
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_8f32b3ab86788de83b9268c69a58769c_rELhvw_html_3c22dbb9.jpg]

 



CHILD OF THE LIGHT

By Janet Berliner and George Guthridge

[image: tmp_8f32b3ab86788de83b9268c69a58769c_rELhvw_html_m66f2b5cd.jpg]

Smashwords Edition published at Smashwords by
Crossroad Press

Copyright 2011 by Janet Berliner & George
Guthridge

Cover Design by Neil Jackson

 



LICENSE NOTES:

This eBook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

 



ALSO FROM JANET BERLINER & GEORG
GUTHRIDGE

Novels:


Sol's Song


Child of the Light


Child of the Journey


Children of the Dusk

Unabridged
Audiobooks:


Child of the Light – Narrated by Jane
McDowell

 



BUY DIRECT FROM CROSSROAD PRESS &
SAVE

Try any title from CROSSROAD PRESS. Use the Coupon
Code FIRSTBOOK for a onetime 20% savings! We have a wide variety of
eBook and Audiobook titles available.

Find us at: http://store.crossroadpress.com

 



About the Authors:

Janet Berliner is the author of six novels
and the editor of six anthologies, including two with illusionist
David Copperfield and one with Joyce Carol Oates. Born in South
Africa of parents who fled Germany in 1936, Janet now lives in Las
Vegas while she plans her escape to the Caribbean.

George Guthridge is a nationally honored
educator and author. His book The Kids From Nowhere tells
the story of his work with Siberian-Yupik children who were
considered uneducable until George led them to three national
academic championships. In addition, he has written nearly 100
pieces of short fiction, which have appeared in numerous magazines
and anthologies.

Together, Janet and George are the authors of
more than a dozen stories and the Madagascar Manifesto Series:
Child of the Light, Child of the Journey, and the Bram
Stoker Award-winning Children of the Dusk.

 



PART I

"But every shadow is in the final analysis
also child of the light, and only he who has experienced light and
dark, war and peace, ascent and descent, has really lived."

--Stefan Zweig

Die Welt von Gestern

(The World of Yesterday)

 



BERLIN

December 1918

Nine-year-old Solomon Freund removed his
glasses and pressed his face against the wrought-iron bars of his
open bedroom window. Without the wire rims digging into his nose he
felt more comfortable, but no less impatient. He had been at the
window since sundown, waiting for the evening star, the wishing
star, to take its place beside the moon, and watching the soldier
guarding the fur shop that adjoined the Freund-Weisser tobacco shop
across the street.

The star had not yet appeared, the soldier
had lost his appeal, and Solomon had grown weary of waiting.

Earlier, his sister, Recha, had cored apples
for the sauce that went with the potato pancakes his mother was
making for tonight's birthday-Chanukah-Christmas celebration with
the Weisser family upstairs; he had grated the potatoes. Now he
could hear the latkes sizzling in the heavy frying pan his
mother kept salted and greased for her specialty. The smell of
browning butter wafted into his room and his stomach growled in
anticipation. The soldier must be cold, and hungry, too, he
thought.

He glanced up at the ceiling that separated
him from his best friend, Erich Weisser. Here, on the ground floor,
the Chanukah Menorah had been lit and the smell of butter and
applesauce filled the air; up in the Weissers' second-story flat,
there was the scent of pine and the glow of Christmas candles--and
Erich, furious that once again his parents had said no to his
birthday and Christmas wish: a dog of his own. He needed a
dog, he said, the way Sol needed glasses. Besides, he said,
Sol could talk to his sister when he got lonely. Whom did he
have? At least if he had a dog he would have someone to talk to, he
said. Strange how he always talked about dogs as if they were
people. He swore he could talk to them and that they answered
him--which wasn't all that crazy, Sol thought, not if their friend
Beadle Cohen was right and anything the mind could conceive of was
possible.

It didn't matter. What did matter was
that Erich get over his sulk by the time the party started.

What a party this was going to be--the first
night of Chanukah, Christmas Eve, Erich's tenth birthday. Best of
all, Papa was back from the Front for good, recovered from
influenza without infecting the rest of the family.

A true miracle, Mama called it.

Maybe the glow of Christmas and Chanukah
candles together would make another miracle and stop Erich's papa
from drinking too much tonight. Then he would not make all those
snide comments about Jews, and Frau Weisser would not go on about
all the things she wanted and could not have, all the while looking
at Mama accusingly, as if she--and not Herr Weisser's
gambling--were responsible for their reduced circumstances. Herr
Weisser would keep off Erich's back, and--

Across the street, the soldier shook his fist
at the moon.

Was he blaming the moon for keeping him from
his family on this Christmas Eve? Sol replaced his glasses and
waited to see if any of the people milling around Friedrich Ebert
Strasse had noticed the soldier's strange action.

Nobody seemed to care.

A crowd had gathered at the corner, around a
hurdy-gurdy man grinding out a polka on his barrel organ. Several
beer-drunk locals had grabbed their fat, frumpish wives and begun
to dance. Two women in ragtag coats begged at the door of the
butcher shop whose shelves had long since held only black-market
horse meat and a skinned cat or two; a couple of street vendors
hawked indoor fireworks and sugar-coated ginger cookies. They
stepped delicately around the beggars to approach a passing coterie
of laughing Fraüleins in their fashionable calf-length holiday
skirts. Having sampled the spicy cookies, the ladies boldly offered
a taste to a trio of cadets walking stiffly upright to balance the
weight of their gold-mounted Pickelhauben helmets.

The cadets ignored them and continued to make
their way toward a group of men in uniform who stood at the far
corner, beneath skeletal trees. Arms crossed, they listened to a
Freikorps band play a solemn Lohengrin medley.

The scene held endless fascination for Sol.
It was as if his entire pewter soldier collection had come alive in
the street: Cuirassiers in armored breastplates, Death's Head
Hussars, Foot Artillery, Hasans--

He thought about his little army, so proud
and smart in the closet he carefully kept locked. Though he knew
that daydreaming could bring the voices again and leave him
shaking, he let his mind drift. He resisted the urge to imagine
himself in the Great War. Papa had said the fighting had been too
terrible to contemplate--and no glory in it, despite the Kaiser's
decrees to the contrary--so Solomon imagined himself...saw
himself...among his soldiers outside Paris forty-five years
earlier, the great city surrounded, he with saber in hand, leading
a heroic charge against a mitrailleusse machine gun. Bullets
whizzed past his ears. He called out encouragement to his men and
they in turn invoked the name of the Fatherland. The French
abandoned their posts and scattered before the brave Prussians
racing through the field.

The battle froze as if caught in a
photograph. Everyone stopped running. The artillery bursts stayed
in place, as though the sky were permanently bruised, yet light, a
different light, flashed before Sol's eyes, spangling like a foil
pinwheel. The flashes brightened, got bigger...seemed to swallow
him. He no longer saw either the battlefield or the street of
Berlin. Only a cobalt-blue twilight surrounded him--the world
without form, without substance. He tried to shut his eyes, but the
glow held him. A man's voice cried out from the twilight--shrill,
plaintive, filled with pain:

Sûreté"Is this your season of madness,
Solomon Freund? Is this your season of sadness?"

A real machine gun rattled, cutting
off the twilight voice--another of the voices he had been hearing
off and on for at least as long as he'd been wearing
glasses...which seemed like forever.

Solomon blinked. The cobalt-blue light
dissipated as the music and the strollers along Friedrich Ebert
Strasse paused. Rifle fire filled the momentary silence. Couldn't
people, he wondered, trembling and angry with himself for hearing
another of the voices again, at least stop shooting for the
holidays? Sometimes he had a hard time remembering what things were
like before the start of the Communist revolution. Seven weeks was
not forever, but it was too long to be confined to the apartment
house, where he had been since the Great War ended and the revolt
in Berlin's streets began.

"Snipers!" A man dressed as St. Nicholas ran
down the street, waving his arms. "They've positioned themselves
atop the Brandenburg Gate!"

Two or three people turned and stared in the
direction of the Siegesallee--the Victory Alley. Then the music
began again, the barrel organ and the Freikorps band, and people
continued to saunter down the boulevard as if they had heard and
seen nothing more unusual than a man shooting wooden ducks at a
carnival stand.

The shooting must have something to do with
the Kiel sailors holed up in the Imperial Palace, Sol decided,
vaguely remembering a discussion between his father and Herr
Weisser about some mutinous sailors who had sacked the Royal
Palace, "under the guise of socialism," whatever that meant.

Grownups often said things he and Erich
didn't understand, he thought. Like Papa, getting agitated about
Herr Lubov, the furrier, calling his shop Das Ostleute Haus
because Ostleute meant "people of the East." The Lubovs were
rumored to be Communist sympathizers who waved what Papa called
"the red flag of revolt." Then he and Mama turned right around and
talked about Rosa Luxemburg as if she were a heroine in a book--yet
she was one of the founders of the new Communist Party in Germany.
It was all just too confusing!

Taking a deep breath to calm himself and put
the twilight voice from his mind, he refocused his attention on the
soldier.

One by one, as dusk turned into night,
shopkeepers doused their lights and closed up for the day. Finally,
all the stores were dark except the furrier's. Mannequins dressed
in sable and centered in blue-white light stared at Sol from behind
the plate-glass windows. He squinted, distorting the image until
the windows across the street became the irises of a Persian cat, a
royal Eastern princess whose gleaming eyes hid ambition and
avarice. Prinzessin Ostleute.

Intensified shooting again pulled him back to
reality. He gripped the wrought-iron grill and leaned away from his
open window, as much to give his nose a chance to warm up as to
remove himself from the sound of the guns.

Staying home and playing with Erich all day
had been fun at first, but he was beginning to miss school, and he
and Erich were getting on each other's nerves. They needed
something special to do, something different, like going back to
the hideaway they had discovered just before all the trouble
started. They had been sent down to clean the shop's cellar, a job
that in the past had been done by hired help. While moving a crate
to one side, they had noticed a rusty drain-grate that led into a
section of ancient brick sewer, sealed off from Berlin's modern
system. Though fetid and damp, the sewer ran beneath both the
furrier's and their shop, and made a perfect hideaway.

Best of all, it was their sewer. Their
secret.

"Tonight will be like old times," Sol's
mother said.

He turned to look at her. She stood framed in
the doorway of his room, wiping her hands on her apron. Her face
was flushed, her hairline damp from the heat of the kitchen.

"Come, Sol. You must be hungry. Wash your
hands and face and help me carry the food upstairs."

Sol glanced at his hands. "I'm starving."

"Wash," his mother said. "Even if you think
you're clean."

Frowning, Sol moved away from the window.

His mother laughed. "Watch out--your face
might stay ugly," she said. "And close that window, Solly, or
there'll be icicles on your bed when we come home. Already in here
it's like Siberia."

 



CHAPTER TWO

"Aren't you going to help us put this on the
tree?" Erich's mother held out a handful of tinsel.

Erich shook his head and went on rocking in
the chair he had placed as far away from the tree as possible. He
hated Christmas. Mama knew that! He hated his birthday, too,
because it was Christmas Eve and he always lost out. He had liked
them both all right until he was about six, when his parents
started lumping everything together, cheating him, giving him one
present instead of two. Sure, the present was bigger, but that
still meant he only had one package to open.

"Here, Friedrich, you do it. I have other
things to do before they come."

Inge Weisser handed the tinsel to her
husband. He took it from her and threw it at the tree. "There! Is
that good enough for them?"

"What do you mean for them? It's for
us, Friedrich, and for the boy."

"Jews--what do they know about Christmas! Not
even a tree in the shop--he wouldn't allow it--"

It's almost as though he wishes Herr Freund
had died in the trenches, Erich thought. One of these days he's
going to forget himself in front of Herr Freund and say something
even Sol's papa--for all his niceness--cannot excuse, and then what
will happen to us?

"I hear them coming up the stairs." His
mother set her face in a smile and looked at her husband as if she
hoped it were contagious. "Quick, Erich, open the door."

He let the Freunds in and for a while it was
like old times. The two families sat on the Weissers' astrakhan
rug, among stray tinsel and pine needles. There were warmed
schnapps, potato pancakes, and easy laughter in front of a roaring
fire. And songs--not religious ones of Jesus or God
particularly--just non-secular, happy, holiday ones.

When the stories began about the children
when they were little and Germany was at peace, Recha climbed onto
her father's lap and snuggled against him. "Tell us about when
you were little, Papa."

Jacob Freund smiled. Reaching into his
pocket, he took out a tiny, four-sided brass top. "This
dreidel is even older than I am. Can you imagine that,
children? My grandfather brought it all the way from Russia."

Erich and Sol grinned at each other. This was
their favorite story, the one about Sol's great grandfather Moshe,
who was both a rabbi and a horse thief. Why didn't he have
an interesting family like that, Erich thought.

Holding the dreidel, Jacob said,
"We'll never be sure which of his two occupations made it necessary
for him to leave Russia in the middle of the night, but--"

"Couldn't you spare us the story of your
illustrious ancestors just this one time?"

Friedrich Weisser downed another schnapps and
Erich felt as if a cold wind had blown through the room. There were
hours to go before midnight and the opening of presents. An
argument now would spoil everything.

"I'm first," he said, hoping to avert a
quarrel. Taking the dreidel from Herr Freund's hand, he spun
it hard. "Nun, gimel, he, shin," he chanted, repeating the
letters of the Hebrew alphabet that were engraved on the old brass
surface of the dreidel. He had learned the words from the
Freunds; maybe being the first to say them tonight would make up
for his father's rudeness.

Recha, whose eyelids had begun to droop, got
her second wind. She climbed off her father's lap and joined in the
game, yelling loudly as the top slowed down and she, too, tried to
guess which letter would be visible when the spinning stopped and
the dreidel finally lay still.

"Ridiculous game!" Herr Weisser placed his
rough hand over the top and stopped its spinning.

Ella Freund's face hardened. "All right,
children," she said, standing up. "It's getting late. I think it's
time to leave."

"Don't be so sensitive, Ellie." Her husband
took out a fresh cigar. "Fred's just had a little too much
schnapps. He doesn't mean anything by it."

Oh doesn't he, Erich thought, watching his
father pace up and down the room.

"You Jews all think you're so special--"
Friedrich Weisser stopped in his tracks and glared at Herr
Freund.

He's done it! He's gone too far, Erich
thought. "Let's go to my room, Sol," he whispered, embarrassed for
his father. "You, too, Recha, if you like."

"Recha?" Sol asked.

Erich saw the worried look on Sol's face.
True, Erich hardly ever voluntarily included Recha in anything--not
that he didn't like her, but she was only seven.

"Come, Friedrich!" Jacob Freund said, his
voice firm. "You don't really mean any of that. We are friends, all
of us. Old friends." He put out his hand. "Let us put an end to
this at once. For all of our sakes."

"Papa, please--"

Erich was cut short by a knock at the front
door.

"The beadle." Frau Freund looked flustered.
"I forgot. I invited him for a glass of schnapps. I didn't think
you would mind--"

"Well, I do mind!" Friedrich Weisser jammed
the cork into the bottle. "And so does my good wife!"

"Sol." Erich tugged at Sol's arm, pulling him
toward his bedroom. "I have something for you."

"Bring it out here."

"No. It's private. Come now, before--"

There was a second knock at the door, louder
this time.

"Do I let him in?" Ella Freund asked quietly.
Sol's father gave her an it's not our home look.

"Please, Papa, he's a nice man. Let him come
in," Erich said. He could feel that his face had turned red.

"Go on, go on!" His papa waved his hand.
"Open the door. But only one drink--"

As graciously as if she had sent him a
gilt-edged invitation, Frau Weisser ushered Beadle Cohen into her
home. He was a short, rotund man with thinning hair and a limp that
got better or worse depending on the weather. His built-in
barometer, he called it, impressing the boys no end with the
accuracy of his predictions. He spent all of his time around the
synagogue, where he was a glorified janitor, or surrounded by musty
books which he foisted upon the mostly unwilling boys who attended
the Hebrew School attached to the shul.

Sol was one of the exceptions--not only
willing but anxious to get his hands on as many books as he could.
He loved to read. Most of all he loved to discuss what he had read
with the beadle, who made no bones about either his poverty or his
intellect. He had a particular fondness for Sol and, strangely
enough, for Erich, who was not much of a reader--certainly not of
Jewish literature. Often, when Erich was through with sports, he
would walk past the Hebrew school and wait for Sol so they could
walk home together. Sometimes the beadle would walk with them. He
made a point of talking about things like astronomy, which
interested Erich as well as Sol.

"Happy Chanukah." The beadle accepted a glass
of schnapps and an invitation to be seated. "And a merry Christmas,
too." He sipped at the drink with obvious enjoyment. "So kind of
you to include me. Most kind."

"We have potato pancakes left over, if you're
hungry," Sol's mother said.

"Hungry? One needs to be hungry to eat
latkes, especially Ella Freund's latkes?" The beadle
glanced down at his stomach and laughed. "But I can't stay long. I
have other stops to make."

Erich saw a look of relief on his friend's
face. He felt the same way; he wanted the beadle to stay, but who
knew how long Papa would control himself?

"I have no gifts for the adults," the beadle
said, "but I was able to manage a little something for each of the
children. Recha!" He dug in his pocket and pulled out an old sepia
photograph. "Because you love to dance, I brought you a photograph
of Anna Pavlova. This was taken when she was just your age. Now
she's the most famous ballerina in the whole world."

Recha took the photograph and stared at it,
her dark eyes sparkling.

"Say thank you to Beadle Cohen." Ella Freund
smiled at her daughter.

"Thank you, Beadle Cohen." Recha performed a
little curtsy.

"I'd prefer a kiss, right here." Pretending
great seriousness, the beadle pointed at his cheek.

Recha obliged.

"Would it be too much to ask for one on the
other cheek, too?" The beadle was enjoying himself.

Recha shook her head and, instead, kissed the
photograph.

"Well, I suppose that will have to do," the
beadle said, with mock sadness. "Erich! I believe today is also
your birthday. Happy birthday, my boy."

Erich saw his papa's expression harden. Hurry
up, beadle, he thought. There's not much time left.

"One day you will get that dog you want so
badly," the beadle said, "and you will have to know how to look
after him. I talked to a man I know who knows everything
about dogs. He gave me this for you." He pulled a worn leather
leash out of his pocket and held it out to Erich.

"This is foolishness," Herr Weisser said. "I
have told the boy he cannot have a dog. He nags me about it enough,
now he will double his efforts. We cannot have that. The way he
embarrasses me, telling people he knows what dogs are
thinking--!"

"But Papa--"

"No!"

The beadle stood up. Stuffing the leash into
his pocket, he gave the boys a broad wink. "Perhaps I can find a
temporary use for it," he said. "Thank you for your
hospitality."

"Your latkes, beadle." Ella Freund
emerged from the kitchen with a plate in her hands.

"Perhaps you will be kind enough to repeat
the offer some other time."

The beadle seemed calm enough, but Erich knew
he was upset. Why else would he have forgotten to give Sol his
present? Papa always spoiled everything, and he had to make
excuses!

"Look, I'm sorry, Sol," Erich said, as soon
as they were in his room. "My father, he..."

"Not your fault." Sol sounded close to
tears.

"Here!" Erich handed Sol the dog collar he
had kept hidden under the bed. "I made this for you--for us--in
leather craft at school. We'll have a puppy soon. It'll be just
ours, yours and mine, and no one else will even be allowed to pet
him...'cept maybe Recha, sometimes."

"Boys, come out of the bedroom. Everything is
all right," Jacob Freund called from the hallway. "We're all
friends again."

"We'd better go--" Sol began.

"Don't you like it?"

"It's great, Erich. But--"

"I don't know when or how, but we'll do it,
Sol," Erich said. "If we stick together, we can get whatever we
want. We're blood brothers, right?" Remembering something he had
seen in a film, he held up his arm, wrist toward Sol, who touched
his wrist to Erich's and reached for the collar with his other
hand.

"Wait!" Erich placed the collar carefully
around their arms and closed it tightly. "Nothing can separate us
now!"

"Ow! You made it too tight!"

"Okay, pull! One, two, three."

Laughing, the boys tugged in opposite
directions and the collar dropped to the floor. Sol picked it up,
examined it briefly, and stuffed it into his pocket. "Thanks."

"Solll!" Recha wailed outside the
door. "Sol!"

Patting his pocket, Sol opened the door to a
tearful Recha.

"You always leave me out. Always."

Sol crouched and gave his sister a hug. She
was okay--for a girl, Erich thought. "What happened in there,
Recha?" he asked.

Recha handed her brother a book bound in soft
black leather. "Beadle Cohen went away. He left this for you."

Sol took the book and read the title out
loud. "Toledot ha-Ari. Life of the Ari...the Lion. Look,
Erich, it's the biography of Isaac ben Solomon Luria!"

Erich had no idea who that was but he could
see that his friend was pleased.

Sol's mother came walking down the hallway
toward them. "He said to tell you he was given this very book when
he was your age," she told Sol. "He wants you to have it. Your papa
said you were much too young to understand anything about the
Kabbalah, but our beadle is a stubborn man. The Lurianic Kabbalah
must be part of your education, he says, and to understand the
philosophy you must first understand the man."

The book was small enough to fit in Sol's
pocket with the dog collar. Erich saw him slip it inside and pat
his pants. "I tried reading this once," Sol said. "It's about a man
who saw things inside his head that other people couldn't see. He
was a mystic, whatever that is."

"Ask your papa," Erich said.

"I did. He said, 'leave the study of
mysticism to the

Hasids--'" Sol looked at Erich and
laughed. "They're very religious," he explained, "like the
Pope and the Cardinals--"

"Beadle Cohen says that when you are ready,
the understanding will come." His mother took Recha's hand and led
the little girl back into the living room. Sol started to follow
but Erich stopped him.

"When we get the dog, we'll keep it in the
sewer," he whispered. "We'll take turns going down to feed him
and--"

"Boys!" his papa called out pleasantly.
"We've decided to start opening the presents early."

Erich looked at Sol, raised his wrist one
more time, and grinned. "Brothers," he said again. "Forever and
ever."

 



CHAPTER THREE

"Liebknecht and Luxemburg! Both killed!"
Jacob Freund removed his glasses and dangled them from his fingers
over the newspaper headlines. "What is Germany coming to?"

Though this was one of those rare times that
all the members of the Freund and Weisser families were in the shop
together, Sol knew from his papa's tone that he was thinking aloud
and did not expect an answer to his question.

"How did they die, Papa?" he asked from the
back of the shop. Since the table was occupied, he and Erich were
playing chess on the linoleum floor.

"What does it matter how," Friedrich Weisser
said. "Dead is dead! Things will quiet down and we can get back to
business."

"Ella, more and more I think you and the
children should go to your sister. You'll be safer in Amsterdam
with Herta." Jacob Freund sounded agitated.

"Look here, Recha." Ella Freund pointedly
ignored her husband and gestured at the newspaper. "It says here
this pretty little girl loves to dance, just like you." She leaned
closer to the paper. "Miriam Rathenau, granddaughter of
industrialist Emil Rathenau, is being sent to the United States to
study the new modern forms of dance that have become so popular
over there," she read aloud. "Poor thing. Her parents were killed
in an automobile accident."

"Such a poor little thing I should like to
be," Frau Weisser said. "They say her father left her a fortune in
art in Switzerland, and it's just waiting for her to be old enough
to collect it."

"Is money all you can think of, Inge? The
child's an orphan--"

Sol stopped listening. Not that he didn't
feel sorry for the girl, but right now he felt sorrier for himself.
He was tired of staring out of his window and of reading about
Isaac ben Solomon Luria. He was even more tired of listening to the
four adults bicker about things that seemed entirely unimportant,
or talk endlessly of danger and revolution. Already it was past the
middle of January and there was no end in sight. He would probably
never see the inside of a classroom again--

Erich sat up so abruptly that he knocked over
his king's rook. He did not seem to notice it, though he usually
went to great lengths not to lose his castles, even sacrificing
knights and bishops. His face was turned toward the door, his head
cocked like that of a bird. The adults went on talking; Erich
gestured, palms close to the floor, as though wishing he could will
the conversation to stop. It was interrupting his
concentration--whatever it was he was listening to.

"Erich?" Sol asked in a low breath.

Erich shook his head and went on
listening.

Then he leaned conspiratorially across the
chessboard. His blue eyes shone with excitement. "We need to go.
Now. Make up some excuse."

"Why! Go where!" Sol whispered.

Again Erich shook his head.

"You make up the excuse," Sol
said.

But Erich was back to listening to something
outside. Besides, Sol knew why he would have to be the one to ask.
Herr Weisser inevitably denied any request Erich made, no matter
how innocent or rational. It was a matter of course. Oddly, despite
his obvious feelings concerning anything Jewish, the father always
responded to Sol's opinions and requests, as though the boy were an
extension of the man to whom, like it or not, Herr Weisser was
indebted. He respects intelligence, Sol's mother had said
once of the shop's co-owner.

He's stupid, Erich had insisted when
Sol relayed his mother's remark. Sol argued that no one should say
such a thing about one's papa, but Erich would not be deterred.
Stupid and...and selfish, Erich added.

"Do something." Erich poked Sol's
forearm.

"I need to go...for extra lessons." Sol stood
and held up his Luria book.

"You're going to the Grünewald? Now?" Sol's
mother asked, wiping her hands on her apron as though ridding
herself of imaginary dough.

"Yes. Me too," Erich piped in, rising so
quickly that he bumped over more chess pieces. "Beadle Cohen
promised to explain more about Mister Einstein's ideas."

"That damn beadle...teaching my boy,"
Herr Weisser muttered. "...Jewish science."

"You want instruction outside of school,"
Inge Weisser said, "you should go see Father...," she looked at her
husband as if for confirmation about the name, "Father Dahns."

"Fast as he is, the boy should be looking for
someone to teach him track-and-field," Herr Weisser said. "Not
thinking about stars and psychics and God knows what else."

"Physics," Erich said, then added as
if in afterthought: "Papa."

Herr Weisser's features clouded as he looked
at his son, yet Sol could see light in the man's eyes. It's true
what Mama said, he thought. He does admire intelligence--just
doesn't want to admit it. Particularly in Erich's case.

"I'm going," Erich said stiffly.

"You be careful on the trolley," Sol's mother
said to the boys.

"Of course, Mama." Sol leaned forward to peck
her cheek, a motion guaranteed, he knew, to get him almost
anything.

Erich hurried outside. Sol put the chessmen
away, avoiding the adults' eyes for fear they might change their
minds, and backed through the door, smiling a simpering smile.

"I hate lying," Sol said as they hustled down
the sidewalk, dodging passers-by. "Especially where Luria is
concerned." He patted the book in his pocket to assure himself it
was still there.

"Some things are more important than lying."
Erich trotted across the street at a diagonal, Sol beside him. They
rounded a corner and Erich gestured for Sol to follow him down an
alley, a look of fear and anticipation apparent in Erich's face. He
stopped behind a pyramid of garbage cans.

"There." He pointed down toward where the
alley ended in a brick wall. "You see?"

Tied beneath a lattice of small filthy
windows was a bull terrier, whimpering. Beside him stood a stack of
crates crammed with chickens, clucking uproariously. A calico cat
lay on the top crate, asleep in the slant of sunlight, seemingly
oblivious to the birds below.

"The pup called to me," Erich said.

"Sure he did. Three blocks away. Next you'll
be telling me that the Kaiser sends you mental messages from
Holland."

Erich eyed him sternly. "Don't mock me,
Solomon. Just because you can't--"

A barrel-chested man in a bloodstained apron
emerged from the building. He carried a cleaver. A cigarette
dangled from his lip as if it were glued there. He opened a cage
and gripped a chicken by the neck. While it hung flapping he
chopped the twine that had kept the cat tied against the crate, and
lifted the animal by its collar. It dangled forlornly, as though
surrendered to its fate. Holding both animals, the man went inside,
kicking the door closed with his heel.

"Butcher," Erich said.

"I know that. I'm not stupid," Sol said.

"Not stupid. Just not smart." Erich sat down,
his back against a garbage can. "Not smart here. In your
heart." He tapped his chest with his forefinger. "Peer between the
cans. Watch the pup. I'll show you what I can do. I won't even look
at him."

Erich closed his eyes; his face tightened.
Sol could tell he was thinking hard.

As if it had received some kind of message,
the pup began mewling, straining so much against its rope that the
forepaws scrabbled ineffectually against the pavement.

"His name's Bull," Erich said.

"I suppose he told you that."

"He's telling me...a lot of things."

"Like what."

"Private things," Erich said. "If I
told you, he wouldn't trust me."

"He smells us, is all."

"All he can smell is death, right now." Erich
stood and crept around the garbage cans, keeping close to the
wall.

"If you can speak to him so easily," Sol
said, "teach him to untie the rope himself."

Erich waved him off and continued on. Sol
went around the cans but feared going further. "That butcher comes
out and finds you with his dog, he'll chop you up instead," he
whispered.

"You want me just to let Bull be someone's
dinner?"

The comment caught Solomon so off guard that
he consciously closed his mouth. He hadn't thought about the
reality. Maybe Erich's right, he thought. Maybe I am smart
yet stupid.

He ran to help his friend.

"Hurry up!" he whispered, as Erich fumbled
with the knot. Erich bundled the dog into his arms and raced back
toward the street. Sol looked at the thin rope...at the chicken
cages.

He tied one end of the rope to the shop door
and the other to the crates, which he unlatched but did not open.
When the butcher opened the shop door, he would free the chickens
himself. Life--and death--must go on, but perhaps having to chase
after his chickens would make him think twice about stuffing so
many into a cage.

Besides, Sol thought, why should only the dog
go free?

 



CHAPTER FOUR

"This is crazy," Sol said, looking at the
puppy Erich held wrapped in a piece of old blanket they had found
in another alley. "We'll get...caught."

He had started to say scolded, but
knew it would spark Erich's always-sarcastic laughter. What did a
scolding matter, when a puppy was at stake?

His back against the tobacco shop, Erich
craned his neck and peered in through the door's window. "Your
papa's busy with a customer. I can't see anyone else inside," he
whispered.

"What if they're in the cellar?"

"They're probably over at the apartment. Go
on, now. Do what we planned."

"What you planned," Sol said morosely,
but opened the door. The bell jangled. Smiling deferentially to his
father, he stepped inside. He did his best to block the view
between the door and the curtain that led to the cellar stairs.
Jacob Freund was busy showing a derby-hatted man a silver
cigar-guillotine. He did not look toward the boys as Erich stole in
behind Sol and disappeared behind the curtain.

"The beadle had other business, so we came
right back. We'll be downstairs cleaning up," Sol announced.

His father nodded, gave him a cursory smile,
and went back to his customer. A silver guillotine, Sol knew, would
easily equal the value of whatever other products his father sold
this day--or for the week, for that matter. Sol was angry with
himself for having interrupted.

He went behind the curtain but paused at the
cellar door. He wanted to go down there and yet he did not. If his
papa or Herr Weisser caught them playing in the sewer, they would
be punished and he would be right back where he had been for so
many weeks--in his room--alone.

By the time he descended the steps into the
cellar, however, he could hardly wait to push aside the crate they
had left guarding the entrance to the sewer. Their magical
place, fearful yet inviting...especially after all the months
cooped up across the street.

While Erich stood holding and kissing the
puppy, the dog squirming against the confinement, Sol heaved the
crate away from the sewer's grate. It was blood-brown with
corrosion and recessed into a limestone floor discolored by a
century of cellar moisture seeping into the drain. Taking hold of
the crowbar they had hidden there, he jammed it beneath the lip of
the grate and, using the tool as a lever, pressed down on it with
all his might. The grate did not budge.

"Hurry up!" Erich said, hopping from one foot
to the other as though he needed to use a bathroom. "Get the thing
open."

"I can't!"

"I always open it easily," Erich
said.

"You do it, then! I'll hold the dog." Solomon
was getting annoyed. He was confident of his brains but not his
muscle, which was why he usually left feats of strength to Erich,
even though Erich was the smaller of the two.

Footsteps sounded above them.

"The customer's leaving. Wonder if he bought
the guillotine," Sol said.

"Someone else," Erich said. "Coming
into the shop."

They kept quiet and listened. There was
movement in the shop upstairs, more footsteps, the faint echo of
raised voices.

"Your papa," Sol said. "Hope to doesn't come
down here for supplies."

Erich glanced anxiously toward the cellar
steps, then sharply nodded toward the crowbar. "Get it done." His
lips looked tight.

Holding down the crowbar with his foot, Sol
gripped the edge of the grate and, grunting with the effort, began
to lift. This time the grate creaked open. He gave it one last push
and it thudded back against the limestone wall. After making sure
the wire stems of his glasses were snugged behind his ears, he
lowered himself into the hole.

The cylindrical sewer was three meters
deep--a long drop. The last time they had come down, the boys had
worked two bricks loose from each side of the sewer wall, at
midpoint, and jammed in a two-by-four to serve as a step. Still, it
was further down than Sol remembered. His feet dangled in mid-air
and panic seized him. What if--. His toes found the board and he
reached for the dog. The action was premature. He lost his balance
and had to jump onto the partially dismantled packing crates they
had used to cover the slick sewer floor.

The blackness smelled stale. He stayed
crouched, his ears keened to the sound of dripping water and his
eyes searching the darkness for--

For what?

Chiding himself for being afraid, he climbed
onto the board. Balancing precariously, he reached up for the dog.
He smiled as he dropped back down and cradled the puppy against his
cheek. It felt warm and alive and somehow reassuring. When it
licked his nose, he laughed and scratched it behind the ear.

"Watch out below," Erich whispered.
Quick-footed as he was quick-tempered, he lowered himself onto the
two-by-four, dropped deftly, and sprang to his feet.

"Give me that." Erich took the dog. He kissed
the puppy on the nose and held the animal up at eye level to admire
it. "The pup doesn't like the dark," he said. "Why didn't you light
the candle?"

"Haven't had a chance," Sol said, choosing to
ignore Erich's supposed knowledge of the workings of puppies'
minds.

Served Erich right if he had to wait! Who did
he think he was, treating everything like a military operation,
with each of them allotted specific, immutable tasks--assigned by
Erich, of course.

Scowling, Sol grabbed the jar of matches from
the shelf they had fashioned by attaching the bottom of a cardboard
box to coat-hanger wire and jamming the ends into cracks between
the mildewed bricks. The candle on the shelf was burned down to a
wick and melted wax. Beneath the shelf hung a sailor's bag
containing such treasures as some of Sol's books and his extra
harmonica, the gunsight Erich had found, the dried frog Erich had
put in Ursula Müller's hair. From the bag Sol reluctantly retrieved
the glass-encased Yahrzeit candle he had hoped never to
use.

It took five matches before one of them
yielded a flame. When he finally got the candle lit, it guttered
and flickered. He had not wanted to bring it down here in the first
place; a Yahrzeit candle was only meant to be used to
commemorate the anniversary of the death of a close family member.
That was its purpose. That, and that alone; to burn until there was
no more candle. To mourn the dead. But because it was encased in a
glass holder and fatter than an ordinary candle, Erich insisted it
was far more practical for their purposes than the skinny Christmas
candles at his house. True, a single Yahrzeit candle burned
for a whole night and day--but Sol, for one, had no intention of
being down here that long.

He stared beyond the small circle of light he
had created, into the sewer's nether realms where anything could be
lurking. He could not see the walls or the sewer's other entrance,
which was a padlocked grate that led into the furrier's
sub-basement.

"Erich?"

"What!"

"I--" Solomon, about to share his feelings
about the darkness, changed his mind. "Will the puppy be all right
here?"

"Why shouldn't he be?" Erich stooped and
righted one of the packing crates. He lined it with the blanket and
set the puppy inside. "We'll stuff some old rags in the grates so
if he whines no one will hear. We'll visit him every day." He
stroked the puppy's head. The dog was standing with its forepaws on
the edge of the box, its tiny tail wagging. "Won't we, boy!"

"What if we can't get down to see him every
day or if our papas see--"

"They won't be able to see anything. We'll
put the boxes back over the grate." Erich pursed his lips and made
little kissy sounds in front of the dog. "He'll be a real scrapper
when he grows up. Like me. Right, Bull?" He scratched the puppy
under the chin. "Better bring our own collar with you next time we
come down."

"If we're staying down here for a while, we'd
better close the grate," Sol said, conceding the argument. "If one
of our papas comes down to the cellar--"

"I guess you're right." Erich stopped playing
with the puppy. "Give me a boost."

Solomon braced himself and cupped his hands
in readiness. He was not enjoying himself. The Yahrzeit
candle bothered him, Erich's attitude bothered him, and he felt bad
about leaving the puppy alone in the sewer. The candle would go out
eventually and the little thing would be scared. Hungry, too. What
if they came back and found it dead and stiff and covered with
mildew?

Eyeing the open drain like an acrobat about
to somersault toward an oncoming trapeze bar, Erich placed one foot
in Sol's hands and hoisted himself onto the two-by-four. With Sol
holding his legs to steady him, he poked his head and shoulders
through the hole in the cellar floor. Then, snaking his hand
through, he patted around for the crowbar.

"Whatever you do, don't let go,
Spatz."

"Maybe you'll grow longer if I leave you
hanging for a while. Maybe then you'll stop calling me
'Sparrow.'"

"I might do that if you ever stop feeding the
little buggers." Erich inserted the crowbar through the slats of
the grate, and tugged.

The grate creaked but did not move.

"Damn this! What did you do to it?" He tugged
harder, his body straining with the effort.

"Do to it? Nothing," Sol said. He had
developed a crick in his neck from trying to see upward. "There!
You've got it! No! Wait--something's wrong!"

Something was wrong--Sol could feel
it. But what? He watched the grate come away from the wall and move
to an upright position. As it teetered, he saw the problem.

Erich was balancing himself by holding onto
the lip of the hole. His hand--

"Let go!"

Even as Sol yelled, he knew it was too late.
The grate clunked down, followed a split-second later by the thud
of the crowbar hitting the boards on the sewer floor.

Erich's scream died to a choking gurgle as he
pawed at the grate. Light, slanting through the bars, cast pale
stripes across his face, and blood curled down his arm. He kicked
spastically.

"Erich!" Not knowing what else to do, Solomon
held onto Erich's legs.

"Help me!" Erich screamed hysterically.

"Papa!" Sol shouted, as Erich stopped to take
a breath between convulsive sobs. "Papa, help us!"

He waited, listening for footsteps, for a
voice. At his feet, the puppy softly whimpered.

"Papa!"

A woman's voice answered him, floating out of
the sewer's darkness.

Oh God, let me die. I did not know...I did
not know.

 



CHAPTER FIVE

"It hurts! Sol, help me!" Erich tried to take
a deep breath between sobs, but the pain was too great. "M-my hand.
It's st-stuck! The crowbar! Open the grate. It hurts--it
hurts!"

Sol let go of his legs. Erich could vaguely
hear Sol rummaging around below. His own body weight was dragging
him down, wrenching at his armpit. Oh God, he thought. What if my
hand busts right off and my fingers stay up there and--

He heard himself screaming again. His heart
was beating so hard, he knew it was about to burst open and fly
right out of his body. He forced himself to stop screaming.

"Erich? Are you alive? Answer me!"

Sol's voice came from somewhere outside of
Erich's cocoon of pain.

"I'll get there!" Sol was yelling
desperately. "I'm trying to pull myself up!"

Why is he crying! Erich wondered, feeling a
strange numbness creep over him. Why doesn't he just reach up here
and help me? He doesn't have the strength and balance to get past
you and shift the grate, some other part of him answered.

"Papa!" Sol shouted again.

Erich could hear him clawing at the slimy
walls of the cellar. "Papa!" he screamed, in unison with his
friend.

"Solomon? Erich? For God's sake, boys, where
are you? What's happened?"

"Papa! Down here!" Sol shouted. "Erich's
hurt!"

"Herr Freund! Help me, please!"

"Gott in Himmel!" Jacob's voice
pleading for God's help came from directly above Erich's head. "I
have to find something heavy to pry open this grate. I'll be as
quick as I can, boys!"

There was the sound of running footsteps up
and down the stairs. Then Herr Freund's voice again. "A moment and
you'll be out."

Within seconds, he pried open the grate and
hauled Erich out of the sewer like a sack of potatoes. "My hand!"
Sobbing, he cupped his injured hand with his good one and blew on
it. The ridge where the edge of the grate had flattened his fingers
was like raw meat after his mama pounded it in the kitchen. The
flesh around the ridge was puffed and red and swollen. He felt sick
to his stomach.

"Friedrich!" Jacob Freund called. "Come down
here. Your son has been hurt."

He cradled Erich gently and led him to the
stairs.

"Wait!" Erich said. "Sol n-needs help getting
out."

Herr Freund set Erich down gingerly on the
bottom step and went back to the grating. "Here, take hold of me,"
he told Sol.

He reached into the drain and pulled Sol up
through the hole. Sol collapsed onto his knees beside Erich.
"You're alive--you're alive!" He was crying.

"He's alive," Jacob said quietly.

"Thank you, Papa!" Sol said. "Thank you. Oh
God...what if Erich had died...and nobody knew where we
were...and--!"

Jacob put his arm around his son. "Did you
think I didn't know about this place? And the dog?"

"You saw?" Erich whispered.

Jacob nodded. "I didn't have the heart to say
anything--"

"Erich! What have you done now?" Erich's papa
shouted, charging down the stairs and almost tripping over his son.
"Mein Gott, your hand! Did Solomon do this? I'll--"

"The boys got into the sewer--"

"The sewer!" Breathing hard, his papa bent
over Erich. "Idiot! This will break your mama's heart!" He turned
to Jacob. "It's all your fault. You should have sealed the
drain!"

"Calm down, Friedrich. It was an accident,"
Jacob Freund said. "Let's leave recriminations for later, shall we,
and attend to your son. We must get him to the hospital."

"It hurts, Papa," Erich said, trying not to
cry and keeping a tight grip on his injured hand.

His father helped him to his feet. "Let's
go," he said. "But I promise you, when I get back I'm going to seal
that place so tight not even a cockroach will be able to get
in!"

"I'll take care of it," Jacob said softly.
"Now go. And don't worry about the dog, Erich, I'll--"

"Dog? What dog!"

Erich cringed at the look on his papa's
face.

"A puppy," Herr Freund said matter-of-factly.
"The boys have a puppy down--"

"You insist on disobeying me!" Erich's father
shouted.

"Friedrich! This is not the time for anger! I
told you, I will take care of everything."

"No!" Erich's father shouted. "No! No!
No! You take him to the hospital. I'm going to take care of
this grate, right now, this minute--"

"Sol! Don't let him seal Bull in there!"

Erich had begun to shake uncontrollably.

"The boy's going into shock," Herr Freund
said. "He must be kept warm."

He took off his jacket and wrapped it around
Erich.

"He's having one of his seizures, Papa,"
Erich heard Sol say.

Suddenly Erich felt as if a giant fist had
punched him in the small of his back. He heard himself scream as
his head jerked back tautly and his body arched into a hard bow. He
heard his teeth chattering, felt something soft being wedged
between his lips. Pinpoints of light exploded in his head and he
saw trees layered upon more trees, thick and lush, like a jungle,
and a moon--yellow and full and round. The edges of the moon began
to melt, coating the leaves in moon-wax....

He lay in a tumbled heap at the bottom of the
stairs. There was pain coming from somewhere; he could feel it, yet
it was distanced from him as if it belonged to somebody else. He
could not understand why he was lying there, when he felt so
strong. He tried to get up but the energy was trapped in his
body--

"Erich?" Solomon bent over him.

"A moon," Erich whispered. "I saw a
moon...melting like a candle. And trees...everywhere." He tried to
reach for Sol. "I was scared--"

Sol pressed his wrist against Erich's. "Blood
brothers," he said, sobbing.

 



CHAPTER SIX

As if he had momentarily forgotten that
Erich's father was standing right there, Jacob Freund took the boy
in his arms and rocked him. For a moment, Erich appeared to relax.
Then he arched his back again, and shuddered convulsively. His eyes
were wide open, his pupils so small that Sol expected them to
disappear altogether. Instead, his eyes rolled upward. All Sol
could see were the whites before they closed and Erich passed
out.

Still Herr Weisser stood by, doing
nothing.

"Either get help, or hold your boy and
I will get help," Sol's father said. "Your son is in shock.
He must be taken to the hospital."

"Is he going to be all right, Papa?" Solomon
asked.

His father nodded. "I told you already,
Solomon. He is going to be fine. Fine."

"May I go to the hospital with him?"

"You not only may," his father said, "you
must." He laid Erich down on the floor and headed up the stairs.
"I'll find help," he called down. "The two of you bring Erich up
here. Keep him covered until I get back."

Sol and Herr Weisser labored up the stairs
with their inert burden. They placed him on the floor with one
jacket over him and another under his head like a pillow. After a
few minutes of pacing, Erich's father grew impatient.

"You stupid boys," he said. To Sol's horror,
he appeared to be working himself up into one of his tempers. "You
have no sense, either of you." He paused for a second, then went
on, voice rising as it grew louder. "You watch Erich. I'm going
downstairs. I'll make sure this never happens again, you can be
certain of that."

He stomped downstairs. Sol heard the yelping
of the puppy, punctuated by the scraping of a large crates being
moved, until, what seemed like hours later, his father returned to
the shop. He was followed inside by two burly men. One was
shouldering a stretcher, the other carried two blankets and a
medical bag.

"There was a shooting near the Reichstag, so
there was no ambulance available. No taxis either when you need
one." Jacob clutched the door jamb for support while he struggled
to catch his breath. "We had run halfway back from the hospital
before--" He stopped and looked around, frowning as if he had just
noticed that Friedrich was nowhere to be seen. "Where's Herr
Weisser?"

"Down there," Sol said, pointing toward the
cellar steps. "He...he's sealing up the sewer."

His father sighed loudly and shook his head.
Marching to the top of the stairs, he yelled down to his partner to
come upstairs at once.

Face red from whatever physical effort he had
been making, Herr Weisser appeared at the top of the stairs. "Well,
Freund, you certainly took your time," he said ungraciously.

Jacob's own face reddened, and he opened his
mouth as if to make an angry retort, but apparently thought better
of it. "There were no taxis
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