent commands. He and his men march up the stairs and into the church.
“What did he say?” Jenny asks.
“He told us to wait here. They might have more questions,” Anke answers.

“Look happy. Like we are on holiday,” Lena says as they walk alongside the wall toward the River Spree. Jenny can’t smile. She’s more afraid than she’s ever been in her life. I could be thrown into prison. An East German prison. I could just disappear and no one would know. And even if she does get out, if she survives, her parents will kill her. She almost welcomes it. For the first time in a long time, she wants her parents. Wants them to come in and fix it all. She wants to be home. She wants a long shower and some bland jazz on the stereo. She’d even be okay letting Martina bore her to tears with various makeup tutorials borrowed from the pages of Cosmopolitan.
“Maybe you should have stayed and answered his questions,” Zehra says.
“Then we’d have no chance,” Lena says.
It’s getting toward dusk. The gray has softened to indigo. Lena has explained that they must make it to the safe house before ten. Jenny wonders what time it is. The sun sets late here in summer, as late as eight forty-five. They take a turn toward the looming wall. A black car comes around the corner at the other end. “Stasi,” Andreas warns. They duck into the cover of a lobby. The car crawls the street like a hungry predator. Zehra mutters something in Turkish. It sounds like a prayer. The minutes feel like hours. Finally, the car picks up speed and moves away.
“Wir müssen uns aufteilen,” Andreas says. We need to split up.
“Was? Nein!” Lena insists, but Andreas quiets her.
“Gehen. Ich werde dich treffen.” Go. I’ll meet you.
Lena nods. She whispers the password to Andreas: “Buchtel.” She presses the scrap of paper with the address of the safe house into his hand. “Wenn sie dich aufhalten, iss das,” she says softly. If they stop you, eat this.
They hug for a long time. Lena does not want to let go. He lifts two fingers in goodbye. Lena’s lips tremble as she watches him go.
“I can’t get all of us through,” Lena says. “Anke, you and Zehra should cross at Friedrichstrasse. It’s the only way.”
“Nein, nein, nein, nein!” Zehra says. Tears spill down her sharp cheekbones. She’s unraveling.
Anke stares at Lena. “And when they stop us?”
“Tell them the truth—that you came for the concert and found out that I was taking my brother across but you don’t know where or how. By the time you tell them the truth, we’ll be gone.”
Anke laughs bitterly. “Unbelievable.”
“I can’t take us all through,” Lena repeats. There is no apology in it.
“Okay. But this is the end of us, Lena. The band is through. And we are no longer friends.” She turns to Jenny. “Be careful, Dallas. Ja?”
Jenny nods.
“Zehra, it will be okay. I’ll tell you a story on the way…” Anke takes Zehra’s hand and they move deeper into the night until it swallows them whole.
It’s gotten dark as Lena and Jenny make their way silently toward the safe house. It’s well after nine o’clock, maybe even nine thirty. They don’t have much time. At every corner, Lena glances over her shoulder to make sure they’re not being followed. The monstrous wall with its Klieg lights and razor wire rises high above their heads. Right at the edge of it, so close you could reach out and touch concrete, is an unassuming apartment building. Number thirty-two. Lena rings the buzzer. There’s no answer. There is the possibility that the safe house has already been compromised. Even now, there could be Stasi agents inside just waiting. Lena buzzes again. Her hands tremble. She hides them under her armpits. Footsteps approach from inside. The door opens two inches. A sleepy-eyed man with a thick mustache glares at them.
“Kann ich Ihnen helfen?” Can I help you?
“Buchtel.”
The man looks hard at Lena and Jenny. He sticks his head out, surveying the street, then pulls them inside. He starts to say something else. Lena interrupts. “In English, please? For my friend.”
“I expected you hours ago,” the man says. He leads them down a long hallway to a set of stairs leading to a basement.
“We had to detour. Stasi.”
The man stops short. “Were you followed?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Were you followed?” he repeats firmly.
“Nein,” Lena says confidently.
The man curses under his breath. “Come on.”
He goes by the code name Hase. It means “hare,” probably for the underground warren of the tunnel, Jenny thinks. The tunnel, called Tunnel 32 for the street number, has only been in operation for forty-eight hours. They have managed to get several families through to the other side, but the East German guards are very thorough. Between the dogs, the daily raking, the informants, the surveillance, and the lights, the tunnel could be discovered at any moment; there’s no time to waste.
They come at last to a basement that smells of dust and kerosene. It looks like any other basement: A worktable littered with tools. A clothesline hung with drying undershirts. There are others waiting there to cross to safety—a mother and her five-year-old daughter, a young couple. They are all silent, their frightened eyes saying everything. Along one wall are two sets of freestanding industrial shelves that hold boxes of wood. Hase shoves away one shelving unit, exposing a narrow door in the wall. He pushes it open. Behind it is a tiny room with a hole cut into the stone wall. The hole is about the size of two manhole covers stacked on top of each other—big enough for a body to crawl through and not much else. A work light dangles above the opening, illuminating the first few feet. Beyond that, there is total darkness.
“Who goes first?” Hase asks.
Lena bites the cuticle at her thumb and looks back toward the door. “Gehen,” she says. Go.
The young couple steps up. The wife kisses her husband and they touch their foreheads together in a parting. Then she crawls inside the ragged, earthen mouth in the wall and inches forward on hands and knees until she is enveloped by darkness.
Lena paces, looking again at the door.
“Lena,” Jenny says.
“I have to wait for Andreas!”
“You can’t wait too long,” Hase says.
The husband dips his head and compacts himself into the tunnel, following the path of his wife. A dog barks somewhere above them on the street.
“Sie haben uns gefunden!” the mother whispers. She crushes her little girl close to her and starts to cry softly.
“Shhhh,” Hase says, tensing, listening, looking up as if he might be able to see through two floors to the street above.
Lena’s huge eyes dart from the basement door to the tunnel, back and forth, like cornered rabbits. “Andreas, please…,” she whispers like a prayer.
“You’re sure you were not followed?” Hase asks Lena again.
“Nein, nein,” Lena insists.
All is quiet. The dogs have stopped.
“Gehen,” Hase says to the woman and her daughter.
The woman kisses her daughter’s cheek. “Geh, mein Schatz. Mama wird folgen.” Go, darling. Mama will follow.
Jenny’s heart jackhammers in her chest as she watches the grave-like gloom swallow first the daughter and then her mother on their crawl toward freedom.
“Now it is your turn,” Hase says to Jenny and Lena.
Lena shakes her head. “I can’t go without him.”
“It’s now or never.”
“One more minute, please!” Lena begs.
The buzzer blasts again. Hase holds up a finger for quiet. He exits the tiny coal room and puts the cut-out door back in place. Jenny hears the bookshelf being pushed across the opening, hears Hase’s footsteps receding. She thinks of her parents back in the apartment, who have no idea that she is here. She wonders if she will ever see them again. She starts to hyperventilate.
The bookshelf slides back. The cutout is removed. Andreas ducks through, followed by Hase. Lena throws her arms around her brother.
“Okay. No time for reunion. You go,” Hase says.
The barking of dogs comes again, louder this time, much closer. It’s followed by a steady banging at the basement door.
“Die Stasi!” Hase says, pulling Lena toward the tunnel.
Lena begins to shake and cry. “Ich kann es nicht machen!” I can’t do it.
Jenny remembers Lena’s story about being smuggled across the border in the trunk and her claustrophobia because of it.
Hase growls, “Du musst jetzt gehen!” You have to go now!
“Ich kann es nicht machen!” Lena sobs.
“Lena, you helped build this tunnel, right?” Jenny reminds her. “So you can do it.”
“Nein. My job was to get supplies, dispose of the rubble, not go inside.”
The banging comes again. Insistent. Muffled voices shout orders. Something snaps to attention inside of Jenny. Like she is a violin bow taut and ready to play for her life. She holds Lena’s terrified face between her hands.
“Lena, listen to me: You can do this. I’ll be in front. Andreas behind. Ten minutes and we’ll be home.”
“I can’t. I can’t!”
“You can.” Jenny rips the scarf from her head. “Here.” She ties it around Lena’s eyes like a blindfold. “You can do this. Okay?”
“Ja. Ja,” Lena says. “Okay.”
Jenny crouches down and gets a good look at the escape tunnel.
“Gehen!” Hase hisses.
She takes in what feels like her last deep breath and crawls inside.
The walls are close. She can hear the others scuttling ahead in the dark like rats. Are there rats? She hadn’t thought of that before, and now she needs to lock that image away or she will not be able to keep going. Her head is buzzy and light from the shallow breathing. She forces herself to inhale on three, exhale on three. But then, she leaves the comfort of the first work light and is plunged into a darkness so complete she cannot see her own hands as they reach out in front of her toward escape.
Behind her, beyond the rapid breathing of Lena and Andreas, there is shouting reaching toward them from the basement. Orders being given. Questions asked. Hase’s voice, a mix of fear and feigned innocence. An anguished cry of the sort that accompanies sudden violence. They are beating him, Jenny knows, and she forces herself onward. Faster. Into the dark unknown.
The muffled punch of gunshots reaches her. Jenny freezes.
“Lena?” she calls back.
“Go!” Lena’s voice. Raw. Desperate.
How long have they been crawling—two minutes? Five? Eight? How close are they to the other side? Are they far enough to escape a bullet if the Stasi decide to fire into the tunnel? Up ahead, she sees one of the work lights sticking out from the tunnel’s earthen side like a jaundiced eye. She crawls toward the hazy amber halo of it, wincing as small rocks bite into her bare knees. The metal tang of blood thickens in her nostrils. There’s no time. She keeps moving.
Jenny flinches as a drop of water lands on her cheek followed by a second on her head. She puts out a hand and touches the wall. It’s damp. Up ahead in the dark, the mother is now screaming: “Sie überfluten den Tunnel!”
Andreas and Lena are talking to each other, Andreas sounding urgent, Lena, panicked.
“What’s happening?” Jenny calls back to them. “What’s going on?”
In answer, a section of tunnel gives way behind them and the water pours in from above.
“They are flooding the tunnel!” Lena screams.
It takes Jenny a moment to comprehend what she’s saying: Above them in no-man’s-land, the guards have turned on the hoses, sending gallons of pressurized water into the tunnel. Freezing water pools under Jenny’s hands and knees. She cannot move.
“Gehen, gehen!” Andreas shouts.
She cannot think what gehen means. Fear has her brain in a vise. Up ahead in the outer edge of the light’s anemic glow, she sees a clump of wet dirt fall to the tunnel floor. And another. The mother is screaming to her little girl and trying to soothe her forward at the same time. I will not die in the waiting room of the future, Jenny thinks. She scrambles forward, through water and mud and rocks. Her breath is loud in her ears. Her heart kick-drums like a three-minute punk song. She is plunged into darkness again. The water is rising. It covers her knees, reaches mid-thigh, slowing her down. Another shot rings out. The narrow, earthen walls around Jenny shake. Dirt sprays her hair and face. The guards in the death strip must be shooting down into the tunnel, which means it must be far shallower here than Jenny had imagined. Between the water and the bullet holes, it’s only a matter of time before the tunnel caves in or the bullets find them or both.
There’s a light ahead. Not a small working light. Bigger. The end of the tunnel. A silhouetted man is calling to her, reaching out toward her. Her brain will not translate and then all at once it does: You are almost here. Just keep coming.
Several shots fire in rapid succession. They sound higher powered. Mud drops in heavy sheets just ahead of Jenny. If they shoot me, they will have to shoot me moving. I will not lie here to die, she thinks. Determined now, she scrabbles forward faster, ignoring the pain in her palms and knees. One hand, then the other, right, left, right, left, and then there are strong hands grabbing hers, dragging her from the tunnel into another basement in West Berlin. Water and dirt pool around her feet like an earthen birth. She pulls air into her starved lungs. In the corner, the mother is on the floor sobbing softly as she cradles her little girl, who is beyond crying.
Jenny looks up into the eyes of the blond woman she’d seen with Lena weeks ago. She’s talking to Jenny in German.
“S-sorry,” she says, exhausted. “Sprechen Sie Englisch?”
The woman startles. “You are American?”
Jenny nods. She knows it makes no sense. Why would an American need a tunnel?
“What happened?”
“The Stasi. They found the safe house. The tunnel,” Jenny pants out.
“Gott in Himmel,” the woman says. She speaks rapidly to her friend.
Jenny watches Lena slide out of the tunnel onto the basement floor. Lena rips the scarf from her eyes, blinking. “Andreas!” she screams. “Andreas!”
A few long seconds later, her brother’s hands flail at the tunnel’s mouth and he crawls out and Lena pulls him to her and they rock together on the basement floor, crying.
“Anyone else?” the woman demands of Lena.
“Nein. Wir sind die letzten, die es schaffen.” We are the last to make it.
“Und Hase?”
Andreas shakes his head.
“Seal it,” the woman tells the man, who comes with a bucket of concrete and a trowel.
The woman, whose code name is Magda, leads Jenny and the others up a set of old stairs and into the abandoned bakery, up another flight to a second floor, and then finally to the roof. Mere feet away is the West side of the wall. From there, they can see over the edge into the death strip and to the guards flooding the ruined tunnel, the Klieg lights sweeping back and forth, searching.
Jenny, Lena, and Andreas are so exhausted they fall asleep on the floor of the bakery covered by thin blankets. If Jenny dreams, she doesn’t remember it. When she wakes, morning sun is just poking its nose through the filthy bakery windows. Her muscles are stiff, her knees full of small cuts crisscrossed with a barbed wire of dried blood. The sun is a warm gold. It edges itself up in the East over the wall, rays bifurcated by razor wire until the light rises, free. The sun shines first on the drab gray of the no-longer safe house, then on the guard station where boys not much older than Jenny keep a close watch, hands on their rifles. And finally, the same sun finds Jenny. She looks out at it and lets it warm her.

Even in anything-goes Kreuzberg, they must look a sight—the three of them walking the streets caked in dried mud.
Andreas drinks in everything: the shops, the club kids stumbling home, the graffiti art giving middle fingers to the wall. “Das ist also West-Berlin?” So this is West Berlin?
Lena smiles. “Ja. Warte, bis du die Kniebeuge siehst!” Yes. Wait till you see the squat!
The two of them are inseparable, their arms entwined as if they are a strange body with a right, a left, and a double, middle arm.
“Kreuzberg,” Andreas says with such wonder he might as well be saying heaven.
Jenny doesn’t know if she will ever see Kreuzberg or Berlin or Germany again. She may be grounded until she’s thirty. Maybe forty. Delayed exhaustion weights her aching limbs. But that’s not what hurts. She’s looking at Lena. Really looking. The blindfold is off, and what she sees is like staring through a camera lens at a sudden, inconvenient truth: Lena may love her, but it’s Andreas she loves completely. To rescue him, she was willing to put everyone else—her best friends, even Jenny—at risk. She is the reason they were followed, the reason Hase is dead. She is reckless. Selfish. And it doesn’t matter whether that is her essential nature or the heartbreaking result of all that has been done to her and taken from her. Trying to make Lena love her the way Jenny needs to be loved would be like trying to keep water cupped in her hand without losing it through her fingers. Jenny can punk out her clothes and shave off her hair, she can try to make herself fit, but she never will. Lena is her own ghost station, defended and booby-trapped, with an empty space haunted by desertion.
At the squat, Zehra rushes down the stairs and wraps them all in a hug. Anke trails behind, arms folded, still mad, which Jenny is petty enough to appreciate.
“We split up. I made it through without too much trouble,” Zehra says. “Anke was detained for three hours!”
“I drank two beers first, so I had it on my breath. Then I showed them the receipts for Planterwald and said I had been too drunk to find my car. They didn’t have anything on me, so they had to let me go. I don’t think they will ever let me back in, though.”
“Ah, but you are okay!” Lena says. “And tonight we will have the best party! It will be SUPER! I have to show Andreas the squat!” Lena says, dragging her brother toward the stairs.
Jenny watches them climb; then she takes in the squat for what she knows is the last time. The Turkish-rug curtains. A-Blitz’s stolen boom box. The three-legged Biergarten table with all four of their names carved into the wood. The various pots on the concrete floor to catch the runoff from the leaky roof. It’s ugly and scarred, damp and dirty. It’s alive and exciting and full of memories, like the photo pinned to the wall. The one of Jenny and Lena outside the Hansa studio. The timer managed to catch them at just the right moment: Lena staring defiantly into the camera. Jenny looking at Lena. And behind them, the wall and the phrase Don’t die in the waiting room of the future.
Jenny cannot imagine ever loving anyone as completely as she does Lena. Her heart is not just bruised but broken and she doesn’t know how the pieces of it could possibly fit back together. Maybe they never will. Like Rat’s shattered-glass art, there will be pieces of her left over, pieces that must remain here.
“It’s a nice photo,” Anke says, coming to stand beside her.
“Yeah. It is.”
“Heroes, right?” Anke says, and Jenny’s not sure how to take that. “Okay, Dallas. Send me a postcard. Tell me if you meet the Ramones, ja?”
Anke climbs the stairs after the others, and Jenny knows it’s as close to a goodbye as she’ll get. A minute later, she hears Lena’s voice drifting down from above, filling the day with wild ideas. She unpins the photo, shoves it into her pocket, and quietly lets herself out.

By the time Jenny reaches her apartment building, the dread has returned. Adrenaline, hot, electric, vaguely nauseating, roller coasters through her. She pauses outside Frau Hermann’s apartment, but Frau Hermann is not home to save her; she is in Bremen with her baker. Helga is so surprised to see Jenny that she drops the glass vase she is holding, recovering it at the last minute. “Gott in Himmel!” she gasps.
Jenny’s mother sprints out from her living room calisthenics workout wearing tights and a leotard. Without her makeup, lashes, hairpieces, all of the adornments, she seems transparent, a thing made of cellophane.
“Jenny? What’s wrong? Why are you here? Was there a problem at the airport? Why didn’t you call us?” She pauses just long enough to take in the state of Jenny. “My God. What happened to you?
Jenny has had all morning to rehearse what she could say to bring the fewest repercussions. But all she can do is cry. “Mom…,” she blubbers. “Mom.”
Her mother’s arm is around her. “Helga, could you bring some juice, please?”

After she tells them the full story of the night, Jenny can hear her parents in the living room, arguing. Her father, livid; her mother, making her case, softly. Her mom perches on the edge of the sofa like a nervous sparrow while Jenny’s father paces, drinking bourbon even though it’s barely noon.
“This could have been an international incident!”
“She could have been hurt, John.”
“Do you know how this would affect my promotion? If I’d had to get my daughter out of the GDR?”
“Well, we wouldn’t want to affect your promotion.”
“What the hell does that mean, Susan?”
“Nothing. I just think there’s a lot more to this, emotionally, than you know.”
“Emotions are the problem. What I know is that she’s out of control.”
Her father wants to send her to the boarding school in Connecticut. Her mother thinks it’s better for her to be with her old friends. Neither of them suggests asking Jenny what she wants.
“Ray is working on the emergency passport. We can send her to the airport with Otto—”
“That’s okay, I’ll go with her.”
“Otto can do it. He’ll walk her to the gate this time and make damn sure she’s on that plane.”
“John. I said I’ll go.”
“You can’t even keep her in line, Susan!”
“Stop trying to keep me in line, Jonathan! I’m not one of your accounts!”
Jenny has never heard her mother speak to her father this way. Through the crack in the pocket doors, she sees her father in his chair with his drink, her birdlike mother standing above him. Not a sparrow; a hawk. Her voice is pure steel. “I will take my own daughter to the damn airport, John!”

It takes two days and lots of calls to get the emergency passport. Jenny is booked on a flight to Dallas leaving at 8:00 p.m. Her mother is taking her. Jenny has packed up her remaining things for real this time and Otto has put them in the Kofferraum. Jenny tucks the picture of her with Lena outside the Hansa studio into her travel bag, and that’s the last of it. Her mother strides in, an envelope in one hand.
“I almost forgot. Frau Hermann left this for you.” She drops it off and sweeps out again in a cloud of Lanvin perfume. “We’re leaving in five minutes if you need to use the bathroom.”
The envelope is bulged at one end. When Jenny tears it open, an acorn falls out. The acorn looks very old. Jenny brings it to her nose. It smells of earth and shade and sun.
It smells of all that is necessary for growth.

After an earlier shower, the sun has come out fine and strong; it lends Berlin a glow that matches Jenny’s memories of it. Her eyes are hungry to remember every kiosk, every pockmarked building, every dirty street, every bit of razor wire and graffiti.
“Mrs. Weston will pick you up at DFW at the gate. Be sure to remember to write her a thank-you note,” Jenny’s mother says as the car winds toward the airport. She fills the silence of the car with superficial commentary. Her mother has always been afraid of silence. As if it’s her job to banish whatever feelings could come up in the empty space. “Don’t you want to wear the Hermès? You can keep it until your hair grows out. I don’t mind.”
“I’m fine.”
Her mother’s smile falters. “It looks so cute on you. So feminine.”
“I’m fine.”
“I wish you’d wear it.”
Jenny doesn’t answer for a while. “Just once, I’d like it if you cared about my feelings, Mom.”
“Okay. Well. I’m not having this conversation right now—”
“Then when? When should we talk about who I am, Mom? Who you know I am. Who I’ve always been?” Jenny’s eyes fill with hot tears. She turns back to the window, her voice a mumble. “What are you so afraid of?”
They both fall silent and stare out at the neon glow of Berlin. The car hums past the Brandenburg Gate. The East German snipers watch from their square watchtower across those 160 yards of slim, impossible distance. In front, the wall blooms with colorful resistance. Otto waits for a turn, the car’s signal making a comforting metronome click-click-click.
“You know,” her mother says at last. “You go along and you go along and you think if you just try hard enough, you can build this perfect, beautiful life. And that everyone will be happy. You think you can shape everything. But…” She shakes her head.
“No. You can’t shape everything, Mom. But you can shape some things. You can build yourself.”
The car makes the turn. The airport is in view. Planes hover, waiting to land. Jenny’s mother slides her hand across the leather seat, fingers splayed toward her daughter. She’s lost weight; her wedding ring is too big. It’s never occurred to Jenny before that her mother is also hurting and a little lost. Jenny slides her hand next to her mother’s until just their pinkies touch. Her mother hooks her pinkie over Jenny’s, tugging it closer. Then she takes Jenny’s whole hand in hers, cradling it to her side, and they ride like this the rest of the way.
Jenny wears the scarf around her neck. It smells like her mother, like Chanel No. 5 and Elnett hair spray. Jenny finds this strangely comforting, especially as they move through the airport and the stares find her. What’s cool depends on context, and removed from Kreuzberg, she feels out of place and conspicuous. It would be different if she loved the buzz cut, but she doesn’t; she did it to make someone else happy, and in this way, she realizes she’s not so different from her mother after all. She wants to cover her head with the scarf, but she won’t give her mother the satisfaction just yet. But she’s already counting down to the day when her hair is the least interesting thing about her.
Jenny’s mother stays with her until boarding. While the flight attendant calls the rows in both German and English, Jenny and her mother hug. Her mother presses her face against Jenny’s ear.
“I just want you to know…,” her mother says very softly. “That no matter who you are or who you love, I love you. I love you so much.”
Jenny holds her mother very tightly. For the first time in ages, she doesn’t want to let go. Final boarding is called. She breaks away. “Don’t let Alison drive you crazy.”
Her mom laughs. “Too late.”
“I love you, too.” Jenny pulls her suitcase toward the long carpeted hallway that leads to the plane’s beckoning mouth. She already feels as if she is airborne.
“Safe travels, honey,” her mother says. “Oh, and I told Mrs. Weston you’d had a terrible scalp infection—not lice!—and had to cut off your hair. If she asks.”
Jenny keeps moving.

She has never taken a plane ride by herself before, much less an eight-hour flight across an ocean with a three-hour layover in New York City and a connection to another four-hour flight to Dallas. As suitcases are placed in overhead bins and a clicking symphony of metal seat belts commences, she sorts through the photographs of her eventful summer in Berlin, coming at last to the one of Lena by the wall beside a phrase: Liebe ist Widerstand. Widerstand ist Liebe. Love is resistance. Resistance is love.
“Oh, is this … is this my row?”
Jenny looks up, her eyes moist. An American woman in a smart business suit appraises Jenny, disdain evident in the way she flicks her gaze up to Jenny’s shaved head and then to the flight attendant and back to Jenny.
Jenny smiles wanly at the woman. “Cancer,” she whispers.
The woman’s face reddens with shame. Satisfied, Jenny closes her eyes.
The plane rattles down the runway, accelerates, lifts unevenly. Gravity presses Jenny’s body back against the seat and then releases it as the plane levels off. She feels suddenly weightless.
Jenny imagines telling Richard first. They will sit on his brown plaid bedspread in his room under the posters of classic movies. She will remove her baseball cap and watch his thick eyebrows rise in shocked delight. He’ll reach over and touch her head. “Holy shit! Tell me everything.” She will. Bit by bit, over Dr Peppers and Doritos, she will unspool the history of this summer, of Frau Hermann and the Bridegroom’s Oak, how David Bowie came to record “Heroes.” The Kreuzberg squat, Sophie Scholl, Anke and Zehra, the parties, the haircut, the Stasi, the tunnel. She’ll apologize for not being braver before, when he needed her, and she’ll promise to be a better friend to him now. And when she is ready, she will tell him about Lena.
This is, in fact, very close to how it happens later. Except for the moment when Richard puts up a hand and says, “Wait, back up, there’s a tree matchmaker and it’s possibly magic? Shut the front door!”
Jenny knows the tree is magic. It brought Frau Hermann to her baker. In a roundabout way, it brought Jenny to Lena. But most importantly, the tree has delivered Jenny to herself.






BROOKLYN, NEW YORK.
MAY 2020
Miles gets a text from Chloe.
ChloeintheDark: Hey. Have you seen this?
It’s not about their mystery but a link to a video that’s gone viral. In it, a white cop kneels on the neck of a handcuffed Black man. “I can’t breathe,” the man says over and over. Miles can hear the fear and desperation in his voice. The scene is being filmed by a teenage girl, Darnella Frazier. She cries and pleads for them to stop while still somehow managing to capture this terrible moment. She is refusing to let this crime pass without witness. And then suddenly, horribly, the man goes silent.
On Twitter, Miles’s whole feed is George Floyd. The internet has joined in one huge scream of outrage. Chi does not show up for class. Instead, she provides a link to her Instagram, where she’s a posted a video about a protest at Barclays Center near downtown Brooklyn on Friday night, the first night of the first holiday weekend since lockdown. “I’ll be there, near the front doors. Anybody who wants to, come join me.” In closing, she raises her fist. “No Justice. No Peace.”
Miles sits in the empty living room. The TV is on with the sound down again. Along with reports from exhausted nurses like Mom Lisa fighting the pandemic are now images of makeshift memorials to George Floyd and people taking to the streets to fight for justice in his name. On the wall above the TV hangs one of Mama D’s photos of some German teenagers swinging a sledgehammer at the Berlin Wall. Miles can’t sit still anymore. He paces the house, Dodger following behind as if he senses a new energy in him. When he thinks of going to a protest in a huge crowd of people during Covid, he feels afraid. Is it irresponsible? Is it disrespecting the sacrifices Mom Lisa has made to keep him safe? But Miles has been playing it safe his whole life, letting other people like Danny and Amy and Chi and even the Moms Squared carry the burden. He can’t afford to wait seven years to see if his cells make him someone new. He will become someone new today.
Nothing changes until we decide to change things.
He DMs Chi. “Hey. I’ll see you at the protest.”
There’s no need to end with “unless the revolution happens first.”
It is happening.
And Miles will be there.






THE TALE OF THE HARE AND THE DEER
The next morning, the hunter rose early. He dressed as a simple peasant and set off for the forest with the eager rooster at his side. They found a spot in the forest where they could observe the oak. The hunter was a patient man. Not patient like a mother. His was a patience born of cunning, not love. But it had been a very long day. The sun was tiring and the hunter, too. He was angry that he had allowed himself to entertain stories of forest magic. There was no sign of the weavers or even of a hare or deer. It was just an ordinary forest. He would scold the field mouse on his return, remind her not to tell such tall tales. Magic—ridiculous! But even the hunter had to admire the majesty of the oak tree. After all, it had survived for hundreds of years. He would take back a souvenir. He drew his knife. In the high leaves, the birds twittered nervously as he approached. The hunter patted the craggy trunk and frowned.
“What is it?” crowed the rooster.
The hunter held up a finger for quiet. He moved his hand to another spot. There it was again: a strange, steady beating. Slowly, the hunter circled the oak. Then he began his climb. By now, the birds were frantic. The leaves shook with their screeching. The river caught their cries and carried their warning along the rocks to the other animals of the forest and to the trees themselves, who whispered urgently along their roots. Help. Oh, help!
The hunter reached the last rung. There was a knothole, that shimmered like diamonds. The birds screamed and beat their wings, raising the alarm as the hunter peered inside. Inside was the oak’s mighty heart.
Another man might’ve felt wonder or awe. He might have experienced a oneness with the universe. Transcendence. Exultation. The hunter felt only rage at having been duped. He plunged his knife into the great, pulsing heart of the wise old oak and twisted the blade. The bark had grown supple with its love for the sisters; it yielded easily to the steel. The mighty oak cried out. The other trees cried, too, for they were all connected and felt its pain as their own. The great lamentation reached every part of the forest. It found the hare and the deer, who were just returning from their last mission.
“What is it?” they cried. “What has happened?”
“Oh, come quickly, sisters! Do not tarry!” the trees responded.
The ground was slick with snow. It was hard going. The deer slipped. Her legs were cold. Why had she insisted on wearing those shoes? The hare and the deer raced back in time to see the hunter wiping his blade clean of the oak’s blood. Oh. The agony of it! They wanted to run to their beloved friend, to dress its wounds, but they did not dare move from their hiding place. Already, they could feel the magic that disguised them ebbing away. Soon enough, they would be exposed as Saga and Freya. Two ordinary girls.
At last, the hunter and the rooster left. Dusk approached like a mourner. The stars wept into night’s dark shroud. Saga and Freya—for they were no longer the hare and the deer—threw their arms around the tree. Their tears soaked its stiffening bark. They gathered herbs from the forest and applied a poultice to its wound. For this and weaving and love were the only forms of magic they knew. It was not enough. The oak’s trunk had gone pale as morning ashes. Its mighty limbs drooped; its leaves folded in on themselves. Its acorns fell like hard tears.
“Tell us what we can do to save you!” they cried.
“There is nothing to be done,” the Bridegroom’s Oak wheezed in a voice as old and regretful as time. “What magic I have is leaving me. You must save yourselves. Take my heart from its resting place. Carry it with you to the sea. Eat of it so that you do not forget me. Then you must become something new.”
The sisters nodded. For they knew, terrible as it was, that it was the truth.
“I ask only one final promise.”
“Yes,” said the sisters. “Anything.”
The oak brushed its stiffening limbs across the ground. “Plant the acorns.”
“Why?” asked the sisters. It didn’t seem like much.
“They will grow,” the tree assured them. “In time.”
“We promise,” said the sisters.
“So mote it be,” said the mighty tree. It shivered once and died. As promised, the sisters planted the acorns beneath the oak. They removed its beautiful heart and carried it with them through the longest night.
This is not the version I told you before.
Not Happily Ever After.
Stories are fiction. But that is not the same as a lie. You must ask yourself which story you want—what is true or what makes you comfortable.
It’s no matter. I can’t tell it like I did before.
That is all for now. I’m tired and remembering is hard.
I must rest.
Forgive me, my love. Vergib mir.






BROOKLYN, NEW YORK.
SPRING 2020
On his ride to Barclays, Miles goes over the checklist Chi has texted him about civil disobedience. He’s got a bottle of water to flush his eyes, mouth, and nose if he gets maced. He’s written Mom Lisa’s phone number on his arm and tucked his ID and a little money in his pocket in case he’s arrested. He’s left Dodger extra bowls of food and water, put down pee pads, and asked his neighbor Phil to check in, telling him where to find the extra key.
Miles locks up his Citi Bike off Fifth Avenue. The lighted Dime Savings Bank tower clock shows 8:30 p.m. The intersection of Flatbush and Atlantic Avenues, Brooklyn’s two major arteries, is thronged with people of all ages, colors, identities. There’s a gray-haired South Asian grandma sandwiched between a white hipster dude and a Methodist church group singing a hymn while holding up a #JUSTICE sign. He finds Chi right where she said she’d be in front of Barclays Center. She’s wearing a Say Their Names T-shirt, a red bandanna covering her nose and mouth. Danny is with her. He looks surprised to see Miles.
“All right. Good to see you, dude,” Danny says.
Miles wishes he could hug his friend.
“Glad you came, Miles,” Chi says. “You ready?”
The sky roils with a storm trying to blow in. Teams of police fan out across neighboring rooftops. Miles zooms in on their rifles; the guns feel scarier than the virus. The chop of a police helicopter is loud overhead. Cops in full riot gear erect a wall of metal barriers outside of Barclays to push the protesters back into the street. A Black cop stands at the ready in front of one of those barricades. His nameplate reads Officer Vega. A young Black man in dreads approaches him. His shoulders are squared, his hands balled into fists at his sides.
“Hey! Hey…” He tilts his head to read the nameplate. “Officer Vega. Can I ask you something, brother? How you feel about what happened in Minneapolis, huh? How do you feel about that man crying for his mother while y’all didn’t do shit to stop it!”
Officer Vega stares straight ahead, silent.
The man with the dreads jabs his finger, careful to keep the distance between them. “It coulda been you on the ground, man! It coulda been me! How can you be part of this system knowing that?”
Miles can scarcely breathe. Filming the moment feels electric and intrusive, like he’s a witness to a pain so intimate he can only know it through a sheet of glass.
“Come on, man! Can’t you at least talk to me?” the young man pleads. His voice breaks like he’s on the verge of a full sob.
Officer Vega’s shoulders drop. He shakes his head. Miles can’t tell if it’s dismissal or disbelief.
“I would have done things differently,” he says at last. Officer Vega sighs a deep, aching weariness. He looks at the young man with fatherly concern. “Be careful out here, son. A’ight?”
Miles’s phone vibrates with a text from Mom Lisa: Where are you? There’s a notification for two missed calls. He doesn’t want a lecture and it will definitely be a lecture at the very least. He feels bad that they’ll be worried. But he is worried—about safety, the pandemic, the dying planet, the mess his generation has inherited with no instruction manual. He’s been running from his feelings most of his life. Now he’s standing in them. Now he is ready to fight.
He texts back an image of the protest. Within seconds, his phone rings. The ultimate mom move.
“Hello?” he says, one finger in his ear to block out the deafening mix of chanting and helicopters.
“Are you out of your mind?” Mom Lisa yells.
Mama D’s trying to break through. Miles can only handle one mom at a time.
“Tell me you’re wearing the N95 under that bandanna!” The mask might muffle Lisa’s voice but the pissed-off tone cuts right through.
“I’m not an idiot, Mom.”
“Don’t test me on that tonight, Miles.”
Now Mama D is FaceTiming. He patches her in and he’s got both moms squawking at once, the satellite and overworked bandwidth making everything wonky, but the message comes through: Go home. Now.
Miles explodes. “Mama! You are literally putting on an exhibition called Voices of Resistance and you’re giving me a hard time about being at a protest? Mom, how many of your patients have been rich white people, huh? Who’s not able to stay home? Who’s in danger every single day? How many times did you both have to march so we could be a family? You wanna lecture me about safety, well, there is no safety! Not when it’s selectively applied!”
He takes one second to appreciate that he has used the phrase selectively applied.
The moms fall silent.
“I get it. I’m not happy, but I get it,” Mom Lisa says at last. “Don’t stay too long, okay?”
“Viral load. I know.”
“And when you get home, drop trou at the door, shove your clothes in a garbage bag for a few days, and take a thorough shower. Like you’ve vacationed in Chernobyl kind of shower. That’s the nurse talking, not your mom. Okay, the nurse and your mom.”
“I will. I promise.”
There is a round of “Love you, stay safe” that manages to sound both protective and irritated.
A lone protester has slipped through the metal barricade. Five cops are on her at once. She howls as they zip-tie her wrists, hoist her up, and haul her toward the empty arena. Watching her feet dragging across the concrete, Miles has the urge to hop back on the Citi Bike and pedal home. But he stays put. The protesters are shouting at the cops and rattling the barricades. Phone cameras whir.
Chi is trying to make it to a metal pylon but she’s small; she keeps getting pushed back by the angry crowd. For once, Miles knows what to do.
“Excuse me, can you let her through, please?” he says, using his broad shoulders to part the crowd. Without thinking, he helps Chi up onto the pylon. It’s the first time he’s touched another person in more than two months. It’s as much of a shock to his system as the scene unfolding around them.
Chi raises a fist and chants into the megaphone: “The whole world is watching! The whole world is watching!”
“The whole world is watching! The whole world is watching!” the protesters answer.
Miles lifts his camera, checks the photo. Outlined by the approaching dusk and the oxidized copper of the sports arena, Chi rises like a new monument. Some time later, she jumps down and reaches into her backpack, handing Miles and Danny flyers for her voting organization. They pass these out to anyone who will take one.
“Your vote matters,” they say time and again.
“Come on,” she says, once they’ve exhausted their supply of flyers. “We need to get to Fort Greene Park.”
The crowd is on the move, one living, loud organism marching toward the park. More people are showing up. The city is a nervous system on the verge of overload. Out of nowhere, a white officer in an NYPD shirt punch-shoves a Black woman marching peacefully down the street. She flies across the asphalt and lands hard, hitting her head against the curb.
“Holy shit,” Danny says.
Something shakes loose in the air. There is screaming, shoving, chaos. A Black man with the build of a football player boils over with a lifetime of anger and anguish too powerful to be contained any longer. He hurls a metal barricade across the street. “Come at me! I dare you to come at me tonight!” His voice breaks. There are tears in his eyes. “If I’m going out, somebody’s going with me!” The crowd surges. Miles drops his phone on the street. He crouches down, patting the asphalt for it, trying not to get stepped on. By the time he recovers it, he can no longer see Danny or Chi. They’ve gotten separated in the chaos. New panic grips Miles; the night is on fire and he is alone. Riot police are slapping zip ties on wrists by the dozens now and hauling protesters toward waiting vans. Beside Miles, a white guy in a Tupac shirt scoops up a rock and hurls it at the squad car. Others join in. The sound of stone denting metal is like gunfire. Miles is scared. And angry. He is his own Molotov cocktail of unstable elements, all of them about to ignite. He reaches down, grabs a rock as a line of police with batons out moves against the crowd, who pick up the chant again: “The whole world is watching! The whole world is watching!”
Watching.
Miles drops the rock. He scrambles onto the roof of a parked car to get a better view. In front of him, several cops pin a skinny brown man to the ground. They’re on top of him, four to one. “I didn’t do nothing, man!” the man screams. Miles can hear the fear, the pain in his voice. Miles hits record and uploads the video to Twitter in real time, the truth traveling at the speed of light. He is fighting back with the one weapon he’s got: Frame. Click. Upload. Record. Click. Upload. Across the street, a police van explodes into flames. A bottle sails past Miles’s head.
A cop moves toward Miles, crouched in fight stance, a small canister in his right hand. “Hey! Get down from there! Right fucking now!” Miles wants to move but his brain won’t release his legs. There’s a commotion happening on the street just behind the cop. Framed by the flames of the burning police car, it’s important. Miles can feel this in his bones. A moment that should not go unwitnessed. He raises his phone. Just one last shot. He takes the picture. The cop presses the nozzle on the pepper spray. And then everything goes sideways.
It’s as if someone has thrown a lit match at Miles’s face. His eyes burn; the back of his throat feels as if it’s swelling shut. He gags and chokes. His lungs are so tight he can’t catch his breath. Panic overtakes him. What if he dies out here?
“Help.” He can barely get it out. “Help. Please.”
There are hands on his shoulders. A woman’s voice in his ear. “I got you. Hold on.” The unseen angel pours liquid across his burning face. It drips into his tortured mouth. Milk.
“Thank you,” he gasps.
“Give me your arm, baby,” the woman says. “That’s it. Just keep walking. Nice and slow.”
Miles feels other hands taking him now. Questions are asked: “Can you breathe?” Instructions given: “Don’t rub your eyes! You can scratch your cornea that way.” Someone douses him in water and has him rinse and spit. His breathing eases. It takes a good twenty minutes or so for Miles to be able to open his eyes without pain. When he does, he sees he’s in a makeshift medic area with others who’ve suffered the same fate. The woman who guided him here is long gone. He didn’t even get her name. But he’ll never forget her.
By the time he exits the mostly empty subway station at Church Avenue, his footage and photos have gone viral. News outlets are reaching out to ask permission to use his work. He says yes to all of them.
The house is dark when Miles gets back. He’s too wired to sleep. The energy of the protest is in his veins. His eyes are still puffy but at least every blink no longer feels like hot-sauced razor blades. As promised, he takes off his clothes, careful not to get any residual spray on his face, and puts them in a trash bag for the laundry. He showers fiercely, scrubbing too hard, puts on fresh pajamas. It’s 7:00 a.m. His body is starting to unclench, though his mind is still racing.
He group texts Danny and Chi—Hey, hope you guys are okay—and forwards the photos he took to Chi including the one of her with the megaphone, a protective red bandanna stretched across her mouth making her look like a revolutionary. She is outlined by the expanse of sky as if she goes on forever. He forwards the photos to Chloe as well. She calls him back within minutes.
“Hey. You okay? I heard it was pretty intense. I wanted to go but Joyce had a fit. She said if I got Covid, I could give it to the rest of the family, and for once, I couldn’t argue with her.”
Miles searches for the words. When he finds them, they come slowly.
“You know that thing I told you that Mama D says about how there’s a moment when you kinda wake up to the present tense?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m awake. I’m fully present tense, Chlo.” He tells her about the night then.
“Oh my god! Do you need to go to the emergency room or anything?”
“I’m okay. My eyes look a little Night of the Living Dead, but compared to what was happening to some of the other protesters, it’s nothing.”
“Your pictures and video really tell a story. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”
“Not gonna lie—I was scared. And I didn’t know what to do until suddenly, I did. I thought, Somebody should be taking a video of Chi for the people who can’t be here. Somebody should be witnessing this moment, the brutality and the solidarity. And then I realized that ‘somebody’ is me.”
“I’m proud of you,” Chloe says after a long pause.
“Thanks. Hey. Can we talk later?”
“Sure. Get some sleep, Miles-y Cyrus.”
Danny pings the group chat. I’m fine but I have to work at the deli in two hours. Later.
It’s followed by a text from Chi: Glad you’re both okay. Miles, okay to repost these? They’re great, btw.
Miles2Go: Yeah, and thanks. Sorry I lost you in the crowd.
Chi: Almost got arrested but this grandpa put himself between me and the NYPD. Another protest tonight, Foley Square.
Miles2Go: See you there. #KeepShowingUp
Chi sends back a fist, a smiling emoji, and a heart.
Miles has never been this tired. It’s as if all of his adrenaline has burned through his veins and now he is only smoke. He stretches out on his bed, the sounds of the night replaying in his head. He drifts between dream and waking and their connective tissue, memory. Sleep overtakes him; memory shape-shifts fully into dreaming. He’s in a forest. It’s snowing. Snow, as far as he can see. A quiet, comforting presence. It coats his shoulders like the hands of ancestors he has never known but who know him. The roots of the trees whisper to one another. He is a part of this vast network of nutrients. He is a part of something, part of everything, without end. When he wakes, the sun is strong against his drapes. He has no idea what time it is; he’s forgotten what time is. He reaches for his phone. The home screen is alight with several urgent-sounding texts from Chloe—Call me? Please? Sorry. I just need to talk to somebody.
“Hey, what’s up?” Miles says. His voice is still croaky with sleep.
“Hey.” She sounds upset.
“You okay?”
“It’s about Mormor.”
Miles is afraid she’s died. He doesn’t know what to say so he does what Mom Lisa would do—he waits.
“I called her. I was afraid to but … I told her everything we found on the mystery. About Kleinwald and Die Eichel. I told her that I know about the baby and the adoption even though Joyce would freaking kill me for doing that. I told her I love her and that I just want to know what happened. I want to know the real her.” On the other end, Miles can hear Chloe sniffling. He is patient, which is its own form of love. “Miles. She spoke.”

It takes them a few days to arrange the call and recording through a network of phones and laptops. After a few minutes of satellite delay, Miles, Chloe, and her grandmother are all connected. A long snowy wave of hair curls across Mormor’s shoulders. Her face is as weathered as Mama D’s precious globe. Her eyes, even through the screen, are a striking sea-tossed gray. She reminds Miles of an ancient goddess.
Chloe presses record. “Whenever you’re ready, Mormor.”
Chloe’s grandmother had agreed to tell Chloe the truth, but only once. Now the old woman looks into the camera. She speaks slowly but her voice is steady.
“You would like to know the truth. It’s a slippery thing, truth. Like your hands when they are bloody and you wish you could grasp just one thing to make you feel solid. I think I am ready to tell that story now. A darker fairy tale than before. If I am bloodied in the telling, so be it. Those are the only stories worth telling anyway. But I am getting ahead of myself. Let me start over. To begin, my name is not Greta Andersson. It is Hanna. Hanna Schmidt. And I am a murderer…”






KLEINWALD.
DECEMBER 22, 1941
I remember the exact color of the sun. Funny the little things you don’t forget.
It was pale as skimmed cream. A December sun. From my window, I watched it lowering in the afternoon sky. I watched the phantom moon rise along with my dread.
I couldn’t fasten the skirt of my uniform. “It’s too tight,” I said. I was three months gone by then.
“Here. Let me help you.” Sophie looped a length of yarn through the buttonhole. She was clever in addition to brave. She’d pulled her hair up on both sides with a pair of silver combs. It made her look like a film star.
She smiled at me. “There. Your coat will hide it.”
I squeezed her hand.
She squeezed back. “I’m afraid, too.”
Downstairs, my parents listened to Goebbels’s speech on the radio, praising Hitler. So loyal they were. Many times in the years to come, I wished that I could look into their eyes and ask them how they had lost their minds.
We walked toward the solstice festivities carrying collection cans for the war effort. We were actresses, you see. Playing a role to survive. The night was cold and clear. The town was so beautiful; it hurt to look at it. The sweet little roofs under a dusting of snow. No blackout order had been given. The lamps along the bridge and castle were ablaze. After so many nights without, it seemed impossibly bright, an exultation of light. Everyone streamed toward the solstice tree, a magnificent fir decorated with candles and tinsel. All were in a festive spirit. Werner climbed up beside Baron Wilhelm and wrapped his scarf around the statue’s bronzed neck. “He’s shivering! Here—let’s have the flask! He needs a drink!”
He took a nip and poured a bit across the statue’s lips. Fräulein Volker marched over to admonish him—he was never one of her favorites. But all the boys were laughing and egging him on and there was nothing she could do but tsk for show and march off in disgust. I heard many years later that he had been blown apart by a grenade in Belarus.
Klara had put on rouge, which she insisted was just her natural blush.
“Natural Max Factor,” Hedy grumbled to the others, and for just a moment, the mood was lightened. I can still see them as they were that night. So full of joy. I do not know if any of them repented. I do not know how many of them survived to repent.
The men had built a bonfire. They stacked wood and paper. Anything that would burn. It all burned the same. Karl was there. He saw Sophie across the square and his expression transformed from worry to adoration. They were deeply in love. I remember feeling jealous that the two people I loved most could love each other in a way that was not mine to know.
“We can’t stand gawping, Sophie,” I chided. The Barbarian. That is what Sophie’s mother called me.
“Oh. Yes. Of course,” Sophie said. We moved among our neighbors, who dutifully emptied pockets and change purses into our rattling cans. Sophie and I could sense each other’s nerves as if we shared one body. My mind was a downed wire. I could not keep still. I, who was usually so calm. Sophie put her hand over mine. To calm myself, I went over the plan: During the singing of “Exalted Night,” while everyone was distracted, we would slip away under the pretense that we had forgotten to bring the cookies we had baked that afternoon. Karl would offer to help us. Once we were a safe distance from the town square, we’d steal away to the forest on foot. But what is it they say about the best-laid plans?
I was close enough to hear the men talking.
“I thought Leon would be back from university by now,” one of the boys said.
“Don’t tell me he’s studying on solstice!”
“I know where he is,” Oskar said. “He was arrested!”
“Leon arrested? What for?”
“For being a traitor! An enemy of the state!” Oskar crowed. “Along with his friend from Berlin, Egon. They were making false documents.”
“Karl, you were friends with Leon.” Werner.
“We were all friends with Leon,” Karl said.
“True. I guess you only think you know someone.” Werner.
“It is only a matter of time until the Obergruppenführer knows of any accomplices.” Oskar beamed at me. “Hanna. You look very pretty tonight.”
Across the square, Sophie was still collecting. I willed her to look at me, but she did not.
I turned to my brother. “Karl, I’ve forgotten the cookies. Will you go with me?”
“I could go with you, Hanna,” Oskar offered.
“Nonsense. You stay here and tend the fire and I’ll save the biggest cookie for you.”
“I would like that. And perhaps later, we might take a walk?”
He gave me such a sweet smile then that I almost felt bad for deceiving him. I told myself that he would forget about me in time. He’d find another girl, more suitable. She would cook rabbit and darn his socks and look after his children and he would be content.
Frau Wiedenhammer stepped to the microphone. She wore a traditional dress and she had braided her hair into a crown. I tried to imagine her as she must have been once, with a sleek bob and crimson lips, singing on a Berlin nightclub stage, flirtatious and sparkling and a bit naughty. But I could not. I could only see the zealot. Herr Wiedenhammer’s accordion played the familiar strains of “Silent Night.”
It was time.
Frau Wiedenhammer’s wobbly soprano rang out with the first lines of the carol the Nazis had rewritten.
Silent night! Holy night! All is calm, and all is bright,
Only the Chancellor steadfast in fight,
Watches o’er Germany by day and by night …
Sophie’s eyes found mine at last. I nodded. Frau Wiedenhammer’s voice made my nerves stand on end. The crowd was singing along now as the three of us made our way through the crowd of neighbors we could no longer trust. We joined in so that no one would think we were disloyal.
Silent night! Holy night! All is calm, and all is bright,
Adolf Hitler is Germany’s wealth,
Brings us greatness, favor and health,
Oh give us Germans all power!
The air was electric. We had only to reach the end of the street and turn and then we would walk as quickly as possible toward the road and the forest. Sophie let us into her father’s new bookshop, still half-finished, where we had hidden the basket with the cookies. That was the only time I feared Sophie’s commitment. She laid her hands on the stacks of books as if they were holy relics. “I wish I could see Papa one last time,” she said.
Karl wrapped his arms around her. “When this is over, you’ll send for him.”
“We have to go,” I said rather forcefully. I did not mean to be impatient. It was my own sadness I could not stand. I was never very good at that.
We passed Oskar’s shop. The road out of town was so close. That is when he arrived. Herr Jaeger. The hunter himself. His eyes had an extra coldness to them. “There you are, Herr Schmidt. I have been looking for you.”
They say that there are moments when time stands still. I could hear the singing in the square and the drumbeat of my own blood.
“Oh. Herr Jaeger?” Karl had begun to tremble. He was never the same after his time as a soldier, you understand. He carried a world of pain inside.
Herr Jaeger was cool as ever. “My car is behaving strangely.”
“Again?”
“Yes.”
“I-I’m sorry to hear it, Herr Jaeger.”
“I am sure you will have it working in no time.” It was clear that he meant for Karl to follow.
“But … it’s the solstice, Herr Jaeger. Surely it can wait until morning?”
“I’m afraid not. I must drive to Berlin in the morning.”
I could feel his gaze upon us. Scrutinizing. From another man, it might have been lust. But Herr Jaeger was not just another man. He was always searching for prey. For trophies to bring home. That was his true lust—power.
“Why are you not at the celebration, Fräuleins?” Not a question. Always with him an accusation. We were in the crosshairs now. We could feel it. For once, I had no voice. But Sophie always had the words, you see. A natural storyteller. What magic I know in words I learned from her. Somehow, she managed a smile. “Yes, Herr Jaeger. Only we have forgotten the cookies. We are just going back with them now. Will you honor us by having the first one?”
“Bitte. But first, there is the business of the car. Herr Schmidt?” Herr Jaeger was not a man to be kept waiting. Karl would have to fix the car.
“We’ll see you at the tree,” Sophie said, and smiled. “So we can light a candle for solstice.”
“Do you really think his car isn’t working?” Sophie asked, once Karl had left with Herr Jaeger. She and I had reached the edge of town.
“I don’t know. But we must keep on.”
Sophie gave a backward glance. “I know.”
We were only sixty or seventy meters from the main road when we heard a small voice behind us. “Where are you going?”
It was little Lotte Hehl hobbling after us with her cane. The mouse, underfoot as usual. I never had the patience for her. It was why I feared I would make a bad mother. Clearly, her own mother was not keeping up with her.
“Have you been following us?” I demanded.
“I wanted to see where you were going.” She was proud of herself. I wanted to slap her.
“We are off to gather holly for the festivities. We won’t be long,” Sophie said.
But Lotte was too smart for that. After all, she had spent her whole life being pushed aside, and so she had learned to be observant, to watch. “You’re going to the forest, aren’t you? To a meeting of Die Eichel! You promised to take me next time! I want to come!”
“Lotte, it isn’t a meeting. We are only gathering holly. Go and have some Lebkuchen before they are all gone,” I said, and I figured that was that. The girl had such a sweet tooth. But I had misjudged Lotte. What she wanted wasn’t a cookie. What she wanted was to belong. To feel special for once. If only I had seen that before, things might have turned out differently.
If only. Is there any phrase more damning than that one?
Well. There’s no fixing it now, is there? Lotte wasn’t having our excuses. She tightened up her little face, so angry, so hurt. “You always say that! You promised! You’re a liar!”
Sophie tried to soothe the girl. “It’s dark, Lotte. I’m afraid you’ll get lost and you would freeze. I must look out for you.”
“I’ll tell Oskar and Klara on you! I’ll tell them where you’re going—without them!”
Her voice rose. I was afraid she would draw the attention of the whole village. I yanked her by the arm and gave it a good pinch. Lotte howled with outrage. Her eyes filled with tears—and fear. I bent my face to hers so she could see I meant business. “Hush! Hush, now! Listen to me! If you say a word, I’ll get the magic of the forest to work a bad spell on you. You’ll never be free of it the rest of your life!”
“You can’t do that,” Lotte protested. But she looked scared.
“I can, too. I’m a witch of the forest,” I said.
“Hanna…,” Sophie cautioned, but my own fear had risen up inside me as an angry monster. That is how quickly it can happen.
“I am a goddess of the old Norse seid,” I told her. “I can weave magic into the world. You’ve seen my wand.”
Lotte began to cry.
“Hanna, don’t!” Sophie knelt before Lotte and handed over her handkerchief. It had her initials stitched into it. “Here. Dry your tears. You’re not going to tell anybody, are you, Lotte?”
“You promised,” Lotte blubbered.
“Keep my handkerchief as a promise, all right? But you should go back to the celebration. You’ll miss out on the sweets and the singing!”
There are moments you replay in your head. No, not that path. The other one. This is one of those moments. Telling Lotte where we were headed. The handkerchief with Sophie’s initials stitched along the edge. Oh, I can see the tragedy of it unfolding. Could I have been kinder? Would it have made a difference? Had I woven a bad magic into the world?
No matter. The past cannot be undone.
Lotte turned, pounding with her crutches back toward the village; we hurried toward the road. The stars watched it all without comment.
The walk to the forest was terrifying. For a while we could hear the songs and celebration and then, there was nothing. It was good we knew the way so well because it was dark with only the moon and stars to guide us. I was used to being fast but the baby in my belly made me tired and clumsy. More than anything, I wanted to lie down and sleep, but Sophie would rub my back. “Just a little farther. We are nearly there.” Always, we were listening for the Kübelwagens, the soldiers who might be out looking for the enemy. But I think we were lucky because they wanted to celebrate the solstice, too. Only one Kübelwagen drove past. We heard it rumbling before we saw the headlights. We ducked into the tall grass and lay flat until it passed by.
I was most scared when we reached the forest. For we were close but not close enough. Like glimpsing hope on the other side of a razor-wire fence. The moon caught Sophie’s face and she was smiling. “We made it to the forest, Hanna,” she said. “We made it. We will wait for Karl. And then…”
She squeezed my hand.
“Yes. Then,” I said.
Now the telling gets harder.
As for this next part, I was not there. I can only tell you what I learned. What was told to me. Like a fairy tale. Sophie and I were in the forest, sweeping away our footprints behind us with the brushstroke of a tree branch, thinking we were mostly safe now because the forest was our second home. We knew it better than the Nazis ever could. While we touched our hands to the Bridegroom’s Oak, our whole plan was unraveling back in the village.
It was while everyone was singing and lighting candles that a message, an urgent telegram, was delivered to Herr Jaeger—a confirmation he’d been waiting for. I never saw it, of course. But I imagine it to be smaller than the love letters Sophie wrote as Miss Lonelyhearts. I imagine the muscles of Herr Jaeger’s jaw tightening in cold anger, for had I not seen the same expression many times?
And what did the message say?
That under torture, before his execution, Leon had finally confessed. The SS now had the names of his Die Eichel coconspirators in Kleinwald: Karl Schmidt. Sophie Muller. And Hanna Schmidt. There is, I confess, a sliver of satisfaction I feel when I picture Herr Jaeger’s face the moment he realizes he has been duped by two schoolgirls and a simple mechanic. None of us trained in espionage. Not professional spies but ordinary teenagers. How his leaving must have sent a ripple through the people: Where is Herr Jaeger going and so quickly? Why does he look upset? What has happened?
But this little bit of satisfaction is gone like sun behind clouds. Because of what happened next.
I am sorry. I must have water. My mouth has gone dry.
Even now, here, a lifetime later and a world away, the memory is a gloved hand at my throat.
Here is what happened: Herr Jaeger summoned Oskar. He interrogated him, realizing rather quickly that Oskar had no knowledge of our involvement. Oskar was a good soldier. He was shocked about Karl. Not so much Sophie. But me. He insisted I could not be a traitor.
“No. That cannot be. Not Hanna. She is loyal! A good German!”
He kept saying this. Perhaps because he loved me. Or perhaps because my disloyalty was a disloyalty to him as well. He would’ve had to accept that I had not really loved him. Or perhaps … all of it.
“She is a traitor. Maybe you are a traitor, too, Oskar?”
“No, Mein Kommandant. I am no traitor.”
“We shall see.”
He had Oskar come with him to confront Karl where he stood in front of the commandant’s car, which had not a thing wrong with it. But Herr Jaeger knew that, of course. I could imagine my brother, desperate to get to us in the forest, saying to the commandant, “It is all in working order, Herr Jaeger. I’ve checked it.” He was a very good mechanic.
They beat him. They beat my brother until he spit blood and teeth across the castle flagstones. Herr Jaeger smashed the butt of his gun against my brother’s mouth and even as it filled with blood, he would not give us up.
“Where are they?” the commandant demanded.
“Tell us, Karl!” Oskar said. “I will take care of Hanna. I know she is innocent.”
Where were we as this was happening? Probably at the very edge of the forest. Thinking only of the forged traveling papers hopefully waiting for us inside the oak—for Sigrid, Greta, and Jorgen, three Swedish students from Stockholm. The cold bit through my too-thin coat and nipped at my skin. I worried about the baby; I was hungry all the time. As if she knew, Sophie reached into her coat pocket and brought out an orange. What a glorious miracle! An orange. Like a flame against the night.
“You must eat, my darling.” She smiled at me.
Yes, she looked just like a film star.
But you want to know about Karl.
Chance is a cruel thing. Sometimes, it rewards our hopes. A winning lottery ticket. A quick detour that avoids the terrible accident. But other times, it seals our fate. On this night, chance was in a foul mood. For as Herr Jaeger dragged Karl toward our house, at that very moment, Lotte happened by.
“Tell us where we can find Hanna and Sophie,” Herr Jaeger demanded. He was ready to strike again. But Karl said nothing.
For all the times Lotte had been powerless, now, she held so much of it in her little fists. “I know where they went.”
“Lotte, this is not the time for one of your games,” Oskar said.
“I do know! I saw them leaving the village!”
Herr Jaeger was not a natural with children. But he had charm. And chocolate. And Lotte had not had much of either in her brief life.
“What a clever girl you are.” He offered the chocolate. “Go on. Take it.”
I can only imagine how delicious it must have been, the rich chocolate and the satisfaction of every pair of eyes on her, for once, the star. To be seen at last—and by the most important man in town. Oh, poor Lotte. She had a taste of power and it cast its terrible spell.
“Tell me, little one. Where did they go?”
“They went into the forest,” she said, the rich flavor of chocolate still on her tongue. “For their secret club, Die Eichel. They told me not to tell. They are always going off to the forest in secret.”
“The tree,” Oskar said then. “The Bridegroom’s Oak.”
“That’s how they are communicating,” Herr Jaeger said, piecing it together at last. “Miss Lonelyhearts.”
The hunter grabbed his rifle. “Then we will go after them.”
I have wondered from time to time what must have gone through Oskar’s mind as they drove in Herr Jaeger’s Kommandeurwagen. Was he thrilled to sit up front with a man who could have been a father? Did he feel important? Was he worried for us? Did he still suppose me to be innocent? Guilty?
We knew none of this as we made our way through the forest. The air was crisp. It turned the evening sky as clear as a photograph. Our flashlights made ghosts of the trees. At one point, my beam found the eyes of a deer. It froze, then scampered away. I tried not to think of my parents. Of Egon and Leon. Of how long Karl would take to reach us. I knew Sophie worried for her father.
“Karl and I will marry when we get to Sweden. He and I will both get work. You will have the baby and we will help you care for it.”
I let her talk. Her voice was like a lullaby. I was so tired. The baby making me sleepy. Every part of me was cold and aching.
“Isn’t it funny to think that this old oak really did bring me my true love?”
I wish you could see her as I saw her then. With so much hope shining in her brown eyes. She carried it for the both of us. That was Sophie’s strength, her undimmable hope. She could make you believe in a better world. Even in my condition, I was physically stronger. And she had insisted on wearing those dress shoes, her one vanity. I climbed the tree and stuck my hand into the knothole. Nothing. Such panic then. I pushed my hand inside once more; I felt something hard. An envelope! I tore it open. Inside were the traveling papers. One for Karl. One for Sophie. One for me. Jorgen, Sigrid, Greta.
“What are you doing?” I called down.
Sophie was circling the tree. “I’m looking for our seidr branch.”
I was in the tree, hidden from sight. I needed to catch my breath before climbing down. The night was so clear. It felt as if I could reach up and pluck a star from the sky.
“I found it!” Sophie raised a thick branch.
“That can’t be ours,” I said, and scrambled down the oak. My woolens were a mess but we had the papers. Now, there was only to wait for Karl and make it to the sea. To the boat and freedom.
“Here. Hide these.” I tucked mine inside my brassiere.
Sophie tucked hers inside her coat pocket.
How you associate two things. Forevermore, I would hear the snap of a branch and see only Sophie slipping the papers into her coat, unaware.
I grabbed Sophie’s wrist. “Did you hear something?”
Oh, I must shut my eyes to tell the rest.
It is the only way that I can see it safely.
They say that time heals. That is true. But it does not erase. Wounds leave scars, you know.
I watched Sophie put the papers in her pocket. I heard the snap of the branch. And in the next second, I heard the crack of the gun, and Sophie cried out and fell to the forest floor. She had been shot through the leg. It had shattered the bone. Blood seeped through her stockings in a fast-spreading stain. It dripped upon her beautiful shoes.
Herr Jaeger stepped from the shadows, Oskar at his side.
It felt as if the forest itself had betrayed us. This was our kingdom. Our world away from the other world. But the other world had found us. Caught us. Herr Jaeger turned to Oskar. “That is how you hunt. You let your prey see you standing over them. You let them know that you hold the power. You let the ones watching know that you hold the power.”
“What is the meaning of this?” I tried to sound strong. I only felt scared. I knew Sophie was in tremendous pain.
“What are you doing in the forest, Fräulein? Surely the cookies are not here, hmmm?”
“We meant to gather holly for the celebration,” Sophie said, quick-thinking as always.
“Will you be coy, Fräulein? Very well. We found one of your documents. Your brother didn’t tell us much. Even when we knocked out four of his teeth. But I’m sure he will tell us everything we need before we execute him.”
“Oskar…,” I started. He looked away. And I knew it was useless to pretend anymore. I forced some borrowed steel into my voice. “How did you find us?”
“A little mouse told us where you were. She likes chocolate quite a bit. You made an enemy, it seems.”
On the ground, Sophie bit down on a whimper of pain, from her own wound or from what they had done to Karl or perhaps both. Herr Jaeger moved the gun back and forth, from Sophie to me and back again. “The question is, kill you here or take you back and put you on a train. Maybe to Berlin. Or maybe to Neuengamme.”
“Oskar. Please.” I opened my coat. “Think of the baby. Yes! We are going to have a baby.”
I could see him wavering. That is what is hard to explain. That even within some of those following orders, there was good still. Like a seedling that you hoped to coax toward sun.
“There are many rooms in God’s house, Oskar,” Sophie said quietly.
We were two and two. But we could easily become three and one—and three could overpower one, even one with a pistol, I knew. But now, the soldiers were coming with the dogs. Their barking echoed in the forest. Whatever we were to do, we had to do it quickly.
“Oskar,” I begged. “Please.”
“Herr Jaeger, I am sure Hanna did not know…”
The commandant was a true hunter. A true hunter does not doubt or hesitate. He does not stop to consider the feelings of the deer. He strikes. Herr Jaeger raised his gun and shot Oskar through the head. It was then as if all the stars had gone dark. As if there had never been a light in the sky at all. There was only the brutal and the brutalized, a dehumanizing machine churning.
Here is what I know about the moments that came next: Oskar lay dead in the forest. My brother would be dead soon enough, and Sophie and I along with him. And Herr Jaeger would walk out of the forest and back into the world. He would bring with him the smug reassurance of his dominance. He would bring with him the fertile seeds of misery.
It felt as if time slowed long enough to focus my intent. Is that a form of magic? I don’t know. Whatever Herr Jaeger said next I could hear only as a slow, mean, muffled sound as he turned toward Sophie once more with the gun and I saw the seidr branch at my feet. I want to tell you it was purely about survival. But that would be a lie. It was survival, yes. But it was also hatred. I grabbed the branch. With all of my might, I slammed it against Herr Jaeger’s skull. I heard the crack. He went down not like a hunter, but like any man.
He groaned. Not dead. But even in the deepening dark, I could see the blood. He reached for the gun, but I kicked it away. I picked up the branch again and stood over him. He moaned and put up a hand to block the blow. And in that moment, I understood what he meant about letting your prey know that you hold the power. For I held it clenched in my hands and it was terrifying and intoxicating. I wanted to hurt him as he had hurt Oskar and Sophie. As he had hurt Karl and Leon and countless others he never even saw. I wanted to kill him and yet even killing him wouldn’t be enough.
“Hanna. Don’t.” It was Sophie. “Don’t. You can’t take it back.”
It was as if she had stared into the future and undone the weaving I meant to do. All at once, I saw the stars. Not gone. They had only been hiding. Still there, still bright. Herr Jaeger wasn’t going anywhere. But we had a boat to meet and time was precious. Flashlights bounced in the mist rising through the forest. I dropped the branch and reached for Sophie instead.
“We have to get to the boat!” I hooked my arms beneath Sophie and hoisted. She cried out and slipped back to the ground. I shone my beam over her leg. The splintered bone stuck out from the bloody hole in her skin.
“Hanna, I can’t walk.”
“Yes, you can! I’ll help you.”
“No. I can’t. I’ll only slow you down. And the snow will give us away.” Sophie nodded to her blood. It stained the snow like grisly breadcrumbs in a fairy tale. “You have to go, Hanna. Before the ship leaves.”
“Please, please come with me, Sophie. I can’t go on without you. I promised Karl I would protect you and the baby. We can make it.”
“I can’t walk, Hanna.”
“Then I will carry you!”
“All the way to the sea?”
I could not imagine life without her. You understand? I began to cry. Sophie took my hands in hers. “See the world as it is, Hanna. Not as you wish it could be. And when you are safe, make the world as you wish it could be.”
There were flashlights in the forest and shouts. The soldiers coming. The dark, the spreading fog, would slow them. But not for long.
Sophie pointed to Oskar. “Put on his clothes. Disguise yourself.”
Even in her pain, Sophie helped me. While I untied my boots, she unbuttoned his jacket, careful not to look above the collar at his wound, at his blood seeping into the new snow. She only seemed undone when she needed to remove his trousers and discovered that he wore no underpants. I threw off my dress and left it crumpled in the snow. The cold hit my body, sharpening my reflexes. When I put on Oskar’s clothes, I told myself to be grateful for the warmth, not to think about his blood on the collar. Not to think that I was wearing a dead man’s clothes. Not to think.
“Take my papers and Karl’s or they will know the plan,” Sophie said, handing them over.
Night fell like a guillotine blade, hard and all at once. The soldiers were nearly there. Another minute.
“Please, Sophie,” I begged, one last time.
Sophie burbled out a small laugh. “It’s sort of tragically romantic, isn’t it?”
But I knew what it was: It was the truest love I have ever known. Her life for mine.
She kissed my hands. “Go now.”
I had waited too long. The soldiers were nearly there. If I broke for the trees, they would see me. There was only one way. Up. I climbed the Bridegroom’s Oak, clambering into the cover of its limbs. I flattened myself against its massive trunk, grateful for Oskar’s dark jacket and trousers, and watched through a cage of spindly branches and stubborn, brittle leaves.
The soldiers’ flashlights fell first on Oskar, then Herr Jaeger, and finally, Sophie. Two of them raced to the commandant’s side; the tallest soldier aimed his gun at Sophie.
“Where is Hanna Schmidt?”
I held my breath.
“It is the solstice and I am a queen of the forest. I am Skuld. A witch,” Sophie said. “With my magic, I turned her into a hare, quick as the wind. You will never find her now.”
The soldier cocked his gun. “Tell us or I will shoot.”
“We do not have the authority,” one of the other soldiers reminded him. I had never been so thankful for their love of hierarchy.
“I killed Oskar. And I tried to kill Herr Jaeger. It is my fault. I am solely to blame,” Sophie said. Her words tumbled out of her mouth, words that needed to be spent quickly.
Herr Jaeger kept trying to speak but he was not able. He pointed and I held my breath because he was pointing at the tree. The ranking officer misunderstood. He thought Herr Jaeger pointed at Sophie. The soldier was a soldier; he mistook it for an order. The bullet screamed from the gun, a tiny golden bird of terrible speed. That bullet pierced her heart, and a phantom bullet pierced my own. I bit my cheek to keep from crying out.
The soldiers carried Herr Jaeger out of the forest. He was still trying to speak but it was no use. Speech fled; his legs failed him. Then his bowels. I took no satisfaction from this. That would require feeling. And my heart had stopped like the clock brought to Herr Gerber’s shop on that fateful April morning. I heard later that the commandant lingered for a month or so but did not survive his injuries. I did not mourn.
“What should we do?” the youngest soldier asked.
The ranking officer holstered his gun. “They were never here. Take care of the mess.”
They returned with shovels and buried Oskar and Sophie right there beneath the oak. Two smooth earthen mounds. That was all that was left of Oskar, the first boy I had ever kissed, and of Sophie, the dearest friend I would ever know. By the time I climbed down, my body was stiff with cold. The forest was silent, both a conspirator and mourner. There is never the light without the shadow.
It felt wrong to leave Sophie’s grave unmarked. There should have been a monument. A headstone to attest to her bravery, like her beloved Baron Wilhelm Alexander. The only marker I had was an acorn. I tucked it into the spot where Sophie’s body was buried. I lay the seidr branch across it like a sword.
It was the winter solstice. The longest night of the year. The loneliest of my life.
I made my way through the forest, the stars and my grief my only compass. Many times, I thought about lying down in the snow and going to sleep. How would I go on without Karl and Sophie? How? It was dawn when I heard the sound of waves and smelled salt in the air. I had made it to the beach, to Hohwacht. I staggered in the sand to the edge of the water. The fishing boat was late. There had been trouble and they could not be seen out until the dawn. In those hours I waited, I made my decision. I would go work for the Allies. When the baby came, I would give it up for adoption. I could not be its mother. There would be too much sadness. Besides, that baby had been Hanna Schmidt’s, and I was Hanna no longer.
The sun struggled to rise above the far gray line of the horizon. It took so long I wondered if it would rise or not. If it had lost the will to warm the earth.
“Come on,” I said to the sun.
It sat there like a puddle. Unformed. Uninterested.
“Get up!” I shouted.
I took a stone from the shore and tossed it toward the apathetic sun. Can you imagine? Foolish.
“Get up!” I screamed it this time. I cursed the sun. Tossed another stone. And another. My arms ached from the cold and the effort. I cried until I had no more tears to give.
“Get up, I say!”
And then, as if it heard me, the sun began its ascent. The milky haze turned a golden orange, a light so fierce it seemed to cut open the sea. Pressed against its glowing strength was the outline of the fishing boat, chugging toward the shore.
The ship grew bigger, pushed forward by that sun on the first day toward the greater days of light. The captain leaned over the railing and shone his lantern on me. “Greta Andersson?”
I put up a hand to block the glare. With the other, I reached for him. “Ja, jag är Greta Andersson.”






BROOKLYN, NEW YORK.
JUNE 2020
Miles cannot look away from his screen. His throat is tight.
In her Zoom square, Chloe uses her sleeve cuff to wipe her eyes, which are red and puffy. But in the quiet of her room, Mormor seems to be at some semblance of peace.
“I’m very tired now. I think I’ll rest,” she says.
Chloe looks at Miles. “Um … sorry, could you…?”
“Yeah. Sure.” He gives a small, static wave and clicks the red leave-meeting box.
Miles pads down the stairs to the kitchen. It’s 6:00 p.m. He needs to leave soon to meet Chi. He puts in a FaceTime call to Mama D in Amsterdam. It’s late there but she answers. Her hair is a mess. The way it’s standing up at the back reminds him of her punk days. She’s got a cup of tea in front of her. A red mug with two singing cats that Miles gave to her for Christmas one year. She has lugged it all the way to Europe. Behind her on the wall are the tacked-up photographs, every face a story.
“Hey, honey. You okay?”
“Yeah,” he says. It’s mostly true. He’s not sure what or who he is, as if his seven years of change has come all at once. He only knows that he has become a different Miles. “There is a lot to say. It can wait. But first, there’s a story I think you need to hear…”






NEW YORK CITY.
DECEMBER 2020
There’s a printed sign outside the loft in Tribeca: “Voices of Resistance. A photography exhibition by Dallas Campbell-dela Cruz. Capacity 25. Masks must be worn. Please follow all social distancing protocols. Follow us on social media—#Vioces2020.”
“Uhhh…,” Chi says.
“Oh no,” Miles says.
He taps Mom Lisa’s shoulder as she arranges a front table display of five industrial-sized bottles of hand sanitizer. She has stationed them throughout the space. Their tall squirt necks dot the landscape like tiny dystopian cranes. Her undercut is freshly shaved and her suit—black pinstripe, cobalt-blue bow tie—is as sharp as her black-and-white wingtips.
“They misspelled Voices.” He points to the sign.
“What?” Mom Lisa marches over to inspect it and stands at attention like the soldier she once was. “Ayyyy, diyos ko. Don’t tell your mama, okay? She’s stressed enough.”
The loft space was a last-minute find. Some friend of a friend of an artist Mama D knows offered it up cheap after the Amsterdam exhibition had to be postponed another year due to the ongoing pandemic. Things turn out best for those who make the best of how things turn out, as his Grandma Susan would say. Miles has always thought it was a bumper sticker slogan until now. Mama D is making final adjustments to her remarks. Miles can tell she’s nervous.
“That mask really goes with your outfit,” Miles says, and hugs her.
She leans her head against his. “You’re hilarious.”
“I try. You good?”
“Nervous. Vomit nervous.”
“That would not go with your outfit.”
She laughs. Miles feels good that he could do some small thing to make her feel more at ease.
“Hi, Chi!” she says, and the two of them wave in greeting. “I’m so glad you could be here.”
She shows them where Miles’s photograph of Chi in her red bandanna from the Black Lives Matter protest in Brooklyn hangs next to one of Mama D’s from the anti-apartheid movement.
“Ayyy,” Chi says, elbowing Miles. “Check you out.”
“Check you out, you mean,” Miles says, pleased that she’s pleased. His phone pings with a text from his new pal Matthias in Germany: I am staying up with my boyfriend to see it live! We know it will be SUPER!
Mama D steps back to look at her work. She’s just hung a last-minute addition—another photo of Richard. There’s the first one where he’s marching in the streets with ACT UP, mouth caught mid-shout, neck muscles straining, right fist punching up like a New York City skyscraper. But now there’s a second contrasting picture, the one that usually hangs in their hallway. In it, a dusty sunbeam spirals through a window at St. Vincent’s, catching Richard’s joy as he cradles a friend’s baby. Though noticeably gaunt, he smiles down at the swaddled newborn, whose eyes have opened, testing out the world. Thirteen months later, in that same hospital, weighing ninety-seven pounds, curled on a gurney in an ER crowded with other dying men, Richard Beverly will take his last breaths.
“Why did you include that one?” Miles asks. He gets the first photo but the second doesn’t seem to fit the theme of the show.
Mama D takes in a sharp breath, releasing the air like it hurts to let it go. “There’s so much love in his eyes. Even though he’s sick. Even though he’s scared,” she says in that Texas drawl that lingers, an aural photograph of her former self. “Love can be resistance; resistance, love.”
Mom Lisa has come up behind them. She slings an arm over Miles’s shoulder and sneaks the other one around Mama D’s waist, pulling them both closer to her.
“This is gonna be one bomb-ass show,” she says.

At seven o’clock, the doors open. This opening night crowd is appropriately pandemic-small. It’ll mostly be critics, gallery owners, a few famous artists, and press. Most of Mama D’s real friends will come on different nights when the glitterati and scene-makers are gone. There’s also a livestream set up. Miles has been to these things before. Lots of people talking about “taking studio space in Bushwick before it got overrun with rich hipsters,” which is hilarious since they are the rich hipsters who ruined Bushwick for the families who lived there for generations. But Miles isn’t watching the door for these people. Every time it opens, letting in a blast of freezing December air, he inflates, then deflates when it’s just another balding art darling wearing thousand-dollar eyeglasses and an Italian cashmere scarf. And then, at last, it’s the moment he’s been waiting for. Chloe steps inside the loft along with her mom. Miles thought he was prepared but he’s not. It’s like in The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy steps into Technicolor.
“Hey,” he says, coming over to greet them.
“Hey.” Chloe waves back with a mittened hand.
Her hair is growing out and pinned back with barrettes. Pandemic hair.
Like magnets, both of his moms are suddenly there.
“Hi, Joyce,” Mom Lisa says, subtly elbowing Miles in the side. “I’m so glad you could make it.”
“Thank you for inviting us. Wowwww! This is so exciting! A real art opening!” Joyce says. “We both tested negative, by the way.”
In his suit pocket, Miles’s phone buzzes with a text. He sneaks a peek.
ChloeintheDark: KILL ME
Miles2Go: The cringe is real
Chloe’s phone buzzes with Miles’s text. She looks. Laughs. Nods.
Joyce smiles tightly. “What are you two giggling about?”
“Nothing,” Miles and Chloe say as one.
Across the room, Mama D’s agent waves her over.
“Babe, I think you’re on,” Mom Lisa says. She gives Mama D’s shoulders a quick, reassuring rub followed by a kiss on her cheek through her mask. “You got this.”
Mama D hates to speak in public, Miles knows. He once again tries to imagine her as a teenager onstage playing punk violin. He can’t, especially now as she steps up to the small mic and clears her throat. “Hello. Thank you for being here tonight, both those of you here in the room and those of you watching from home. Before we begin, I’d like to ask for a moment of silence for the lives we’ve lost. For those who have tirelessly cared for the sick.” She darts her eyes at Mom Lisa, who bows her head. In the seconds that tick by, Miles thinks about the dead and the hurting. He thinks about Chloe’s Mormor shivering on the boat sneaking across the Baltic Sea under the same stars still shining outside this bougie-ass Tribeca loft. He thinks about Chloe here now, so close. He’s trying to pay attention to Mama D but his thoughts pinball and so he only catches snippets. “On these walls are the faces of resistance … resistance takes many forms … against oppression and injustice, but love is also resistance, the family you choose, the identity you claim, the bravery to see the world as it is and to love it enough that you will fight to make it the world that it can be, to make it better, fairer, kinder…”
Miles looks over at Chi, who catches his glance. He nods, points to her—that’s you she’s talking about. She pats her heart, curls her fingers into a fist, which she raises to her chest. Then she pushes that same fist toward him: No, that’s us.
“Thank you for coming out tonight despite the circumstances. Thank you for following all of the safety protocols—I know this isn’t the usual. You’re used to champagne and cheese.”
There’s polite, relieved laughter.
Mama D puts down her notecards. “Nevertheless, I hope the show moves you. Thank you for being here. Thank you for being.”
The guests in their fancy clothes and face masks mill about, moving from photograph to photograph. For the livestream, Chi stands in front of the protest photo while a friend of Mama D’s interviews her.
Chloe sidles up to Miles. “This is really cool.”
He’s not sure if she means the exhibit or the two of them inhabiting the same space at last. “Yeah, it is,” he says.
Chloe and Miles wander until they are alone in a corner before a 1985 photograph of college students in anti-apartheid T-shirts chained to an administration building. At his sides, Miles’s hands jiggle like out-of-water fish. He has never wanted to hug Chloe more than he does right now. If there’s anything this year of separation and loneliness has taught Miles, it’s that online is no substitute for in-person. Being together, really together, he decides, is a small miracle.
Miles gestures to the gallery. “You ready?”
Chloe nods. A few seconds and satellites later, she has Mormor on FaceTime.
“Hi, Mormor,” Chloe says.
Mormor’s speech comes slowly but her voice is steady. “Hello, älskling. You look beautiful. Hello, Miles.”
“Hello, Mormor,” Miles says. “It’s very nice to see you.”
“Nice to see you, too, Miles,” Mormor says, her words still clipped with traces of her native German and adopted Swedish.
“Ready?” Chloe says to her grandmother.
Mormor nods. “Yes. I think so.”
Chloe flips the phone so that her grandmother can see the exhibit with them. She and Miles take turns reading the exhibition cards to her. There are photographs from Rwanda. Syria. Bosnia. Soweto. From San Francisco and New York, university campuses. There are some of the punks and squatters from Mama D’s time in Berlin, including one of Lena. There is one of the Berlin Wall coming down. As they make their way through the exhibit, what strikes Miles most is not how much there is to resist but how often it happens. How, despite the cruelty and apathy and the overwhelming odds against them, people still manage to come together and fight toward justice even knowing that they, themselves, may not live to see the fruits of it. They fight for the future; they fight forward. It is a form of forgiveness, he thinks, to believe so fervently in the promise of that future. That is a definition he can live with for now. Hope, sudden and violent, rises up inside him, making him feel as if he is connected to some vast subterranean network of roots with no beginning and no end, a forest that stretches far into the horizon, beyond what he can see.
They have come at last to the photograph of Hanna and Sophie at the Bridegroom’s Oak.
“Look, Mormor—there you are!”
Chloe flips the phone’s view for her. Miles and Chloe watch Mormor in her room in New Jersey looking at a photograph of herself hanging in a loft in Tribeca, a photograph taken in Germany nearly eighty years ago. Time and space, memory and meaning, collide.
“I remember,” she says. “I am … so young. Plump cheeks, like a squirrel!”
Chloe laughs. “Mormor! You were beautiful. You’re still beautiful.”
Mormor squints hard. “Liebchen. Will you read it to me?”
“It says ‘Dodauer Forest, Germany, 1941. Sophie Muller and Hanna Schmidt. Resistance fighters of Die Eichel. They provided false papers that saved more than a thousand people from the concentration camps.’”
Mormor has gone very quiet. Chloe flips her phone around. There are tears on Mormor’s downy, wrinkled cheeks.
“You saved people’s lives, Mormor.”
“And they saved mine.”
Chloe steps around a corner and speaks softly with her grandmother in private. Miles waits. Chi wanders over. “Your mom’s exhibit is great.”
“Yeah. She’s pretty awesome. Both of my moms are.”
“You do your phone banking for the Georgia runoff?”
“Yup. All two hundred. There were some noes but also some yeses. I’ll keep going. Danny and Chloe are gonna help out while they’re home during break.”
Chloe returns. Her eyes are red and still wet.
“Catch you later,” Chi says quietly, and walks back toward the bright lights of the livestream where she’s being beckoned.
“Hey,” Miles says. “You wanna get out of here?”


“So. How’s the college life?” Miles asks.
Chloe shrugs. “It’s okay. Weird. We’re just in our rooms on our computers. And, like, twice a week, some stranger shoves the world’s longest Q-tip all the way up my nose and I’m like, ‘Whoa, you didn’t even buy me a drink first, pal!’”
Miles’s laugh is muffled behind his mask.
“Seriously. It’s like my nose is having weird fetish sex. Oh god.” Chloe pounds her forehead with her fists. “Why did I say all of that? That was so creepy. I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
Miles laughs harder because, yes, it’s weird. And funny. But also because he’s relieved; Chloe doesn’t know what she’s doing any more than he does.
“How’s your new gig with Chi’s voting rights group working out?” she asks. “Are the Moms Squared still upset that you deferred college for a year to do activism?”
“Nah, they got over it. Honestly, I think they’re proud. But I like doing the work, you know? It feels … meaningful. Sometimes people slam doors in our faces. But we’ve also registered over a thousand new voters. Last week in Woodside, I registered a lot of new Filipinx voters. In one day, I signed up an eighteen-year-old and a seventy-five-year-old.”
“That’s awesome!”
“Yeah. It is. Now we’re working on protecting voting rights, fighting redistricting, stuff like that. Democracy is … a lot of work, it turns out.” Miles laughs. “But I remain hopeful.”
It’s thirty-one degrees outside. Bracing wind sloughs the loft’s manufactured warmth from their bodies, makes their cells dance awake. Streetlamps gooseneck above the narrow street, spreading a warm amber glow across the centuries-old cobblestones. Miles never used to notice the streetlamps before. The sidewalks were always so congested with humanity that getting from one place to the next was a bit of a video game. Emptied of all of that, the city is so very still. It’s nice in its way, but he misses the annoyance of people. Even the clueless tourists.
In the hollow spaces, their footsteps echo.
“Your Mormor seemed really happy.”
“She did, didn’t she? Your mom’s pictures are really incredible. I loved the ones of all the punks. And of Lena.”
“We should go to Berlin someday,” Miles says. He hopes it wasn’t too much.
Chloe’s eyes crinkle with a smile. “Totally. And Edinburgh! I really want to see Edinburgh.”
“Imma buy a kilt.”
“Yeah?”
“Gonna wear the sheep out of it. I’m ‘kilt-ing it’ in this thing!”
Chloe groans. “That was terrible! Really ‘off-kilt-er.’”
The air feels electric. Snow coming on.
“Where else should we go?” he asks.
“Mmm, Paris, for sure.”
“Hells yeah. Gotta see Paris. And Morocco. And Manila!”
“That would be amazing! Ooh, Iceland! I wanna see the northern lights.”
“Cooool.”
“Right? I mean, there’s a whole world still out there. Eventually.”
There is a world inside Miles, too. He is both nervous and at home, occupying two states at once. Maybe they will see all of those places. Maybe not. They are here now. On this street. In this city. On this night. And it is snowing. He does not want to be anywhere but right here with the people he loves. He does not want to be anyone but who he is with all that he has.
Delicate flakes dance in the beam of a streetlamp, turning the ghostly, dirty streets of New York into this new wonderland.
“Snow!” Miles says.
Chloe puts a hand to her chest in mock surprise. “Wait, hold on—they have the same word for it here in Tribeca that we do in Brooklyn? That’s amaaaazinggg!”
Miles laughs. “Yeahhh, okay.”
Chloe takes a deep breath and lets loose with a wolf howl. “Snoooooowwwww!”
“Snoooooowwww!” Miles howls back.
They howl separately and in unison until an old man raises his window and shouts, “Shut the fuck up!”
“Now it feels like New York,” Miles says.
Miles remembers his dream about the deer and snow being the souls of the departed saying hello. He wants to tell Chloe about it. He might someday. Miles wonders if Chloe is smiling behind her mask like he is. He wonders if seeing people’s lips will be the new erotica, like in Victorian times when a glimpse of ankle was supposed to drive people wild with desire. He wants to kiss her. But it can wait. He wonders if they will be in each other’s lives forever. He wants to tell her how much he loves her, but his heart is full of an awe so immense that no satellite currently floating above their hurting planet could ever connect to his mouth to relay it.
“What are you thinking about?” he says.
“I was thinking, What if snow actually tasted like dog shit?” Chloe says.
“Oh my god! Saaaame!” Miles says.
They double over, laughing so hard it’s nearly violent.
“Wish we could see the stars. Too much neon haze,” Chloe says.
“They’re still there, though.”
He looks down the street toward the soft warm glow of the loft and the defiant pictures hanging inside. He gets brave and laces his fingers in hers. She returns the gesture, glancing shyly at him from above her mask. It’s a start. Miles and Chloe lift their chins toward the night sky of New York City. Snowflakes wiggle down and settle gently on the two of them, testing out their human warmth for a second before dissolving into their skin. Hundreds of old souls, joining them.
“Snoooowwwww!” Miles howls, and it echoes off the concrete canyon of the weary city.

Snow falls in New Jersey, too.
It coats the cars in the parking lot. Soon, they will look like blocky little hills, Hanna thinks as she watches from her bed. What a gift to have seen the exhibit. To have seen the photograph of her with Sophie again. To remember the day in the forest one more time. The skin on the back of her hand is as cracked and liver-spotted as a map. How did she get to be so old? Luck. And the kindness of others. The light from the parking lot bleeds through the window of Hanna’s room, painting shadowy branches upon the wall. Her mind drifts toward sleep.
It begins with the chirrup of birdsong followed by the earthy scent of forest pine warmed by late-afternoon sun. Hanna’s pulse beats with anticipation for something she can’t yet name. The Bridegroom’s Oak is there. Its bark has grayed with time but it is still majestic. It is also not alone. New trees have sprung up. So many trees, they stretch beyond what Hanna can see, an entire forest, strong and tall. A rustling comes from behind the oak. Hanna’s pulse quickens as a beautiful doe steps into sunlight. She raises her nose, sniffing the air. Then she stops. Stares straight ahead.
Something bursts inside Hanna. “Forgive me,” she says softly in the darkness of her room, into the bright, living dream. She does not know that she is crying.
The doe strides forward without fear. Without remorse or regret. Without the weight of pain. She has been waiting for this visit for some time. She presses her wet nose to Hanna’s forehead in a kiss.
A gentle wind rises. It lifts the heaviness from the air. It caresses the bright green leaves of the Bridegroom’s Oak, setting the new growth into a symphony of whispering. The whispers grow louder, clearer, coalescing into a sound that holds the whole of the universe within it and then at last into a voice both familiar and missed. It speaks from across the miles and years, from some destination not yet known, a place of sun and cool shade, waiting.






AUTHOR’S NOTE
Under the Same Stars is a work of fiction. As such, I have taken some liberties to create this particular “fairy tale” of love and resistance. There is no Kleinwald, Germany; that is a fabrication built from imagination. There is, however, a Bridegroom’s Oak! It is a matchmaking tree that has made many a romantic match over the years (including for the postmaster who delivers its letters). While there was no Die Eichel, there were resistance groups working within Germany, including Sophie and Hans Scholl of the White Rose Movement and the Edelweiss Pirates, as well as many others whose efforts we may never fully know but whose selfless acts of love, hope, and defiance I choose to believe are written in the book of life.
Several texts and films were instrumental in the writing of this book. I am indebted to the following: Burning Down the Haus: Punk Rock, Revolution, and the Fall of the Berlin Wall by Tim Mohr, B-Movie: Lust & Sound in West Berlin 1979–1989 (story by Mark Reeder), Adolfo Kaminksy: A Forger’s Life by Sarah Kaminsky, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich by William L. Shirer, Berlin Diary: The Journal of a Foreign Correspondent, 1934–1941, by William L. Shirer, Lives Reclaimed: A Story of Rescue and Resistance in Nazi Germany by Mark Roseman, How to Stand Up to a Dictator: The
Fight for Our Future by Maria Ressa, Siddhartha by Hermann Hesse, Stasiland: Stories from Behind the Berlin Wall by Anna Funder, The Origins of Totalitarianism by Hannah Arendt, and Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor E. Frankl, among others.
Much of this book was written during Covid lockdown, which curtailed travel to Germany (or anywhere), and I am grateful to friends who were able to provide information that aided this book along its journey: Jennifer Hubert-Swan, Justin Weinberger, Brenda Cowan, Gayle Forman, Emily Jenkins, Kim Liggett, Simon Joseph, the Sunday afternoon edition of the New York Writers’ Coalition (Aaron Zimmerman, Nova Ren Suma, Mia Tramz, Susanna Schrobsdorff), Richard Sacks, Eleanor Boschert, and Dr. Rose Brock. (I’m sure there are other lovely people I’m forgetting. Vergib mir.)
This book would not exist without the incredible insights, diligence, and talents of editor extraordinaire Grace Kendall, assistant editor Asia Harden, and the lovely Elizabeth Lee. A huge thank-you to Abby Granata for the great interior design, Aurora Parlagreco for art direction, and Mallory Grigg for the beautiful jacket design. Thanks, also, to lifesaving copyeditor Linda Minton and proofreaders Nicole Brugger-Dethmers and Justine Gardner, production editor Ilana Worrell, managing editor Allyson Floridia, production manager Celeste Cass, publicists Chantal Gersch and Samantha Sacks, marketers Gabriella Salpeter and Melissa Zar, editorial director Joy Peskin, publisher Allison Verost, and everyone at FSG/Macmillan. Finally, my heartfelt thanks to my tireless super-agent and champion, Jo Volpe, and all of the wonderful folks at New Leaf Media: Lindsay Howard, Jordan Hill, Jenniea Carter, Emily Berge, Pouya Shabazian, Katherine Curtis, Tracy Williams, Sarah Gerton, and Keifer Ludwig.
Like Miles, I have long had a conflicted relationship with the word hope. My own personal definition of hope, the one I’ve come to over the years, means refusing to give in to cynicism and nihilism, to believe in a kinder, fairer world and to invest in that vision through acts both large and small. I see committed resistance to our flawed world’s inhumanity, intolerance, and authoritarianism as just that—an act of profound love, a planting of acorns for future oaks.
May we “remain hopeful.”
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