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We both grew up as close friends in Vienna, in a quiet street lined with chestnut trees that seemed to bloom just for us each spring. David was the son of my Jewish neighbours, the Cohens, and I — Christl — lived right next door. From the time we could walk, we were always together. Whether it was hopscotch on the cobbled pavement, building forts from blankets in the attic, or sharing stolen spoonfuls of jam in my mother’s kitchen, we were each other’s shadow.

Our mothers would often smile over the fence, shaking their heads fondly. “Die zwei,” they’d say — those two. But it was David’s grandmother who gave us the name that stayed with us: umteilbar — inseparable. A Yiddish word that sounded like a secret promise, soft on the tongue and deeper than its meaning.

When we reached school age, the neighbours began to joke, as neighbours do, asking when the wedding would be. We blushed and laughed, too young to understand, too happy to care. It was a simple time, a golden bubble that felt like it could never burst.

But outside our little world, Vienna was changing. The smiles on the streets grew tighter. The greetings colder. We didn’t notice at first — not really. We were children, still wrapped in our world of games and whispered dreams. Yet, piece by piece, the city we knew darkened. The posters, the marches, the shouted words we didn’t understand but felt in the pit of our stomachs.

It was 1938. And the shadows creeping across the city were no longer the fading light of dusk but something far more terrible. The hatred, once a distant murmur, grew louder with each passing day.

But still... we played. Still, we held on to the magic of our friendship, as if by sheer force of heart we could keep the world at bay.

*  *  *
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The Cohens were not like most families on our street. They were cultured, well-travelled, and quietly affluent. Mr. Cohen ran a successful textile business inherited from his father — a man whose portrait hung in their parlour, stern-eyed but somehow kind. Their home was filled with books in German, French, and Hebrew, with silver candlesticks on the mantel and the scent of cedar and old leather lingering in the hallways.

Mr. Cohen was a man who read the newspapers with a sharper eye than most. He watched the storm clouds gather long before others admitted the sky was darkening. His friends — some in London, others in New York — sent quiet warnings in letters that never saw the light of the sitting room table. My father said he was "overly cautious," but Mr. Cohen knew better. He saw, with a businessman’s sense for shifting winds, what was coming.

And so, while others still believed in the strength of Vienna, in its civility, its culture, its music and art, Mr. Cohen made quiet plans. The whispers began — that they were applying for papers, selling off assets, arranging sponsors overseas. Us children heard fragments of adult conversations: "America," "visa," "ship passage." But to us, those words were just part of the background noise of grown-up talk — as irrelevant as politics or taxes.

I didn’t worry. Why would I? David was always there — waiting on the stoop with a grin, or sneaking apples from my mother’s kitchen, or daring me to climb the chestnut tree higher than last time. How could that ever change?

But then, one gray afternoon, as we sat on the edge of the canal tossing pebbles into the sluggish water, David spoke the words that didn’t fit into our world of games.

“We’re going away,” he said, his voice almost casual.

I turned to him, frowning. “Away where?”

He hesitated, fiddling with a pebble in his hand. “To America.”

“For holiday?” I asked, trying to keep my voice light. He shook his head, looking down at the water.

“Papa says... we don’t know for how long.”

The pebble slipped from his fingers and vanished with a soft splash.

I stared at him, the wind suddenly cold against my skin. “But... you’ll come back. Won’t you?”

He shrugged, a small, helpless motion that felt bigger than any answer.

I wanted to say something clever, something brave. Instead, I felt a lump rise in my throat. “I... I’ll miss you.”

He glanced at me then, his eyes dark and serious — older than they should have been. “I’ll miss you too.”

We sat there in silence, two children on the edge of a world about to break apart, neither of us knowing how deep the rift would run.

*  *  *
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And then the dreaded day arrived.

The morning felt strangely hollow, as if even the birds knew better than to sing. The day before, I had watched in numb disbelief as men loaded the Cohens’ trunks onto a cart, their brass clasps glinting in the afternoon sun. They looked like ordinary trunks — worn leather, sturdy handles — yet they held an entire life packed away: silver candlesticks wrapped in linen, photo albums, books, perhaps even David’s wooden soldiers we’d played with since we were little.

Those trunks were bound for the train station, to Bremerhaven, where an Ocean Liner waited to carry the Cohens across the ocean to New York — a place I could hardly imagine. A place that sounded like the end of the world.

The farewell was a blur, whispered words, and arms that tried to comfort me but only made the ache sharper. David stood beside his mother, clutching her hand, his small suitcase by his side. His eyes met mine across the crowded doorway of their home, and for a moment, it was just us again — two children in a world too big and cruel for us to understand.

I threw my arms around him, clinging tight. “Don’t go,” I whispered, my voice cracking. “Please don’t go.”

He hugged me back fiercely, his voice tight in my ear. “I have to... but I’ll write. I promise I’ll write.”

I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe the letters would come, that this wasn’t goodbye forever. But something deep inside me — a cold, heavy knot I couldn’t name — whispered that nothing would ever be the same again.

And then they were gone.

The days that followed blurred into one long, aching stretch of sorrow. I cried until my eyes swelled and my throat burned. My mother tried everything — warm milk, sweet pastries, gentle words — but nothing eased the hollow space where David used to be.

I wandered between our two houses, waiting for his voice to call my name from behind the garden wall, waiting for his knock at our door. But there was only silence.

I felt as though the world had pulled the ground out from beneath me. My friend since almost birth — the boy who had been my second self — had left me behind.

And in the emptiness he left, I asked myself over and over... What would I do now?

*  *  *
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Not long after their departure, a single letter arrived — thin blue airmail paper, addressed in Mr. Cohen’s neat hand. They had arrived safely in New York. David added a short note at the end in his uneven scrawl, telling me about the big ship, the strange food, and how everything in America seemed so loud and fast. He promised again that he would write more.

But
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