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[image: image]  White Lilacs

When my mother entered her tenth month of carrying me, I stopped moving inside her womb. She awoke that morning to a sense of absolute silence that startled her out of dreams filled with flute music and colorful birds, dreams she’d never had until she became pregnant with me, dreams she would have again when, two years later, she carried my brother.

When I imagine my mother that morning, I see her lying alone in the double bed with the birch headboard. I have tried to imagine my father in the room with her, but I can’t see him—only my mother who raises her nightgown and spreads both hands across her taut belly, waiting for me to move. On the window is a smudge where, just yesterday, she rested her forehead against the glass while gazing at the white lilac bush that grows behind the house. Nearly fourteen years later I will tear lilacs from that bush, wrap the stems in tissue paper, and carry them to the cemetery where I will drop them into my mother’s open grave.

But this morning my mother’s hands move across her abdomen as she tries to reassure herself of my life. All she feels is a cloak of fear that drapes itself around her. My mother waits. But her flesh does not stir against her palms. Sister Agathe will know, she thinks. She’ll know what to do. The sister has taken care of my mother since the beginning of her pregnancy, answering her many questions with kindness.

When my mother leaves the house to walk to the hospital, Frau Talmeister, who used to be one year ahead of her in school, leans in the open living room window of the house across the street. Her elbows rest on pillows she has propped on the window sill. In one hand she holds a cup of coffee. Most of her days she spends like this, disappearing only for quick trips to the bathroom or to refill her cup.

Warm gusts of wind mold my mother’s dress against her spine. She is a tall woman and carries me high. When I’m three she will tell me I slept under her heart, and I’ll envision a warm and well-lit place where I waited to be born.

Her dress billows in front of her belly as she walks the five blocks to the Theresienheim, which contains the convent in one wing and the home for the aged in the other. A few of the rooms are kept available for childbirth and minor emergencies. Occasionally the nuns consult a doctor, but they prefer to deal with matters on their own. For surgery the people in Burgdorf travel the ten kilometers to one of the large hospitals in Düsseldorf.

Sister Agathe examines my mother. Warm and dry, her palms move across my mother’s belly. She is a slight woman with patient eyes. Her strong hands have guided many infants from the womb. “The child needs rest too.” She smiles at my mother. “It’s normal.”

My mother has trusted Sister Agathe ever since she was a girl and the sister removed a rusty nail from her bare foot. Twice her parents took her to the Theresienheim with a broken arm, and each time Sister Agathe set her bone without scolding her for being careless. When she became pregnant, my mother chose the sister instead of going to the midwife.

“It won’t be long now.” The sister’s hand brushes a strand of damp hair from my mother’s forehead.

My mother wants to believe her. Yet, she has felt my relentless movements for months now, growing more powerful with each day. To her, the cessation of my efforts signals something terribly wrong.

“Go home now,” the sister tells her. “Rest if you can.”

It has taken my mother four years of marriage to become pregnant. “But what if something is wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong. I wish you wouldn’t worry.”

Though my mother wants to protest, she sits up and lowers her dress. Her steps echo through the tiled halls of the convent. Outside, the spring air is tinged with scents of cinnamon and vanilla. At the corner the Hansen bakery truck stands parked, its side panel open to display loaves of crisp bread, glazed buns, and pastries.

Three days of waiting press my mother into cold swells of fear that she tries to ease with prayers she can’t finish because she keeps forgetting words, entire lines.

“Move,” she whispers to me while my father sleeps next to her.

“Move,” she screams at me when she is alone.

Her hands keep returning to her belly, which is low and massive and still. She tries to paint, but the shapes don’t match her vision, and the colors feel flat. She builds an oak frame for a painting she finished last February of deer grazing among blue winter trees. Bare patches show through the snow-covered ground where the deer search for grass. Their bellies are white reflections of the snow.

When finally she feels the tightening of her uterus—like monthly cramps, only stronger—she envisions the child within her stirring again. But this feels different, not the shape of a head or limb expanding her abdomen for an instant, but rather an ultimate rising of her center toward something unknown, yet familiar.

It is early, a quarter past six, when she walks back to the convent. Frau Talmeister’s window is closed. The streets are vacant. A few of the buildings are still piles of rubble from the war that ended last year, but most of the houses have been rebuilt. The leaves of the chestnut trees cast long shadows across the sidewalk. My mother walks along Schreberstrasse, past the brook where, as a girl, she used to swing herself across the shallow water, gripping the branches of the willow that grows high and wide above the brook. She passes the playground where empty benches surround the sandbox. Without motion the swings hang from their steel frames.

The Theresienheim is locked. Beams of sun break the chill of morning and strike the stained-glass windows of the chapel, fanning into feathers of blood and sky. My mother rings the bell outside the carved door. Her legs feel cold and heavy. She hesitates before she rings again.

After what seems like a long time, a young postulant opens the door far enough to block it with her body. “The sisters are in church.”

“I need to see Sister Agathe. The child—”

“Can you come back in an hour?”

“—it’s about to be born, I think.”

The postulant averts her eyes from my mother’s belly as if ashamed for her. “The sisters need their breakfast after mass.”

“Sister Agathe would want to know.” Pain presses itself through my mother’s womb, enshrouds her spine—white wafers of fire.

“I’m not allowed to call them out of church.” The postulant falters. “But I’ll let you wait,” she whispers and opens the door further to let my mother in. “Over there.” She points to the bench under the painting of Jesus exposing his bleeding heart through the blue folds of his tunic.

My mother gathers her hands across her huge belly, as if holding me like this will somehow protect both of us. Carefully, she lowers herself onto the rigid bench. The high voices of the nuns glide through the closed door of the chapel, weightless above the current of the organist’s “Ave Maria,” a river of sound that spills across my mother and makes her wish she could drift within it. But she is seized by another contraction, and despite her bulk, she feels incredibly small, much smaller than the cry that escapes her.

When the nuns file out of the chapel, their black habits swish in soft waves around their shoes. Heads bent, hands tucked into the opposite ends of their sleeves, they walk silently past my mother, whose hands grip the plank of the bench. Her face feels numb from trying to hold the pain within herself.

“Here. Let me.” Sister Agathe separates herself from the line of nuns. Gently, she grasps my mother’s elbow and leads her down a long corridor, past open doors that frame the beds of the old people who live here. In an empty white room, she helps my mother climb on a long table covered with a starched sheet. “I’m sorry you had to wait for me.” Running her hands across my mother’s belly, she stands with her head tilted as if listening for the sound of something far away.

“Can you feel—”

“Wait.” Her palms prod my mother’s sides as though trying to lift the child through the wall of flesh.

Suddenly my mother finds it difficult to breathe. “Sister Agathe—”

“Wait,” the sister says again. “Please?” A fine layer of sweat has formed above her upper lip. “I’ll be back in a minute.” Without looking at my mother, she leaves the room.

My mother guides her hands along the familar outline of her belly which is taut and still. She draws in a deep breath that makes the skin beneath her fingers expand. Carefully she releases it, then draws in another long breath and holds it.

When Sister Agathe returns, she brings Sister Ingeborg, the supervisor of nurses; she tells my mother to move her palms from her abdomen and replaces them with her own pale hands.

Into the silence my mother blurts, “You must call a doctor. Please!” It takes courage for her to request this. She has grown up in this town. Has grown up with these sisters who teach school and tend to the ill. With these sisters who’ve become accustomed to the obedience they’ve nurtured in women and children.

The sisters glance at each other as Sister Agathe steps back from the table. She pulls a handkerchief from her sleeve, dabs at her upper lip.

“The child—” Sister Ingeborg shakes her head. “It’s too late. You’ve carried the child too long.”

My mother feels her womb tighten in protest under the nun’s touch. She raises herself on her elbows, searches Sister Agathe’s face for some signal, some promise, but the sister’s eyes flicker away, and her fingers stray to the rosary hanging from her belt.

“The child’s soul is with the Lord now.” Sister Ingeborg’s voice is calm. Assuring. “Your body will expel it whenever it is ready.”

During my first year of life, when she nurses me, my mother will often recall the rage that sprang up within her at the nun’s words, a rage that gave her the courage to hoist herself from the white table and walk from the room, from the hospital and into the street where the Hansen bakery truck was parked. She persuaded the driver, Herr Meier, to close the side panel and drive her to the midwife’s house. Inside the white truck with the blue lettering, surrounded by the fresh dough smell of the morning loaves, she felt her contractions become a pulse independent of her own, swallowing her own, a red pulse of rage that sustained the only faith she was capable of—that the child within her was alive.




[image: image]  Trudi Montag’s Romantic Episode

I don’t know how often our housekeeper told me the story of Trudi Montag’s fall—perhaps only once. All I remember is that I grew up with her story and imagined her many times as an infant falling from her mother’s arms. Each time I pictured the fall in slow motion, Trudi landed on her head with a soft, sick plop—never on the side or the back of her head, always the top. And then she rolled over and lay still. Very still.

The accident, I believed, stunted her growth and destroyed her mother’s sanity. She refused to touch the child at all and took to hiding behind St. Martin’s Church, pressing herself against the arched door of the sacristy with her arms flung out as if waiting for someone to drive nails through her palms and into the oiled wood. The pastor would call her husband, who’d pry her off the door and carry her home. But he couldn’t stay with her every moment, and soon she’d be back at the sacristy door, taller than the priest and certainly more impassioned, barring his entrance to the sacred chalices and vestments. After she was sent off to the Grafenberg asylum, Trudi was raised by her father who ran the pay-library, where, for a few pfennige, the people in Burgdorf could borrow romances, American westerns, nurse-and-doctor novels, mysteries, and war novels—books that the church library refused to have on its shelves.

Between the stacks of books the child played with dolls whose heads were well-shaped and in the right proportion to the rest of their bodies. Customers occasionally picked her up and stroked her silver-blond hair, telling her what pretty curls she had, while over her shoulder they whispered to her father, “The poor little thing.”

By the time I was twelve, Trudi Montag had inherited the pay-library. Though she was in her early forties, she was less than one meter twenty tall. Her shoulders were broad, her head too large. I have pictured her as a girl, growing until she was ten or eleven. Perhaps something at the top of her head had closed her off where her mother had dropped her, while inside her body the growing continued. Where could it go except spread outward? Into her face, her shoulders, her hips. Sideways. Into her legs, her fingers, stretching her skin until it was tight.

She knew everything. As soon as it happened. Before it happened. She had the dubious gift of guessing what went on behind closed doors. These insights she embroidered into stories which she circulated around town. Bearer of news—good and bad—she walked through the streets of Burgdorf on O-shaped legs, wearing cardigans that never quite closed over the wide bosom of her striped house-dresses, moving with the assurance one usually sees in women who are truly beautiful. To each encounter she brought her friendly curiosity; yet, when people saw her advancing toward them, they expected the worst; even good news barely made up for that first sense of dread they’d felt at the sight of her.

On the surface Burgdorf was a town of great virtues while underneath all kinds of transgressions were hushed up. It was a town of pretend where many adults, after tremendous failings, would fabricate proper lives, and the town would pretend along with them, protecting that shallow veneer of respectability. Herr Pastor Beier, who listened to the confessions of countless sins, could be counted on to whitewash them all through absolution, but Trudi Montag would not let the town forget any of its flaws.

Every day at noon, as soon as the bells from St. Martin’s rang, she closed her library for two hours, ate a slab of black bread with Dutch cheese and sliced tomatoes, and set out to carry the morning’s gossip through town. Taking up most of the sidewalk, she took strategic sweeps past those places that enriched and distributed her supply of information: Becker’s grocery store, the midwife’s house, Frau Talmeister’s window, Anton Immers’s butcher shop, the Hansen bakery truck.… Like an ancient trader, she bartered until she had extracted a piece of new gossip from her listeners.

Our housekeeper, Frau Brocker, was one of Trudi’s reluctant messengers; she liked to pretend she’d known about something all along. It irritated her to be fed a generous amount of local news; yet, she would have complained had Trudi Montag excluded her. My mother, who considered gossip cheap, said it was the one side of Frau Brocker she didn’t like.

In her pay-library Trudi Montag told me that my mother had stopped going to church after my brother, Joachim, had died, that our housekeeper’s son, Rolf, was illegitimate, and that my great-uncle Alexander had leapt from the attic window of the four-story house he had built, the house that my mother had inherited and where we still lived in a large apartment on the first floor. As a young man Alexander had lost his wife to tuberculosis, and he’d never remarried or had children. Though Trudi Montag hadn’t actually witnessed his fall, she’d seen the spot on the sidewalk where he’d landed, and she’d talked with Frau Talmeister who’d seen it happen from her window across the street.

“He wore his best suit,” Trudi Montag said, “and a white carnation in his lapel. He opened his arms as if to fly.” Her words painted him for me, the unsmiling man I’d seen only in faded sepia photos, his sandy hair cut close to his skull, standing rigidly in formal clothes as he stared into the camera. He climbs out of the attic window. Stands on the flat section of tiles four stories above the street. The air feels cool against his face, and he smoothes his Kaiser Wilhelm mustache. Spreading his arms in the prelude to an embrace, he leaps out of those posed photographs.

“We would have told you eventually,” my father said when I asked him about my great-uncle’s suicide. “Once you’re older. It happened long before you were born. Trudi Montag had no business telling you. I wish you’d stay away from her and those trashy books.”

In front of the pay-library stood an old chestnut tree that carried huge blossom candles in the spring. I’d flatten myself against its trunk, scanning the street to make sure my father wouldn’t see me before I entered. The kitchen behind the library led into a living room with a huge gold fish tank and a blue velvet sofa. If I sat next to Trudi Montag on the sofa, I’d find myself sliding toward her along the slope created by her weight. Instead of pictures, she had mirrors on her living room walls, small mirrors of all shapes in ornate frames.

When I was her only customer, she sometimes brewed rosehip tea, and we’d sip the hot, sweet liquid. I’d lean my head against the velvet and listen to her stories about her Aunt Helene who’d left town to move to America and marry a man whose first two wives had died in childbirth, about the Romans who’d marched through Burgdorf nearly 2000 years ago, about old Anton Immers who sacrificed his violet plants to ensure survival of the fittest, about the midwife who—twelve years ago—had suddenly appeared with an infant though no one had seen her pregnant, about Napoleon who had stayed in our town, about Frau Buttgereit’s kidney stones which were the size of robins’ eggs, about the knights who once lived in the Sternburg, a small castle with a baroque tower near the chapel.

My mother had painted the Sternburg many times. It used to be a fortress with a drawbridge, but hundreds of years ago it was turned into a farm with wheat fields and meadows where white cows grazed in the sun. The moat was still there, filled with scummy water. Bright green moss had eaten into the trunks of the poplars that bordered the dirt road around the moat. It was a good place to catch green and yellow caterpillars.

Sometimes Trudi Montag brought out her antique collection of cut-out dolls that were made of glossy cardboard, and we pinched costumes onto the paper dolls by bending tabs around their hips or shoulders. They had elaborate hats and ball gowns and old-fashioned bathing suits. Within seconds we could change a doll’s appearance as the paper body disappeared behind a layer of colorful clothes that looked out of style and romantic.

“I had my romantic episode,” Trudi told me one afternoon as she fastened a pink ball gown to the shoulders of a blond paper doll. “Fifteen years ago. He was a little older than I, with black hair and a mustache. I met him on the jetty near the Braunmeiers’ farm. It was a summer evening, still light.” She gazed past me, a soft expression on her round face as if she saw herself on the jetty, wearing the linen dress that made her look taller. “I could have married,” she said, and I didn’t dare ask her why she hadn’t, because I’d heard a different story from Frau Brocker. According to her, Trudi Montag could have gotten herself raped or killed. But not married.

She used to walk to the Rhein some evenings and sit by the water, watching the current go by, waiting for something she couldn’t define. She’d watch the swallows flit across the water like mosquitoes, almost touching the surface before rising again, and wish she were as lithe as they.

If she wasn’t home by nine, her father would drive out to the Braunmeier’s farm, climb the dike, and shout her name. But that evening her father was late. The opposite bank of the Rhein was already shrouded in dusk. Trees and shrubs were taking on shapes that looked denser than during the day; freighters moved slowly like spirits lulled by fog. Only a short while ago she’d been able to make out their names—Brabo 4, Antwerpen, Birseck, Antigone, Mann-heim, Valleria—but now the fading light only gave her their profiles, some of their hulls low in the water, others without cargo.

A three-quarter moon moved out from behind a cloud, and it looked as if the main part of the river flowed north while, near the embankment, it seemed to work its way south. Where the two currents merged, a silver line shimmered under the moon, shifted, and adjusted itself, over and over.

“What are you doing here?” A tall man dropped his bicycle against the rocks and walked out to her as if they’d agreed to meet there. His face was lean, his skin tanned. He wore his dark hair longer than the men in town. Without waiting for her answer, he asked, “Can you swim here?”

She nodded, staying seated and straightening her spine so she’d look taller. As he sat down on a rock across from her, she was certain he was the most appealing man she’d ever seen, and it suddenly came to her that it was he she’d been waiting for all those times she had come to the river alone, driven by a familiar longing that hadn’t made sense to her.

“Do you swim?” he asked.

“Sometimes.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“Not if you stay close to shore.” She wanted to ask where he came from, where he would go after he left her.

“Will you swim with me?” His voice was soft.

“I don’t have a swimsuit.”

“Neither do I. Would anyone mind?”

“No one is here.”

He smiled at her. “You are.”

She glanced down at the skirt that hid her wide thighs and hips. A gentle breeze rose from the river and lifted her pale hair from her shoulders, cooling the back of her neck. Along the sides of the jetty the river touched the rocks in calm bands while, at the tip, the water was restless, as if it were boiling, moving in countless directions at once.

“I like your hair,” he said. “And your voice though you haven’t said much.”

“Not yet.”

He nodded as though he were promising her many long talks and looked into her eyes until, for the first time in her life, she felt beautiful. She saw herself dancing with him on the white excursion boat that floated on the Rhein every Friday and Saturday night during the summer, with lanterns strung along its sides, music tinting the banks along the way any color you wanted. She’d heard that music many times, and it had followed her into her dreams, the color of fuchsias.

“Will you swim with me?” he asked again.

She smiled, knowing he had meant to ask, Will you dance with me? “Soon,” she said. “Soon.”

The man raised one hand and, like a sleepwalker wiping aside the remnants of a dream, pulled the suspenders away from his shoulders. “Will you watch my clothes and bike for me?”

“Yes,” she said, feeling light and tall and limber.

His chest was tanned and smooth. She didn’t look away when he took off his belt but acted as if she’d seen naked men before, and kept looking at him until, from a distance, she heard her father calling her name.

“Don’t,” she whispered as the man flew into his clothes and leapt on his bike. “Don’t—”

“She was there, on the jetty, in plain view with a naked man,” our housekeeper told me. We sat at our kitchen table, eating thick slices of her warm peach pie with whipped cream.

“She was only watching his clothes for him.”

“You really believe that, Hanna?”

I nodded.

“If her father hadn’t come in time to chase him off—”

“He wasn’t like that, the man,” I said quickly. “He—”

She laughed. Squinted at me. “And what kind of man would you say he was?”

“Someone who—who saw her … and that she was special.”

“I think—” She stopped as my mother’s steps approached.

My mother’s hands were smudged with paint. She wore one of my father’s old shirts which she kept in her studio upstairs. The smoke from her cigarette coiled itself around her wrist. “Trudi’s father,” she said, giving Frau Brocker an amused look, “would have done a much wiser thing if he’d let his daughter make her own choices that evening.”

But Frau Brocker shook her head as she cut a piece of pie for my mother. “God knows what would have happened to her then,” she said.

•   •   •

Nothing much did happen to Trudi Montag, at least not in the conventional sense of things that happened to women of her generation in our town. No wedding in St. Martin’s Church. No husband to come home to her every evening. No children to cling to her hands for a few brief years. Yet, she’d had her romantic episode by the river and the courage to cherish that encounter and let it nurture her through the years while, within her, the stories of other people’s lives ripened and took shape.

One summer, when I returned to Burgdorf as an adult, I found a glistening red pebble by the river in the crevice between two wet rocks. In my hand it dried and turned brown, ordinary. Yet, I knew the promise to shine had been there all along. Rubbing my thumb across its drab surface, I thought of Trudi Montag: I remembered sitting next to her on the blue velvet sofa, remembered the sweet taste of rose-hip tea, remembered a morning, not too long ago, when I’d bent to lift my son from his crib and—all at once—had been caught by a sense of dread as I saw Trudi Montag falling, falling from her mother’s arms in slow motion. For a moment I’d stood frozen before I’d dared to gather my son in my arms, although, by then, I knew that Trudi Montag’s deformity had nothing to do with a fall. She was a dwarf whose size had been used as a warning for many children: If you eat butter with a spoon you’ll look like Trudi Montag when you grow up… If you don’t wash your knees … If you don’t finish your red cabbage … If you pick up this baby it might end up just like Trudi Montag… Fragments of warnings, they had come together to form the essence of one woman.

I sat down on a rock and linked my arms around my knees. Across the Rhein, clumps of sheep grazed in a meadow, circled by a long-haired dog. The current flowed north, but a southern wind stirred across its surface, and as the sun caught the ripples here and there like lights dancing in a mirror, I saw Trudi Montag moving through her rooms—a short, heavy woman with white hair—seeking her reflection in the many small mirrors that covered her walls, mirrors in golden frames, none of them large enough to embrace all of her at once.
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After my Oma’s right leg was amputated, she was fitted with a wooden leg which she wore when she left the building; inside her apartment she got around by resting her knee stump on a chair and sliding the chair across the floor. She was my father’s mother and had grown up in a family where good manners and proper clothes were esteemed above everything else. Early on she had rejected those values when she decided to study music and philosophy, wearing out-of-date clothing so she could afford books. She had more books than anyone I knew—leather-bound collections of poetry, thick volumes of philosophy, large books with prints of famous paintings, stacks of yellowed journals from her years of teaching philosophy at the university. Her hair, which had been red like my father’s when she was younger, had turned white and she wore it in a braid around her head.

One evening, while my father watched her make her awkward way from her kitchen to the living room, it came to him how much easier it would be for her if the chair were closer to the ground. He sawed two centimeters off the chair’s legs, wrapped the ends in layers of green felt, and fastened the material with electrical tape. It not only made it easier for Oma to slide the chair across the floor, it also eliminated the familiar scratching of wood against linoleum. She’d appear almost soundlessly, startling us who had grown accustomed to hearing the chair legs announce her arrival.

Though my parents had urged her several times to move in with us, she insisted on living alone in her Düsseldorf apartment. Many Saturday afternoons I visited her, and we’d listen to music that swelled through the rooms and roused feelings within me so powerful I couldn’t name them; yet, the best of our moments together were tinged with my sadness that, soon, I’d have to leave her again.

Two years after the amputation Oma felt a tingling in her good leg below the knee, a sensation that grew into a burning pain and woke her from nights of troubled sleep. The pain spread into her toes. Sores and blisters bred on her foot. And when the pain subsided, a numbness set in that made her leg turn cold and white. With her right leg my Oma had welcomed that numbness until it was too late to save it; but this time she knew it could mean the loss of her left leg and asked my parents to take her to St. Lukas Hospital.

Her doctor prescribed antibiotics and confined Oma to a narrow white room on the second floor with a view of the Hofgarten. But she was too ill to look out the window and watch the swans and ducks in the pond or the children who rode their bicycles along the tree lined paths of the park. Some mornings, when my mother visited her, Oma lay covered with five blankets; yet, her body shivered. My father arrived in the late afternoons after treating his last dental patient and sat on the edge of her bed.

One rainy October day, when he closed his practice early to be with his mother, he laid one hand against her pale face. Her white hair had thinned so much that her scalp was beginning to show. Her fingers trembled on the layers of blankets. All his life he’d seen her strong, taking care of him and his two sisters after his father had died young from a burst appendix. Eyes burning, he bent to kiss her dry cheek. She looked away from him as if ashamed of her weakness.

Outside the window, trees stood gray and stark against the sky as they had that Thursday in 1941, nearly seventeen years before, when one of Oma’s students had called my father to tell him she’d been arrested during her philosophy class. She’d been warned twice but had refused to adapt her lectures to Third Reich views. Four months later, when she returned from the prison camp where she was held with other German intellectuals whose ideas were considered treacherous, she was forced to resign from the university.

When my father left Oma’s room, her doctor walked toward him in the corridor. The skin around his eyes was unlined, but where his face thickened around the jaw, it had settled into deep creases. “She’s putting up a good fight, your mother.”

“Do you see any improvement?”

“Some.” The doctor’s eyes were gray. Watery. “Still—we need to think about last rites.”

“No,” my father said. “No.

“She’s ill. Very ill.”

“It would frighten her.”

The doctor shook his head. “Even if we decide to amputate—I doubt she’ll leave here alive.”

My father turned from him and walked back into his mother’s room. Swiftly he gathered the blankets around her and lifted her from the bed.

“What are you doing?” The doctor tried to block his way.

“She is leaving here alive.”

“You can’t—”

“If she has to die, it will happen at home.” Through the layers of blankets my father felt his mother’s fever. Her flushed face sank against his shoulder as he carried her past the doctor.

In the week after my father brought Oma to our apartment, she grew stronger with each day as the fever released her body. While my mother painted upstairs in her studio, Oma and I looked through the books she’d asked my father to get from the shelves in her living room, books with magnificent photos of old paintings, and she’d tell me stories about the women and men who’d painted them.

My grandmother must have first noticed the smell in the healer’s apartment—a blend of camomile tea and worn socks that she’d describe to me later, a smell that threaded itself through the hallway and into the living room where the old man had taken her and my parents. The skin on his bald head looked as if it had been made for the skull of someone larger, heavier; yet, his eyes were brown and clear—the eyes of a much younger man. While he led my father into the kitchen for a cup of tea, my mother undressed Oma in the living room.

She took off the silk dress and slip.

She unhooked the salmon-colored corset with the stays.

She unlaced my Oma’s left shoe, then exposed her right leg where the shiny layer of skin at the end of the knee stump was drawn together in one puckered knot like an inside-out stocking pulled over a darning egg.

Despite the doubts that had almost kept her from coming to the healer’s apartment, Oma let my mother help her climb on the padded table and cover her with a frayed, clean sheet. When my mother called for the old man, he sent her to wait with my father in the kitchen.

Raised on her elbows, my grandmother watched the healer. From a bottle he shook a few drops of oil into his hands. It smelled of almonds. Inside the bottle floated the pit of a peach or something that looked very much like it. He rubbed the oil into his palms, and when he began massaging my Oma’s foot, his hands felt warm against her skin as if the oil had been heated. His fingers were blunt, his nails cut short.

He closed his eyes as he laid both hands on my Oma’s left knee. “Oh yes,” he said. “I thought so… There’s a lot here, a lot of things you’ve carried with you, that you’re holding on to. Your body—you’ve been pushing too hard, wanting to do it all alone.” His hand cupping her heel, he tried to push her toes back with his other hand. “So stiff,” he murmured. “So stiff. Not yielding like the foot of a woman.”

At first my Oma must have been embarrassed to have this stranger touch her foot, which has hardened with age. But his hands were soothing, and she sank deeper into the padded table. He asked her to lie on her stomach and gave her a folded towel to rest her head upon. One cheek against the mended terry cloth, she lay on the table, oddly at ease as the healer shook warm drops of oil on her back and kneaded them gently into her skin. Since my grandfather’s death, no man had seen my Oma undressed. Pleasure from touch had only come from her own hands, but now she felt herself stretching, widening under the hands of the healer, hands that rose from her back like the pearl gray wings of a dove, then lowered themselves like feathers brushing her skin.

Suddenly one of his fingers grazed her spine between her shoulders, and it felt as if a knife were pressing into her. She roared up.

“That’s part of it,” he whispered. “A lot of things have become part of your body, things we need to dissolve.”

She made herself sink back down, her face on the towel. His finger traced the outline of her spine like a white-hot blade—light, piercing.

“Are you using something? It feels like—”

“Only my hands,” he said, moving them in front of her where she could see them, the nails so short that the fleshy tip of each finger protruded. “Do you want me to go on?”

Though she remembered the pain, she could not recall its intensity as she looked at his broad hands. She closed her eyes, nodded, and willed herself to absorb the healing, to believe in it, to dissolve whatever stood in its way. When she had first heard about the healer from one of her old students, she couldn’t imagine anything beyond a laying on of hands the way Jesus did with the lepers, but this felt as if he were slicing through layers of muscles, shifting things dormant inside her.

I’m healing, she promised herself, trying not to flinch from him. That evening, when she returned to our apartment where she would stay with us through the rest of October and most of November, she undressed and checked her body for marks in front of the closet mirror, expecting to find red scratches, if not gashes, covering her back. Yet her skin would be unscathed, certain proof of his powers. Something within her already knew this, though she would have to test it later. And so she lay silent, my grandmother, face pressed into the towel to muffle involuntary screams, fingers gripping the edges of the padded table on either side of her head.

Each time the healer lifted his hands from her, she felt no pain at all. Her skin didn’t even tingle. It was hot in the room, hot and still. When the healer asked her to turn around, she followed his voice, somehow not minding that all she wore were white cotton underpants—not that new—and that her pale breasts flattened themselves against her ribs.

The healer rubbed almond-smelling oil on her belly; his right hand glided across her skin and opened up a warmth low within her. Only his index finger touched her—no harder than she would touch a child’s face to remove a loose eyelash—yet, she felt the searing tip of a blade though the pain was lessened by an odd sense of peace, as if she’d been inside this room with the old man for days, or forever—she couldn’t tell which—and he knew everything there was to know about her.

Months later, after her leg had healed, after the pain had contained itself into smaller and smaller areas until it had stopped entirely, after the sores and blisters had closed over with new, pink skin, my Oma recalled the sudden urgency that made her want to ask the old man how he worked his healing, and she was glad she’d remained silent because, even then, she sensed what she now believed—that only the gift can be shared, not the secret.




Maikäfer flieg 
Dein Vater is im Krieg 
Deine Mutter ist im Pommerland 
Pommerland is abgebrannt 
Maikäfer flieg

Ladybug fly 
Your father is in the war 
Your mother is in Pommerland 
Pommerland has burned away 
Lady bug fly

(German nursery rhyme)

[image: image]  Women in Distress

When our housekeeper, Klara Brocker, was alone in our apartment, she read romances that she borrowed from Trudi Montag’s pay-library. Except for names and settings the novels were alike and invariably ended with promises of eternal love and weddings. Perhaps Frau Brocker had heard those promises of eternal love too, but there’d been no wedding. The American soldier she’d met at the end of the war had left Burgdorf long before her son, Rolf, was born.

Frau Brocker hid the romances under the cover of our ironing board from where I retrieved them late at night and, with a flashlight under my blanket, read about women in distress and the men who rescued them. Each book jacket showed a beautiful woman leaning against something while she looked up at a man who wasn’t leaning against anything. My mother never leaned or slouched.

I was careful not to move the folded tissue Frau Brocker kept inserted as a bookmark, and if she ever suspected I read her romances, she didn’t say. A faster reader than she, I’d finish the novels days ahead of her and feel disappointed when, during one of my late night raids, I’d still find the same book. By the time I was twelve, I’d gone through everything we had on the birch shelves in our living room—the leather-bound volumes of Tolstoi my mother had given my father one Christmas, biographies of opera singers and painters, novels by Sigrid Undset and Thomas Mann—and I’d become as involved with Maria Callas and Anna Karenina as with the leaning women in Frau Brockets books.

Klara Brocker did not look like the women on the book jackets, though she wore bright lipstick and plucked her eyebrows into thin arches; instead of flowing gowns and high-heeled sandals she wore cotton shifts and white sneakers. Every three months she got a new permanent that drew her brown hair close against her scalp in spiral curls. Sometimes I wondered if she was waiting for a man to rescue her from the life that was so different from the lives of the women in the romances: she lived with her son, Rolf, and her mother, who’d had a stroke and was paralyzed on one side of her body.

Every day at one, when I came home from school, my mother left her studio and my father closed his dental office for an hour. Before we sat down to eat the meal Frau Brocker had prepared for us, she wrapped half of the food in towels to keep it hot and carried it in a basket to her apartment where she ate with her mother and Rolf.

Though she earned enough to rent a better place, she lived on the fourth floor of Barbarossastrasse 15, an old building with a dark staircase. She had three rooms: the narrow bedroom that she shared with her mother, a kitchen, and the living room where Rolf slept on the sofa.

She gave most of her money to St. Martin’s Church and tried to teach Rolf and me that only sacrifices brought real rewards. Those lessons were usually urged upon us when we sat at our kitchen table, eating thick pieces of her fruit pies or marbled pound cake. Our mouths full, we’d glance at each other, then at her, and nod.

The one indulgence she allowed herself was Gauloises, French cigarettes in a blue pack with the picture of a winged helmet, but even those she rationed, smoking only five a day. Unlike my mother who smoked while she did other things, Frau Brocker would stop whatever she was doing before she opened the silver foil at the top of the blue pack and lit one of the cigarettes.

On Sundays she wore tailored dresses that showed off her narrow waist and patent-leather shoes with medium-high heels. During mass she knelt in the third pew on the right side. Above the altar were three stained-glass windows; red, white, and black, they formed a pattern of hundreds of small crosses that intersected and overlapped. Frau Brocker was one of many people in Burgdorf who didn’t like the modern design. The original windows, shattered by bombs, had been replaced after the war. She preferred the old windows along the sides of the church; their blues and purples and golds formed stars that softened the incoming light. But the light above the altar was harsh as though the solitary priest on the marble stairs, raising the sacred chalice in an ancient ceremony, had little to do with her.

Saturday afternoons she parted the purple drapes of the confessional and confessed her sins to Herr Pastor Beier who sat behind the latticed wall, one ear tilted toward her sins. Long ago he must have granted her absolution for her biggest transgression, because she continued to raise her face toward the communion and to bring the consequence of her sin—Rolf—to church with her.

Every March and September the potato man, Herr Weinhart, refilled the wooden bin in Klara Brocker’s cellar. New potatoes would tumble from his burlap sack through the open top of the bin, covering old layers of tired potatoes whose wrinkled skins had been pierced by pale sprouts. She would look forward to eating the new potatoes, their firm flesh coated with butter. But she’d have to use up the old ones first, peel the gray skin from their flaccid centers, and submerge them in boiling water. By the time the new potatoes dropped to the trapdoor in front of the bin, they too would look wrinkled and gray. To buy smaller quantities would have been more expensive, and so she ordered fifty kilos twice a year.

That March, when the potato man rang the bell, she met him by the front door, the cellar key in her hand. He was a tall man with a wide smile. The burlap sack slung over one shoulder, he walked down the basement stairs ahead of her. Blond, curly hair covered his arms and wrists where the sleeves of his blue shirt had slipped up.

She shared the cellar with five other tenants; each of them had one section. In the dim light she found the keyhole while Herr Weinhart waited next to her. He smelled of new, clean sweat. Gray light, filtered through cobwebs and coal dust, kept the cellar just short of total darkness and deepened the corner shadows. She’d hidden here with her mother during air raids, safe—it turned out—while other buildings in town had been hit by bombs that made them look like broken teeth with blackened edges.

Her hand reached for the chain that hung from the ceiling bulb, and she stepped aside to let Herr Weinhart walk past. He stood before the rising clouds of dust as the potatoes rumbled into the open bin, then he shook the corners of the sack, and folded the burlap into a square. Though he didn’t resemble the American, his movements were the same, the long limbs and broad span of his shoulders.

“I guess that’s all,” he said and turned to leave.

She wanted to touch his cheek lightly, to run one finger along his throat.

“Are you coming up too?”

She crossed her arms. “In a while. You go ahead.” Her face hot, she listened to the sound of his footsteps moving away from her on the cellar stairs. The peculiar, dark odor of mold, cobwebs and dampness pressed against her. She pushed back her shoulders, shook her head.

The walls were lined with shelves, heavy with jars that sealed within them the flavor and smell of fruits and vegetables she’d canned last summer. On the third shelf stood jars with hazy contents, left over from her mother: APPLE-SAUCE 1948, BEANS 1950, STRAWBERRY MARMALADE 1949. Behind them stood two dusty bottles, the years 1924 and 1923 barely legible on the faded labels. They bore a different handwriting, the Old German script of her grandmother, who died before Klara was born.

Whenever she thought of throwing these bottles out, she felt an odd sense of resistance, as if they connected her to a simpler past. She held one of them against the light. The liquid was cloudy, thick. Hard to imagine the ripe cherries or strawberries whose juices had been squeezed into the neck of this bottle. The cork was crumbling and musty. It had smelled like that during the war. “I should throw these bottles out,” her mother had said more than once. “They’re probably pure poison by now.” But she’d only moved them further back to make room for the blankets she kept in the cellar for air raids.

Cautiously Klara returned the bottle to the shelf. None of the jars bore dates between 1942 and 1945. Anyone lucky enough to have food had eaten it. Except for the eighteen jars of peaches she and her mother had canned. A week after the American had been stationed in their building, he’d carried a crate of peaches up four flights of stairs to their apartment. He set the crate on their kitchen table and, while she and her mother watched, pried open the top to reveal golden-pink peaches, layers and layers of them. Her mouth suddenly dry, she ran her fingers across their fuzzy skins.

He laughed. “Here. Eat.” He held one of the peaches out to her. His teeth were white, and his short hair exposed a small, leaf-shaped birthmark on his forehead. On his left hand he wore a ring.

When Klara bit into the peach, juice dribbled down her chin, and she wiped it with the back of her left hand. At first she chewed slowly, embarrassed that he was watching her, but as the hunger rose from her belly to meet the food, she assuaged it by taking another bite. She couldn’t remember ever tasting anything so sweet, so good, and after the American left, she and her mother stood next to the table, eating peaches until their stomachs felt taut and the fronts of their dresses were damp with juice. Even after they gave some of the peaches to Herr Flemern, the tailor who lived on the first floor, and ate all the peaches they desired for an entire week, they had enough left to fill eighteen glass jars which they saved on the windowsill in the kitchen for special occasions. Amber half suns, the peaches floated in their own juice, emitting a golden glow that warmed the apartment.

Most of the peaches were still there when the American left three months later, but Klara wasn’t able to swallow them. Though her mother ate some, the remaining jars sat on the windowsill until Rolf was old enough to take solid food and eat them mashed, his one legacy from his father.

The relentless hunger of those years—occasionally Klara still felt it, even after a large meal. She felt it now as she looked at the shabby leather suitcase next to the cellar door. During the war it used to stand behind the sofa in the living room, packed with clothing and food. That was before the American had arrived. Whenever the sirens sounded off, she’d grab the suitcase with one hand, her mother’s arm with the other, and they’d rush down the stairs into the cellar, often without slippers, just wearing their nightgowns, and sit on layers of blankets that couldn’t block the chill of the cement floor. Though she was in her late teens and taller than her mother, Klara let herself be folded into her mother’s arms.

Eyes wide open in the dark, she thought of her father, who was fighting on the Russian front. His regiment had a goat, and when he sent photos, they’d be of him and several other men in uniforms, one of them always sitting on the goat. It seemed like a different war, not the kind where you hid from bombs, but where you could sit on a goat and laugh into a camera.

Sometimes she faded into sleep, rocking in her mother’s arms, and whenever she woke up, her mother smiled although the corners of her mouth trembled. “Don’t be afraid,” she’d whisper.

Klara wasn’t afraid the first time the American soldier took her into his arms right next to the potato bin, his wide shoulders shielding the frail glow of the ceiling bulb. That evening, and other evenings like it, the cement floor didn’t feel cold at all through the blankets on which they lay.

At first she believed he’d take her with him after the war to his faraway country where the sky was always blue, where coconuts and oranges grew on trees, where winter never came and the ocean was warm. And because the wife he’d left there was a shadowy figure in Klara’s mind, she assumed that, for him too, she had ceased to be real. Certainly he’d been apart from her for too long. Certainly it was Klara’s touch, now, that mattered.

He didn’t promise to take her with him, though she waited for him to say so, and when she stopped believing he ever would, she found comfort in the hope that the American occupation would last. He’d stay in Burgdorf, find work here or in Düsseldorf. Already his German had improved and she’d help him learn, practice with him.

The day she told him she was pregnant, he held her so tightly in his arms that she couldn’t see the expression on his face, and then he kissed her, kissed her entire body, even the indentations her garters had left on her thighs. She wanted to see his face, but all she saw was herself through his eyes—a stretch of thigh, an instep, a breast, an arched neck, a moist strand of brown hair … and when his unit transferred him the next day—to Bochum, one of the American soldiers told her, while another said he was almost sure it was Duisburg—she was left with those fragments of herself to gather around a center that held the child growing within her.

She braced herself against her mother’s silence and the disapproving stares of the townspeople. It was up to her to weave the story she would tell her son as soon as he started asking questions about his father.

But first there was the pain, the pain of being without her lover that took hold of her so fiercely she had trouble breathing, a pain that started deep inside her gut and spread into her limbs, her groin, a pain that racked her and tore her from deceptive moments of rest. It hurt so much she didn’t know how to stop it. And out of the pain grew the fear that it would always be like this. Nothing helped. Not the crying. Not the praying. Not the confessing of her sins. The one person who could have stopped the pain was out of her reach.

When, finally, she became angry enough to crumple the one photo she had of him and throw it out, she retrieved it less than an hour later and ironed its back to take out the creases; but they stayed, a fine web across his face as though he had suddenly and irrevocably aged. All at once she had a vision of him as an old man, still tall but slightly stooped, and of herself, older too, one hand linked through his arm. She touched her unlined skin, ran her fingertips along the smooth planes of her cheeks, and cried out with the loss of all those years she would not spend with him.

She hid the photo in a red leather box under her few pieces of costume jewelry. After her son was born, she kept searching his features for a resemblance to the American, but only saw herself: the brown eyes and hair; the small, eager face; the flat, well-shaped ears. To protect the child from her shame, she insisted on being called Frau Brocker instead of Fräulein, the title reserved for unmarried women. And the townspeople complied; they even began to think of her as Frau Brocker, but they wouldn’t forget that her child had come from sin.

Though the pain faded until it eventually ceased to be, the shame settled somewhere low in her belly, a familiar presence that claimed any food she ate before it could nourish her. Standing alone in the dim cellar after the potato man had left, she felt it stronger than she had in years. She looked at the wooden bin, at the cloud of fine dust that still floated above its open top, and she knew she was done with waiting, waiting for things that never happened.

She squatted in front of the bin. With both hands she shoved up the trap door, letting the old potatoes tumble out among dry specks that rose and swirled around the light bulb like fireflies, and as the potatoes rolled into dark corners, she caught the first new ones in her hands. They were firm, smooth.

“What are you doing?” Her son stood in the open cellar door. His brown hair hung over his eyebrows. His eyes were so serious. Too serious.

“Here!” She tossed one of the potatoes at him. “Catch!”

His hand snatched it from the air. “What—”

She laughed. “For dinner.”

He seemed startled.

“Here—another one.”

As Rolf caught the second one too, his lips moved into a slow smile. He kicked aside an old potato that had rolled up against his feet.

“I’ll boil them,” she said, “and you can run to the store and get a quarter pound of butter. No—half a pound. And parsley.” Already she could taste the new potatoes the way she would prepare them, and as her arms gathered as many as she could hold against herself, she felt the old hunger shrink into a small circle of desire.


[image: image]  Props for Faith

When our housekeeper told me she didn’t think the midwife was Renate’s real mother, I wondered if my best friend’s parents were gypsies, those dark-haired women and men who, every July, set up the carnival on the Burgdorf fairgrounds and, with brown, ring-covered hands, took the groschen I’d saved for rides on the ferris wheel and pink clouds of cotton candy. Gypsies. That would explain Renate’s dark, frizzy hair, her quick, black eyes. But gypsies moved rapidly, while my friend walked with a limp, her feet in patent-leather shoes, her fragile ankles hidden under white knee socks that never stayed up.

Besides—gypsies were known to steal babies.

Not give them away.

After swearing me to secrecy, Frau Brocker told me, “I figure her real parents were too poor to keep her. Too many other children already.” She’d just come back from her weekly visit to the beauty parlor and she smelled of hair spray. “Instead of paying the midwife, they must have given her the baby.”

The midwife was a blond, heavy widow whose husband had been killed during the war on the Russian front. She’d delivered me and most of the kids I knew. Her name was Hilde Eberhardt, and she lived with her older son, Adi, and Renate in a white stucco house two blocks from school. No one had seen her pregnant with Renate, not even Trudi Montag. Twelve years before the midwife had left town one Thursday, and the following day she had returned with a dark-haired infant girl, claiming it was hers. By then her son had lived half of his five years without a father.

Renate didn’t come to our school until the end of second grade, and we became best friends right away. Nearly two years earlier, she’d been taken to the Theresienheim with pneumonia. On the day she was to be released, she fell when she climbed out of bed, caved in on herself like a puppet whose strings had been cut. The nuns suspected polio and rushed her to St. Lukas hospital in Düsseldorf where the doctors confirmed the diagnosis and kept her for over a year, probing her legs with needles. Though she was eventually cured, her left leg was shorter than the other. Thinner. Both legs were pale with large pores.

Whenever Renate took me to her house, the midwife examined the soles of our shoes and followed us around with a mop, catching any speck of dust that dropped from our skirts and settled on her glossy parquet floor. Yet, when I got ready to leave, she’d say, “Come back, Hanna. Any time.”

Their yard, too, was orderly: a lush lawn without dandelions; window boxes with forget-me-nots and geraniums; a trimmed hedge of purple lilacs. The one imperfection was a pear tree that produced abundant blossoms but only yielded hard little pears with brown spots.

With his blond hair and blue eyes, Renate’s brother, Adi, didn’t look anything like Renate. His full name was Adolf, but no one called him that. Quite a few boys in the grades above us were called Adolf—a name that had been popular for babies born in the early war years—but we had no Adolfs in our class or in the younger grades. The name Adolf Hitler was never mentioned in our history classes. Our teachers dealt in detail with the old Greeks and Romans; we’d slowly wind our way up to Attila the Hun, to Henry the Eighth who had six wives, to Kaiser Wilhelm, to the First World War; from there we’d slide right back to the old Greeks and Romans.

In gym class Renate was always the last in line—awkward, hesitant, everything about her slow except for those dark eyes that seemed to move right through me. But I hardly thought about the polio or her leg until Sybille Immers, the butcher’s daughter, called Renate a gimp one day as we left school. I leapt at Sybille, who was taller and heavier than I, kicking her shins; she raked her fingernails across my face and tore at my hair. When Frau Buttgereit, our music teacher, pulled us apart, her green hat with the pheasant feather fell into a puddle.

I still can’t understand what I did less than a week later when Renate didn’t want to come out and play.

“Why not?” I shouted, standing outside her bedroom window.

She leaned on the windowsill with both hands, “Because,” she shouted back.

“Because why?”

“Because Sybille is coming over.”

The scratches on my face still itched, and there she was, looking for a new best friend. Something hot and sad and mean rose inside me and, before I could stop myself, I yelled, “Even the gypsies didn’t want to keep a gimp like you!”

Her arms tight against her body, Renate stood motionless. Her face turned red, then ashen.

I stared at her, horrified by what I had said. My throat ached, and when I tried to talk, I couldn’t bring out one word.

“Hanna!” the side door slammed and the midwife ran toward me, her eyes filled with tears. “Don’t you ever come back here,” she shouted and raised one hand. “You hear me, Hanna?”

“But I didn’t mean it,” I cried out as I ran from her.

“I didn’t mean it,” I told Renate in school the next day, but she said she wasn’t allowed to play with me anymore and walked away.

Her limp seemed worse than ever before, and I felt as if I had caused it. If only I could take back the words. During recess, she stood alone in the school yard, eating an apple. My hands in the pockets of my pleated skirt, I leaned against the fence close by, feeling hollow despite the cheese sandwich I’d just eaten. If only she’d call me
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